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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. 
Introduction
VSNW welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Government’s consultation on an action plan of support for the third sector.
VSNW are determined that during the economic downturn the voluntary and community sector (VCS) not only has a voice within the development of new policies and strategies, but, like small and medium size enterprises, has support needs and the potential to deliver on a wide range of actions that will help the economy recover in a sustainable fashion. The VCS can and should play a positive role in shaping the future of the North West, throughout the economic downturn and into the future.

VSNW have asked for feedback on the impact of the economic downturn on the sector in the region and convened a focus group to consider both how the downturn impacted upon the sector and the positive actions the sector might take in the short term that will support the region now and into the future.

Our draft 10 point action plan for working with the VCS (listed overleaf) seeks to outline some initial thinking from the focus group and from conversations and responses we have received from a number of organisations from within the region. It aims to highlight the potential for the sector to play its part in making a positive contribution to the future of the North West with our partners in the public and private sectors.

Draft 10 point plan for working with the VCS in the North West
The following recommendations will be consulted on, by the voluntary and community sector (VCS) in the North West, in the new year.
1.
All Sub-Regional Economic Partnerships should have VCS representatives throughout their structures.
2.
All LSP should have VCS representatives on Boards with an economic remit.
3.
Partners should recognise that there is a cost implication to sector representation and identify appropriate resources.
4.
The 5 Sub-Regional Consortia for VCS infrastructure to work with local partners to identify gaps in local provision of support services.
5.
Specialist support for mergers to be identified where this would bring improvement and efficiency gains and increase sustainability.
6.
Public Sector partners to honour existing SLAs and contracts and to increase sustainability through compact compliant funding arrangements.
7.
Public Sector to pay invoices in 10 days and strongly encourage those who are sub-contracting to do the same.
8.
Revisit VCS ERDF proposals in light of changing economic circumstances.
9.
Partners to develop a strategy for the volunteering sector to respond to the economic downturn.
10.
Commission a six month post to examine the viability of projects outlined in this paper and with wider discussion with the VCS to develop a coherent package of activity for the VCS that positively impacts on the economy of the North West.
Conclusion
1. Key for VSNW is the opportunity for the voluntary and community sector to appropriately, directly and strategically engage with economically focussed decision-making processes at every spatial level. 

Key structures, where the strategic engagement of the VCS should be supported, include:

· Local economic assessment process or LSP board/executive
· Economic development block (or equivalent) of the Local Area Agreement process (LSP sub-group)
· Sub-regional economic development partnership structures.

Only in this way can the potential, perspective and knowledge of the sector be embedded and fully support the work of private and public sector partners, at local and sub-regional levels, to minimise the impact of the economic downturn and support economic recovery. We hope that VSNW is demonstrating, at a regional level (in particular through direct involvement in the Joint Economic Commission for the North West), the value the sector can add to such discussions and strategic decision-making.
2. The Local Democracy, Economic Development and Construction Bill offers the opportunity to guarantee voluntary and community sector engagement in local economic assessments. 

Statutory support for VCS engagement in local economic assessments and other sub-national economic structures could be put into effect in this session of parliament.

3. Construction projects in partnership with the voluntary and community sector could be fast-tracked. 
Action 8 of our draft recommendations is: “Revisit VCS ERDF proposals in light of changing economic circumstances.” Priority could be given to areas in need of regeneration where current partnerships with private sector partners are stalling or being put on hold.
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