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Consultation Response to Supporting a Stronger Civil Society
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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.   Through our members we have reach to over 30,000 organisations across the region.
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.
Introduction

We believe that Local Infrastructure Organisations (LIOs) are a significant resource for delivering the Government’s Big Society agenda. LIOs offer a cost effective way to shape and support civil society activity.
We also believe that key to improving support to frontline groups is the need for LIOs to assess their own priorities and modify some of their support services. Although funding is always an issue, consortia support, for example, may need to be a standard LIO service. We believe that the consolidation grant could be used to identify support priorities and reshape services provided to frontline groups.

We further believe that voluntary, community and faith sector groups including social enterprises (VCS) need to help build local economies…
In our response to the recent Modernisation Commissioning consultation we outlined the need to build ‘big local economies’ and how that might be done:

· Increase the emphasis on equality-proofing within the commissioning cycle: this is in addition to our support for scoring social value (through the Public Services Bill)

· Seek to outsource monitoring requirements onto consortia support leads, that don’t deliver themselves, but seek to build in accountability to local communities and users - - this should be done in order to make consortia more appealing and less burdensome to public sector procurement staff

· Encourage success of consortia that incorporate VCS providers, users and community groups alongside internal support hubs delivering an effective voice and development support role.

VSNW’s Recommendations

· Make the most of Local Infrastructure Organisations

· Stronger Government support for strategic VCS engagement on Local Enterprise Partnership Boards would help build stronger VCS-private sector relationships.
· Government should encourage large and prime providers to outsource brokerage of sub-contracting support and monitoring to appropriate, VCS-owned infrastructure organisations. This would jump start consortia working and support work.
· Use the consolidation grant pot to support shift in local infrastructure organisation’s services to suit new policy context including setting up local consortia.

· Encourage prime contractors to work with consortia through VCS infrastructure acting as brokers or intermediaries.
· Government to help build ‘big local economies’.

Question 1: How can online services for frontline groups be improved?

There are limits to the effectiveness of even the best online services. An isolated but perfect website is of limited and temporary value.
For the local voluntary and community sector, online services are doorways to a thriving local sector. Besides being able to access crucial face to face support, and tailored advice and training, groups can build (through agencies like local VCS infrastructure organisations) a stronger voice (collective and strategically focussed) and links to other local groups: so they can network, partner, and share learning. Online services are a good means to build a thriving local sector.

For example, from a purely commissioning based perspective, such locally linked groups have the potential to act coherently, share informal commissioning-like knowledge of need, identify partnership potential (eg in delivering integrated services) and build consortia in order to bid for larger contracts.

Therefore, a programme seeking to improve online services should bear in mind that those online services available to local groups are there to help create a streamlined local sector. There is little point in streamlining online services if this disrupts the sector’s capacity to act in a streamlined manner.

Question 2: What can Government do to forge more effective links and transfer skills between small civil society organisations and businesses or larger charities?
Question 3: How could brokerage of pro bono support be improved?
Government can support the sector to do this for itself, certainly at a sub-national level: Local relationships and effective brokerage will provide a platform for opportunities for working together, developing skills exchange proposals and pro bono support.
It is important to remember that, for the most part, relationships will need to be developed in a local context. The big employers of Rossendale, Lancashire, for instance are limited (there are eleven employers with 200+ staff) and struggling to survive. As our colleagues in Lancashire point out, there are over 2000 employers with 10 or less staff. 

Careful relationship building and in-depth knowledge of what the sector could offer is important. Strong support for local infrastructure organization activity will be vital to creating real change.
LIOs will need to develop their strategic engagement with the local private sector. 
Recommendation: Stronger Government support for strategic VCS engagement on Local Enterprise Partnership Boards would help build stronger VCS-private sector relationships.
Recommendation: Government should encourage large and prime providers to outsource brokerage of sub-contracting support and monitoring to appropriate, VCS-owned infrastructure organisations. This would jump start consortia working and support work.
Question 4: What support might your organisation need to become more resilient?
Question 7: How could consolidation grants help ensure the sustainability and efficiency of infrastructure services?
The national policy context has greatly shifted over the last nine months. There is a strong need to re-assess the standard make-up of services offered by local infrastructure organisations. There are support needs that groups have not yet felt. There will always be local variation, but the consolidation grant could be used to identify appropriate (forthcoming) VCS support services. 
For instance, support engaging with new GP Consortia, build strategic links with the private sector or addressing the changes brought about by the enactment of the Localism Bill, including:

· Use of place-based budgets for geographic communities and communities of interest

· Use of the ‘Community right to challenge’

· Understanding transparent local data

· Use of local referenda

Within the context of winning contracts, for instance, LIOs will need to be able to provide consortia development skills as standard. While many LIOs will be able to provide most of the component parts, these services will need re-packaging. Consortia are effective ways of building the capacity of small local partners to engage with larger private and charity sector providers on their more even terms. 

Recommendation: Use the consolidation grant pot to support shift in local infrastructure organisation’s services to suit new policy context.

Recommendation: Use the consolidation grant to support local infrastructure organisations to set up local consortia.

Government should seek to identify an effective brokerage model for sub-contracting from private sector providers and for supporting community engagement in the public sector commissioning cycle. This could be part of the roll out of the Merlin Standard but with an emphasis on the consortia offer back to prime contractors. Such a brokerage model, we firmly believe, should meet certain criteria which includes being locally owned by the local voluntary and community sector. This way, the private sector could be encouraged to fund VCS-owned infrastructure.

Recommendation: Encourage prime contractors to work with consortia through VCS infrastructure acting as brokers or intermediaries.
Question 5: What do you think should be the priorities for a bursary fund?

Question 6: How could any bursary fund be delivered simply and fairly?
Bursary funds should not be used to replace adequate core funding of appropriate local infrastructure support. As such, a re-assessment of current LIO services, in a new context, should precede such a fund.
The delivery of CapacityBuilder’s Modernisation Fund through local infrastructure organisations has been identified, certainly within the North West, as a good model for bursary fund delivery: in particular Merseyside ChangeUp’s delivery of the fund.
Question 8: Are there ways that expert intervention can support areas which are lacking social capital to improve local relationships and develop a stronger civil society?
In the first instance, successful acts of expert intervention should provide the basis for training and information so that ultimately skills are sustainable and locally-based. The shift to Big Society won’t be as a consequence of one set of interventions over a relatively short time scale.
The Partnership Improvement Programme was effective because it worked with local VCS infrastructure expertise and understanding; not instead of.

Recommendation: Effective dissemination of successful expert intervention actions to Local Infrastructure Organisations. 
Question 10: Do you have further suggestions or comments on how the Office for Civil Society can help frontline groups become more efficient and effective?

In our response to the recent Modernisation Commissioning consultation we outlined the need to ‘build big local economies’ and how that might be done:

· Increase the emphasis on equality-proofing within the commissioning cycle: this is in addition to our support for scoring social value (through the Public Services Bill)
· Seek to outsource monitoring requirements onto consortia support leads, that don’t deliver themselves, but seek to build in accountability to local communities and users - - this should be done in order to make consortia more appealing and less burdensome to public sector procurement staff

· Encourage success of consortia that incorporate VCS providers, users and community groups alongside internal support hubs delivering an effective voice and development support role.

A full version of our response is available here: Modernising Commissioning Response
 http://www.vsnw.org.uk/files/Publications/VSNW_Consultation_Response_to_Commissioning_Green_Paper.doc 

Consortia development for local networks and infrastructure organisations will be very important for retaining a small, local, diverse and vibrant local voluntary and community sector.

Recommendation: Government to help build ‘big local economies'.
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