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Consultation Response to ‘Best value: new draft statutory guidance’
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About VSNW

Voluntary Sector North West is the regional voluntary sector network for the North West.  Its purpose is to support a connected and influential voluntary and community sector (VCS).  VSNW works with over 150 members which

· either work directly, across the region, to support and deliver services for individuals, or

· are VCS infrastructure or support organisations that work with local voluntary and community groups.
By drawing on the experience of its members, VSNW contributes to national and regional policy and acts as a voice for the voluntary and community sector in the North West. We are in direct contact with over 2,000 VCS groups right across the region and through our full members and regional networks are in touch with over 20,000 VCS groups. 

VSNW are one of nine regional networks which are members of Regional Voices, the Regional Voluntary Sector Network Forum. Regional Voices is one of the Department of Health’s VCS Strategic Partners.
VSNW recommends that:
1.0 The definition of 'best value' is strengthened in order to: 

1.1 embed, and develop a better understanding of, social, environmental and additional economic value in order to commission better services and further improve current services
1.2 develop a strategic procurement tool for authorities to build big local economies and encourage mini, neighbourhood-level enterprise zones

2.0 The Duty to Involve is not repealed

1. Groups that we consulted welcomed the intention to refresh the 1999 best value duty, and link it to definitions of ‘overall value’, ‘social value’ and ‘environmental value’. 

2. A clear, broadened definition of best value will provide greater freedom for authorities. 

A refreshed understanding of ‘best value’ could free up councils from procurement processes that often necessarily ignore certain local needs and realities. A new ‘best value’, if strong enough, could be the means to infuse local procurement and commissioning processes with more effective measures of best value, more sensitive to local need, and be better able to identify truly ‘best value’ providers.

For example, through a broader definition of additional economic value (see 1.3 below) certain neighbourhoods could be earmarked (mini enterprise zones, if you will) in order to encourage increased enterprise activity and thereby kickstart local economic growth.
3. To support this, we also believe that the guidance should be linked to broader concepts of economic value. These could include:

· Additional economic value: ie how much money is being recycled back into the local economy (CLES’ Local Multiplier 3 tool (LM3) effectively measures this). This would effectively embed localism while driving coherent, joined up activities.
· Consequential economic cost i.e. what would be the cost, to the state (eg benefit uptake), of decommissioning certain services?
· Our work with NHS NW on the ‘Social Value’ project could be incorporated into the best value definition of social value: “[the] additional benefit to the community from a commissioning/procurement process over and above the direct purchasing of goods, services and outcomes.”
Recommendation: Incorporate broader concepts of economic value in the definition of best value.
4. However groups were unclear about what was meant by “overall value” in paragraph 1 of the draft guidance. It was unclear both how this would be interpreted and implemented. As such it was not deemed clear or specific. Of particular concern is how environmental value and social value will both be adequately incorporated into best value reviews. How could additional economic value be included?
Recommendation: Provide enhanced guidance about what is meant by “overall value”.
5. Further to point 4 above, environmental and social value are linked in the guidance to service review and not to the broader review of functions. This encourages a tick box review without providing a satisfactory definition or adequate guidance on how to think about fulfilling the new Best Value duty and guidance. The guidance does not give a clear and specific sense to the weight of consideration that should be given to environmental and social value either in reviewing specific services or in reviewing the authorities overall functions.
Recommendation: The guidance should outline more fully how both environmental and social value should be considered. If this is to be determined locally, then the guidance should suggest this is done and published for all to understand.
6. While we do not want to see disproportionate cuts passed on to local voluntary sector groups, we do not necessarily favour a false protectionist approach (as outlined in paragraph 3) imposed on local areas by national government. Such an approach could damage strong local partnerships and make activity to support increased community participation more difficult. 


7. We fully endorse the joint submission from NAVCA, ACEVO and NCVO in respect of concerns about the repeal of the Duty to Involve, alongside the end of other formal structures to support local voluntary and community sector engagement (LSPs, Community Strategies). In particular points 3.2 and 3.3:

3.2 We share the concerns of our members, however, that a Duty to Consult the local VCS and communities will prove significantly weaker than the Duty to Involve. The Duty to Involve was the culmination and fulfilment of a long-term rise in providing for greater citizen involvement in local decision making. VCS and community representatives have been able to refer to the Duty to ensure that local authorities consider whether or not it is appropriate to involve them in the exercise of their functions. It has also been valuable for representatives to refer to the Duty in order to request information from their local authority, and to ask to be involved in other ways.
3.3 If the Duty to Involve is repealed, the guidance must contain alternative and equally strong provisions to ensure that local authorities harness the local knowledge, expertise and experience of local VCS and community groups for the benefit of their communities, and to guarantee their capacity to influence local decision making. Instituting only token provisions or even ignoring local VCS and community groups must not be an option for local authorities.
We feel that repealing the duty will reduce citizen participation and not increase it. Recommendation: Do not repeal the Duty to Involve.
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