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Policy statement on Regional Strategies and Guidance on the establishment of Leaders’ Boards
VSNW’s consultation response places particular emphasis on:
· Mainstreaming the equalities impact assessment within the Sustainability Appraisal process

· Clarifying the right for local authorities to determine the structure of their Leaders’ Board

· The benefits of formal third sector inclusion on the Leaders’ Board

· The right to place particular emphasis, within the regional strategy, on improving the economic prospects of both geographic and identity/interest communities – depending on the regional strategic vision developed in consultation.

· The offer for at least one third sector representative from Regional Voices to be involved in developing the national core sustainability framework.

October 2009

About VSNW
VSNW (Voluntary Sector North West) is the regional voluntary sector network for the North West. The purpose of VSNW is to ensure that the voluntary and community sector, in all its diversity, takes its full part in shaping the future of the North West.

VSNW works with over 150 members which

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

· are VCS infrastructure organisations (LIOs) that work with local voluntary and community groups.

VSNW members provide community services, regenerate neighbourhoods, support individuals, promote volunteering and tackle discrimination. The 40 generalist LIOs in membership of VSNW have a membership of 6,780 VCS groups and are in contact with 19,800 local voluntary and community sector groups in the North West – just under two-thirds (63%) of the region’s VCS groups.

The voluntary and community sector in the North West incorporates a wide range of organisations: branches of large nationals, medium-sized regional and local organisations with paid staff and banks of volunteers, and small community groups, with no paid staff, little if any income but with a strong sense of local accountability. 

Key activities include 

· Advocacy, information and advice

· Delivery of services, often but not always on behalf of public bodies

· Campaigning and lobbying

· Representing specific interest groups

· Building capacity and community development

· Providing infrastructure support services to local VCS 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. 
VSNW involvement in the development of the Regional Strategy for the North West (RS2010)

VSNW has been significantly involved in all stages of the development of our regional strategy so far and have sought to engage a broad range of third sector organisations throughout – both in terms of updating our members, networks and other key third sector contacts (which now exceeds 900 individuals working in or on behalf of third sector organisations in the North West) and of engaging third sector organisations in the development of the process and the representations being made by them and informed by them. 
We have done this, with much strong partnership support from regional public sector agencies (particularly, in this context, NWDA, 4NW, GONW, NHS NW and the Regional Intelligence Unit), as well as extensive support from our many third sector partners and stakeholders, through:

· Supporting third sector engagement in the evidence base consultation via email updates, briefings, email consultation, consultation events, and engagement with analysts from the regional intelligence unit;

· Running and partnering, with third sector partners, seven consultation events which engaged over 200 representatives from over 150 third sector organisations on the regional Strategies’ Principles and Issues consultation
· Continuous involvement in the Regional Strategy Advisory Group which consists of the Social, Economic and Environmental Partners who contributed to the Regional Assembly before it became 4NW Leaders’ Board.

· Engagement in the Sustainability and Equality Impact Assessments, and development of the options.
Submission contact: Richard Caulfield (Chief Executive) or Warren Escadale (Policy & Communications Officer) 

Organisation: Voluntary Sector North West (VSNW)

Address: St Thomas Centre, Ardwick Green North, Manchester, M12 6FZ

E-mail address: policy@vsnw.org.uk
Please state whether you agree to your response being made public:
Yes

1. DRAFT POLICY STATEMENT ON REGIONAL STRATEGIES

1.1 Do you consider that the scope of the Policy Statement enables regional flexibility while providing sufficient certainty and consistency about how new Regional Strategies should be prepared? Do you wish to suggest any improvements?
We particularly endorse the principle to “secure a joined up approach to strategy-making and governance within each region, based on partnership working and stakeholder involvement” (2.1.2, page 18). This principle should enable all partners to develop streamlined strategic structures to aid effective delivery of a single regional strategy. It is not fully clear, from the policy statement, that this is supported by the guidance. See response to Q. 3 below.
1.2 Do you agree with the scope of Regional Strategies set out at Paragraph 3.4?

There is concern that guidance on environmental matters, as set out, does not refer to the importance of 'protecting' the environment (as opposed to 'enhancing' it). It should, for example in paragraph 3,4 as well as 3.3.

Otherwise we would agree with the scope, if the following is already understood to be included... 

Where consultation within each region views the following aspects as part of the clear vision of the region the following should also be included in the Regional Strategy:
· ‘sustainable communities’ policies, as part of the incorporation of sustainable development policies, especially where those seek to address social, economic and environmental inequalities for local communities and socially excluded groups across the region.
· Similarly we would also seek, where a mandate exists, to include policies that address health inequalities.
· The North West has strongly linked Equalities and Health Impact Assessments and the Sustainability Appraisal.
1.3 Do you agree with the sub-regional approach at Paragraph 3.6?

Yes.
1.4 Is the policy framework at Paragraphs 4.8 and 4.9 on the content of Regional Strategies appropriate to ensure Regional Strategies focus on the key priorities for the region?

The wellbeing of communities should be taken into account by responsible regional authorities. In deciding on regional priorities, we believe that responsible regional authorities should also take into account the wellbeing of communities: both in terms of the impact of other priorities and decisions and in terms of seeking to directly increase the wellbeing of communities. 

4.9, paragraph 4: Is this prescriptive enough in terms of carbon reduction targets?

4.9, paragraph 5: This framework also suggested that communities (and this is where added value can be gained from regional and sub-regional planning and delivery) other than spatial/geographic communities could also be considered as a “priority for economic growth, regeneration and investment”; ie communities of interest, identity, ethnicity. 
1.5 Is there a need for more detail in the policy on how responsible regional authorities should decide on the priorities for their Regional Strategy? If yes, what should this detail comprise?

No, responsible regional authorities should be free to consult and work with stakeholders in order to develop a clear vision and clear outcome framework. 
This freedom should extend to be able to examine the regional implications of national policies such as those outlined in paragraph 4.5. 

1.6 Is the policy on the project planning and the preparation of a Project Plan appropriate? If not, how can it be improved?

Yes, although broader and more formal consultation with stakeholders in the North West on the evidence base (existing and gaps) proved to be an effective way to secure stakeholder buy-in and identify regional interests and existing evidence that would probably otherwise not have been. This process increased understanding about the key issues and knowledge of partners, particularly for and of key third sector stakeholders. 
1.7 Is the policy on Statements of Policies on Community Involvement at Paragraph 5.17 appropriate? If not, how can it be improved?

Alongside voluntary and community sector engagement, it should be clear that equalities interests from the voluntary and community sector have also been engaged. Key aspects of the engagement process in the North West that have drawn in specialist knowledge and broad buy-in from a wide spectrum of stakeholders include:
· Formal consultation on the evidence base

· Engagement of a broad group of social, economic and environmental partners on a regional strategy advisory group

· Formal consultation on the development of the Principles and Issues – the vision – of the regional strategy. This gained the development process much positive support, and broad momentum, particularly within the voluntary and community sector.

· A symposium event on deprived communities.

· Formal engagement of third sector and third sector environmental stakeholders on the Leaders’ Board and the key sub-groups of the Leaders’ Board. 
It is impossible to over-estimate the positive impact that the continued involvement of social, economic and environmental partners on the main Leaders’ Board has had. From our perspective the key benefits have been:

· Streamlined decision-making structures for key regional partners.
· The symbolic commitment by the local authority representatives of 4NW to the voluntary and community sector has enabled us to generate significant engagement and momentum within our sector. Without this commitment it would have been very difficult to make the case to the sector that the consultation processes were meaningful, open to influence, and part of a genuine commitment to strong partnership working. 

· Created a mechanism for voluntary, community, environmental and other third sector organisations to formally engage in the regional decision-making hierarchy as an effective partner, with a productive perspective, that can look to harness the resources of our sector (30,000 + groups; 60,000 + paid staff; £3bn + income pa; complementary understanding of the impact of the recession on communities in the North West) in a meaningful regional strategic context. 

· On a simple level, developed a communication channel through which the sector has been able to keep up to date with the developing regional strategy.
· Begun to lay down significant markers as to how the third sector in the North West (both at regional and sub-regional levels) can contribute to economic growth and sustainable regional development.
· Made a significant contribution to developing/clarifying public sector understanding of how to engage the third sector at regional and sub-regional levels.

· Strengthened regional partnership working.
1.8 Is the policy framework on the role of Sustainability Appraisals and the appraisal of issues and options in relation to the Regional Strategy process appropriate?

As previously mentioned, the North West has strongly linked Equalities and Health Impact Assessments and the Sustainability Appraisal. It is too early to assess whether this has helped though it has streamlined the process, enabled more coherent stakeholder engagement, and helped the appraisal feel more appropriate to the developing vision in the North West.

We respectfully suggest that third and environmental third sector stakeholder involvement be sought in developing the national core sustainability framework:
· At least one third sector representative from Regional Voices could be usefully engaged in developing the national core sustainability framework. Regional Voices is a partnership of the 9 regional voluntary sector networks each involved in this process in the 8 regions (+London). Regional Voices is a national strategic partner of the Department of Health.
· At least one environmental third sector perspective (Chair of North West Environment Link and/or the environment and community person on NWDA’s Board).
1.9 Is the policy framework to guide the Examination in Public process appropriate?

We believe that the Equalities and Health Impact assessment processes should guide the North West’s EIP.
1.10 Appendix A describes the broad stages of the Regional Strategy revision process. Does this provide the appropriate level of detail to guide responsible regional authorities in preparing their Strategies? If not, how can it be improved?

Yes, though again reference to Equalities and Health Impact Assessments could usefully, as in the North West, form part of the Sustainability Appraisal (as part of the ‘Drafting Regional Strategy Revision’ stage).
1.11 Paragraph 5.49 sets out the key expectations of Implementation Plans. Are these appropriate and do they provide sufficient clarity?

The Implementation Plan should be subjected to sustainability appraisal and equalities impact assessment (paragraph 5.51).

1.12 Paragraph 5.60 sets out the broad policy for the preparation of annual monitoring reports. Is this appropriate and does it provide sufficient clarity?

Yes, though again the report could be informed by the issues raised by the Equalities and Health Impact Assessments.

1.13 Paragraph 6.1 set out the approach to the preparation of documents to support the Regional Strategy. Does this make it clear how documents should relate to the Regional Strategy?

Yes.
2. DRAFT REGULATIONS

2.1 Do you have any comments on the proposed scope and detail of the proposed regulations set out at Annex 2?

No.
3. ESTABLISHMENT OF LEADERS’ BOARDS: DRAFT GUIDANCE ON THE PREPARATION OF SCHEMES

3.1 Do you agree with the range of considerations under each of the three broad criteria that the Secretary of State will take into account when considering schemes for the establishment and operation of a Leaders’ Board, as set out in the guidance at Annex 3? If not, how should they be changed?

There is ambiguity as to whether the following are compatible:

· A3.3: “Leaders’ Boards ... comprised of elected members”

· A3.6 “The Government does not wish to be prescriptive about regional structures and working arrangements”

· the current, effective working arrangements in the North West: the Leaders’ Board includes 7 social, economic and environmental partners of which one is held by VSNW’s Chief Executive, Richard Caulfield who also links back to North West Environment Link as well as the rest of the third sector in the North West. 

Does A3.3 mean that Leaders’ Boards should be exclusively “comprised of elected [local authority] members”? We do not believe that this should necessarily be the case but that 

· local authorities should have the right to determine the structure of the Leaders’ Board so long as it enables local government ... 

· “to act collectively at the regional level to fulfil their responsibility in relation to the revision and implementation of the Regional Strategy jointly with the RDA” 
· and provides “a mechanism for democratic input into the regional strategy and ensure that we join up councillor input at the regional level” (A3.3, page 42)

· direct third sector engagement on the Leaders’ Board is beneficial to all

· streamlined social, environmental and economic partner engagement on the Leaders’ Board is beneficial
We particularly endorse the principle to
“secure a joined up approach to strategy-making and governance within each region, based on partnership working and stakeholder involvement” (2.1.2, page 18). 
We also endorse the freedom for Leaders’ Boards to determine how they engage with stakeholders and ensure effective stakeholder input:

“It will be up to each region to decide how to engage with stakeholders, although responsible regional authorities should use a variety of means to involve different stakeholders. The Leaders’ Board and RDA may wish to explore alternative arrangements for ensuring an effective stakeholder input, many of whom have extensive knowledge, skills and experience which could benefit preparation and implementation of the Regional Strategy.” (5.18, page 28).

Just as with how local authorities engage on Local Strategic Partnerships (LSPs) and as part of the LAA process (and of how local authorities develop formal local partnerships and seek to engage on behalf of communities) it would seem consistent to allow the same level of devolved decision-making to those same local authorities at regional level as they are afforded at local level. It would seem inconsistent to allow local authority representatives less choice about how they convene at regional level in order to ensure (which happens) that they convene. 
We believe and are assured that our local authority partners find the current arrangements in the North West useful. 4NW is seen and understood as a local authority owned and driven body; it is clearly and universally understood as a local authority-lead organisation.

In terms of benefit we also believe that social, economic and environmental partners offer “knowledge, skills and experience which ... [does] benefit preparation and implementation of the Regional Strategy” (page28) and that formal engagement (certainly for VSNW) has enabled us to generate far greater buy-in from third sector partners many of whom would not have otherwise engaged. 
As stated earlier.... It is impossible to over-estimate the positive impact of formal engagement, for VSNW as the regional voluntary sector network, on the main Leaders’ Board. From our perspective the key benefits have been:

· Streamlined decision-making structures for key regional partners with third sector involvement embedded.

· The symbolic commitment by the local authority representatives of 4NW to the voluntary and community sector which has enabled us to generate significant engagement and momentum within our sector for the regional strategy. Without this commitment it would have been very difficult to make the case that the consultation processes were meaningful, open to influence, and part of a genuine commitment to strong partnership working. 

· Created a mechanism for voluntary, community, environmental and other third sector organisations to formally engage in the regional decision-making hierarchy as an effective partner, with a productive perspective, that can look to harness the resources of our sector (30,000 + groups; 60,000 + paid staff; £3bn + income pa; complementary understanding of the impact of the recession on communities in the North West) in a meaningful regional strategic context. 

· On a simple level, developed a communication channel through which the sector has been able to keep up to date with the developing regional strategy.

· Begun to lay down significant markers as to how the third sector in the North West (both at regional and sub-regional levels) can contribute to economic growth and sustainable regional development. It has endorsed a sense of strengthened leadership from VSNW which now facilitates North West Infrastructure Partnership which includes the recognised third sector equalities lead bodies (BME, LGB, disability, faith, refugee/asylum seeker), sub-regional change up lead organisations (covering all 5 sub-regions), and regional thematic lead bodies (rural, children & young people, learning & skills consortia, environment, ICT, volunteering, European policy & technical assistance and social enterprise). This partnership is an additional and effective way of further embedding diverse stakeholder engagement in our regional strategy.
· Made a significant contribution to developing/clarifying public sector understanding of how to engage the third sector at regional and sub-regional levels.

· Strengthened regional partnership working.

4. SUSTAINABILITY APPRAISAL OF REGIONAL STRATEGIES: DRAFT SUPPLEMENT TO “A PRACTICAL GUIDE TO THE STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT DIRECTIVE”

4.1 Do you support the approach proposed for the new guidance at Annex 4, taking the Practical Guide as the main document with a supplement on Sustainability Appraisal?

Yes, though we would wish to see the Equalities and Health Impact Assessments included here so that (alongside issues of sustainability) these aspects are also seen as equally important.
4.2 Do you think that the Practical Guide and the supplement together provide enough guidance to undertake Sustainability Appraisal that are compliant with legislation and meet the Regional Strategy’s objective of promoting sustainable development?

Yes, given the potential for further inclusion of the Equalities Impact Assessment and a strengthened sense of sustainable community development as part of the appraisal of sustainable development.
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