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Response to the Open Public Services White Paper
This response has been compiled with the support of voluntary, community and social enterprise groups from across the North West.

Particular support with this response has been generously provided by the following partners and their networks: 
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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 reach out 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.

An outline of our experience relevant to this consultation is provided in Appendix 1.

How we consulted
In responding to the White Paper, we have:

· Engaged over 150 VCS groups on the challenges for local voluntary and community sector groups of delivering public services. This understanding of the issues and challenges draws on a focus group session held last December involving leading VCS experts in the region; on our own involvement in running a consortia of VCS providers; and through our understanding gained through delivery of a region-wide tendering and procurement programme.
· Worked closely with One North West (1NW), the regional BME network for voluntary and community sector organisations. Through 1NW we supported the delivery of an Open Public Services White Paper workshop with 40 leading race equality organisations. 
· In partnership with the North West Regional Youth Work Unit (NW RYWU) and Children and Young People North West (C&YP NW) we consulted with over 50 public and voluntary sector representatives engaged in delivering, planning or commissioning services for children and young people in the North West. This was through a cross-sector event, looking at ‘The Future of Pubic Services for Children and Young People’ that included 18 public sector representatives.
1. Choice

“No more ‘get what you’re given’… Get what you choose.” David Cameron, PM.
1.1 The groups we consulted with agree that the main objective should be to find ways to improve public services. And while choice can be an important driver for improving public services, the objective is improved public services. Choice is a means not an end and does not necessarily improve quality. 
How do we best ensure people have greater choice between diverse, quality providers?
1.2 We recognise that resources for the delivery of public services are extremely limited. We also recognise that the decentralisation of decision-making is a good default principle, especially where this gives individuals greatest control over their services. We need to be aware that choice, in itself, does not necessarily give individuals control over their services. 
1.3 Look at our high streets: Choice can lead to a monopoly of provision. We need to make sure that choice doesn’t lead to a diversity of providers suitable only for the largest group of individuals. And conversely that large numbers of people (the majority even) are not forced to choose between a diversity of providers whose services are not suitable for them but are the only ones available. The best available choice is sometimes not good enough.
1.4 Real choice depends on being able to shape the public service product to suit individual need. Therefore, the shape of the choices on offer must be demand driven not supply driven. Let’s recognise where the public sector model is ahead of the private sector model and where private sector models are playing catch-up in their thinking (this is what those Microsoft ads where people say what part of Windows 7 they invented are doing). Otherwise we will, in the words of the Public Administration Select Committee on the delivery of Big Society, once more “throw out the good with the bad”.
1.5 Our sister organisation, One North West, in their response to the Open Public Services White Paper draws out the implications of a supply driven model of choice to sketch out a broad answer:
“To ensure that our public services are rooted in equal participation and that the ‘power of choice’ is equalised, there needs to be some form of intervention and the development of a social justice framework, otherwise it will serve to widen inequality and undermine community cohesion in our communities.” 
We therefore commend for your attention One North West’s pilot work in Tameside looking at how to develop a local social justice framework and suggest that a member of Cabinet Office staff seek permission to join Tameside’s cross-agency (Local Authority, PCT, voluntary sector) steering group looking into this. It may be that a member of DCLG staff looking at the ‘future of local audit’ would also be interested. Contact: Dan Silver (dan.silver@vsnw.org.uk or 0161 276 9300).
1.6 Real choice will also depend on how we think about the provider model. While we have truly great concerns about the way the Work Programme model is being delivered and may fail to deliver a demand-driven diversity of providers, we would like to see greater thought given to local framework delivery models including consortia and brokered delivery especially where they engage local small and medium VCS providers: This may be in partnership with large voluntary sector providers (the Young Lancashire consortia due to be launched on 14th October is a good example) or with new public sector spin-off mutuals (a number of youth service spin-offs are appearing in the North West). However, there are significant barriers and issues relating to the commissioning and procurement cycle that are not only hindering but irreparably damaging consortia working. It is an issue we are looking into.
1.7 In order to give people greater control over service shape, and creating a new public service delivery dynamic, we believe that mutuals and VCS groups should be encouraged to work together:
· through the commissioning process
· through developing appropriate networking and support services to encourage joint-working
A positive model of the constitution of one such mutual is The Angel Healthy Living Centre (Salford) Ltd, an Industrial & Provident Society; their members are a third staff, third local community and a third users.
1.8 In principle we support Personal Budgets. They offer an important vehicle for giving people choice and empowerment. 
However, we have concerns about extending the use of personal budgets into health, etc, when we have not yet seen it truly working well at scale in terms of disabled people.  VCS groups need time to adapt and support in developing the services they offer and promote. Otherwise the diversity of services won’t exist to be bought.
We therefore recommend the following action:
· Ensure brokerage functions where necessary are appropriately funded.
· Explore training needs of Local Infrastructure Organisations so they can support local groups to put together effective business and marketing models so that they are competitive providers under personal budgets.
1.9 If choice is to be embedded then we suggest that Government continue its support for social value through the Public Services (Social Enterprise and Social Value) Bill. And that further consideration is given as to how to:
· Positively score community engagement in the commissioning process.
· Positively score accountability to the local community and to users in the commissioning process.

2. Decentralisation 
2.1 Feedback was unanimous about the need to ensure that the positive aims of decentralisation are the outcomes we get. In other words that decentralisation brings about:
· More empowered people
· More money at a local level
2.2 The need for intermediate structures was also recognized – structures that sit between national and local geographies. These structures were felt, by the focus group for providers for children and young people, are necessary so that we can ensure safeguards for equality and that ‘Unpopular groups’ also secure investment.
If decentralisation is going to work, serious thought needs to be given to what frameworks are needed and about what skills need to be developed (and where) in order to support more responsible, empowered people to be more responsible and empowered. 

2.3 It was felt that the above aims (more empowered people, money at local level, safeguards for equality), need to be given greater clarity within the principle of decentralisation. There needs to be a transparent and common understanding of how localism and decentralisation is being implemented.
For example, it is not clear that the current vision of Neighbourhood Forums, with their emphasis on geography rather than identity, will not merely ensure a persistent ‘block vote’ that imposes the one choice (of the largest block vote) on the local majority and thereby dilute the principles of choice, fairness and accountability. 
2.4 There were worries, in line with the Select Committee on Localism’s findings that (rather than DCLG’s response) the other four principles of Open Public Service Delivery often do not suit a simplistic geographic interpretation of decentralization and will lead to more unintended than intended consequences. The young people’s services focus groups identified three areas that need to be guarded against: 
· Commissioning biggest, most organised voices
· Postcode lotteries that encourage deprived communities to export skilled people
· People paralysed by choice
2.5 Currently, the lack of explanatory aims, makes the notion of decentralization seem arbitrary and retrospective. 
For example how is the principle of decentralisation embedded in the Work Programme and the National Citizens Service (NCS) programme? 
The growing number of local delivery partnerships in phase 2 of the NCS pilot is welcome, serves to correct the centralist, programmatic vision and roll out of phase 1. It now seems exemplary in its localist revision and understanding of how to bring about a step-change in scale of delivery. The programme now supports the negotiation of local, cross-silo and cross-geography collaborations. 

However, the evidence of unintended, but definitively anti-localist and ‘anti-decentralist’, consequences in the Work Programme is rapidly growing. We believe that this evidence serves to develop a means of practically defining whether the principle of decentralisation is genuinely being held up and to spark thinking about how it is made transparent, understood, accountable and framed.
2.6 Are the principles principles? The critical application of the purported aims of decentralisation compared with actual outcomes allows us to develop thoughts on 
· whether the principle has been applied in a valid and consistent manner.
· whether an area of policy, relating to public services, abides by or critically fails to meet the requirements of a relevant principle. 

NB.See appendix 2 for our case study on The Work Programme and assessing the principle of decentralisation. Does The Work Programme fail the principle of decentralisation?
2.7 If a policy relating to public service delivery is at odds with a principle, what forms of redress are there? In what ways will principles be assured?
2.8 If the principle of decentralisation is really about empowerment then the default position and principle should be localism and not decentralisation: the default should be with people and not just with ‘moving away from the centre’. Before doing this, however, we need to have a mature debate that recognises the positive reasons and justifications for bureaucracy and centralization and develop a consistent and thoughtful framework for decision-making. We should do this so that we clearly understand why a decision is being made on behalf of others at a level distant from the individual.
3. Fair Access
3.1 The C&YP services focus group felt that the concepts of fairness and fair access are positive but lack the depth needed to understand and begin to address inequality. 
3.2 The emphasis on listening to local residents was seen as positive. 
3.3 But, for example, looking at geographic sufficiency, free school meals and deprivation counts does not give a true needs assessment, or help to meaningfully understand inequality and inequalities. There needs to be a centralised understanding of need and supply.
3.4 If personalised budgets, or a similar model of choice, are further developed, then the voluntary and community sector needs to develop its offer and how it markets that offer. It will need to strengthen certain skills in order to better promote its offer to holders of personal budgets. Otherwise fair access, choice and a diversity of providers is less likely.
VCS groups delivering services for children and young people will therefore need:  
· open access to local policy information
· open access to Family/Youth Service providers (joined up FIS)
· open and supported access to local VCS infrastructure support
· joined up planning and thinking between large, small and non-contracted groups and those delivering low cost and no cost solutions
· VCS groups will need to share and collaborate (eg policies, backroom, safeguarding training).
3.5 The focus group highlighted the report by Respublica and Action for Children exploring joined up thinking between local groups and adult health & social care: Children and the Big Society (June 2011)
.
3.6 In addition to this, we would like to emphasise the statements in our submission to the Commissioning Green Paper about the need to engage VCS groups in the roll-out of Community Budgets and Local Integrated Services.
3.7 Serious consideration is needed as to whether the difference in capacity in different areas is addressed at a central level. 
Different areas will have different capacity to develop workable and open public services that embed the five principles. One North West and others quite rightly emphasise the different needs of different communities of interest or identity. 

There is also a case to be made for different geographies. The VSNW-sponsored report by New Local Government Network, Realising Community Wealth: Local Government and the Big Society (June 2011)
 makes the case for understanding that there are critically different starting points across different localities which will greatly affect the reality of fair access to public services.
3.8 The C&YP expressed specific interest about how fair access to the new Big Society Capital bank will work. How will fair access to new sources of finance and funding will be assessed?

In particular, how will fair access to those sources that just fall outside the remit of public bodies (but are effectively arms’ length bodies presumably still accountable to Parliament, such as Big Society Capital (nee Big Society Bank) and Lottery funding) be assured? 
Will bodies like the British Council, which no longer fall under the jurisdiction of the Public Sector Equality Duty fall under the auspices of the Fairness principle?
3.9 In reality, what weight will any of the principles have? If a policy relating to public service delivery is at odds with a principle, what forms of redress are there? In what ways will principles be assured?

3.10 The C&YP focus group identified the possibility that the new Fairness Commissions
 may offer a “big society” means to develop a bottom-up, localist approach to understanding and ensuring Fairness.

4. Diversity of Providers

4.1 A diversity of local providers offering a genuine range of diverse services is vital if fairness of access, choice, quality, and local empowerment are to be genuinely realized.
4.2 There is widespread concern and suspicion that opening up public services (whether intended or not intended) will merely pass large contracts to relatively unaccountable large, and not local private sector providers.  In other words, that Open Public Services achieves something far short of a step-change in the quality of public services.
If the five principles and a step-change in the quality of services are to be genuinely realized, then diversity of provision needs to mean a diversity of providers capable of delivering services of choice, open and suited to all, not merely services that are chosen: services of choice, not merely services that are chosen.
We need a flexible, mixed market capable of supporting a diverse audience not merely a crowded market offering similarity. 
4.3 A key problem with all five principles is that they focus on providing a best model for the challenges and services that we need delivering today. Open Public Services seeks to increase capacity to meet need while reducing cost. It does not look at how it might reduce need and provide solutions. It looks at ‘More for Less’ without also exploring, methodically, how it might reduce or at least minimize growing demand through innovative solutions. The principles do not seek ways, ultimately, to curtail the demand on public service need. 

Therefore there is a need for intervention to encourage innovation that addresses need.  An open market approach can successfully develop innovation that reduces the cost of delivering particular services or finds better ways of delivering them. It will not seek innovation that eliminates the need for its own contracted service. There is a radical need for many public services to shift from dealing with symptoms to preventing causes.

We therefore believe that a sixth principle of Innovation be developed and added to the Open Public Services vision. Otherwise, the concept should be further developed as part of the Diversity of Providers principle.

4.4 The principle of Diversity of Providers needs to include measures that encourage innovative solutions to public service challenges. Following research commissioned by VSNW on behalf of Regional Voices which explores models of effective commissioning and commissioning support of VCS groups, in a health context, visiting professor Mark Gamsu identifies tips for creating a commissioning environment that fosters innovation (http://www.vsnw.org.uk/files/Briefing_Note.pdf, in particular page 2). Gamsu’s suggestions outline ways to spark and scale up innovation.
4.5 The research referred to above (4.4) identifies the way in which the non-contracted, co-design and coproduction of services (hand-in-hand with small, niche voluntary sector providers) can address the “wicked problems” that endlessly generate a considerable drain on public resources. 
The research provides guidance for commissioners and VCS groups:
“Our key finding is that commissioning that delivers outcomes and ensures public value is a much more subtle process than is often presented. This is particularly the case when commissioners are trying to develop local solutions to long term wicked issues such as health inequalities or prevention. 

“This is extremely important - because the way in which markets are developed and services shaped needs to change radically if the policy agenda we describe above is to be met. It is too often the case that nationally driven attempts to improve commissioning (such as World Class Commissioning) end up being interpreted at a local level as being primarily concerned with tender-led procurement. Such an approach will damage the development of a diverse market within which community led organisations flourish.
“It is a shared responsibility of commissioners and the V&SE sector to ensure that the local environment is one which fosters and promotes these organisations:

“For commissioners: this requires a long term commitment to strategic development support, a greater emphasis on collaboration and coproduction, and most importantly a more diverse local commissioning model - that is able to drive value through large scale tenders and develop smaller-scale emerging community based organisations who can be in a position to develop tailored services and interventions that are specific to particular communities.

“For place based V&SE organisations: this means designing delivery systems that demonstrate impact in a way that gives confidence to commissioners, strategic relationship building with local commissioners and contributing to strategic system planning. Most importantly it means being able to clearly describe how the relationship that V&SE organisations have with their community brings added value to commissioners.”
SOURCE: Page 4 of “Tell us what the problem is and we’ll try to help”: Towards more effective commissioning of voluntary sector organisations (VSNW: August 2011): http://www.vsnw.org.uk/activities/health/commissioningproject 
4.6 We see the capacity of the local voluntary and community sector’s engagement in the local delivery of public services  -- in ways that suit them, their users and their aims -- as largely untapped. The feedback (from voluntary and public sector representatives), talked about seeing new ways of working together that understood the full potential of the local sector. 
This could be linked to larger nationals and local mutuals, using local public sector expertise particularly as intelligent commissioners, to support engagement in and delivery of services. 
4.7 Feedback from the most recent focus group identifies consortia, or a local framework model of some sort, as crucial. We need a range of providers to be engaged, on tap and specialist. To do this, we need to find innovative solutions to the issues of commissioning a group of organisations: 
· Risk
· How contracts can restrict flexible and specialist delivery
· Ensuring quality
· Streamlining the commissioning, impact-assessment and monitoring requirements
· Being open to gaining the maximum added value from the voluntary and community sector
· Making local solutions easier
The ability of VCS consortia, in many fields of public services, to develop and successfully compete is vital if there is going to be a diversity of providers offering specialist, niche provision.

4.8 There are typical problems for local VCS groups in engaging that this new Open Public Services dynamic might be better placed to address. However, the issues remain:
· The growing scale of tenders inevitably precludes the development of a diverse supply chain. 
· We need to find ways to build a diverse supplier base through
· seeking to break tender pots down
· modernising our use of local grant pots
· supporting effective consortia development that (a) fairly
 supports a diverse supplier base and (b) eases or prevents the headaches of dealing with consortia that are faced by public sector staff who handle the commissioning, procurement, and monitoring processes.1
· radically rethinking how we equality-proof procurement processes. 
This last point may mean taking hold of the implications of the concepts of fairness and accountability and embedding them into choice and diversity of provider. They cannot be add-ons that limit the freedom of the market to drive change but must be embedded within the new model.
4.9 As mentioned above it is vital that we find ways for local commissioning, procurement and monitoring processes to be able to simply and effectively engage with consortia in a way that is comfortable, efficient and straight-forward for relevant public sector staff. Consortia do not thrive under the current public sector procurement and reporting systems. 
4.10 Our biggest concern, at the moment, is the fear that VCS groups are spending a lot of time developing consortia, often with the full support of commissioners, but failing to win contracts. We believe there is an escalating incidence of VCS consortia failing to win contracts and that this critically threatens the viability of many small to medium sized VCS providers. This in turn threatens the meaningful existence of a diversity of providers.
4.11 The focus groups identified that the procurement process, if effective, will need to develop: 
· A tendering and procurement process better suited to assessing the strengths of VCS organisations and their capacity to deliver (without compromising on risk)
· A fair commissioning process: representation from a range of providers, but not conflict commissioner/provider
· boards must include all sectors
· support  for consortiums/partnerships: need alliances and forums to link organisations together
· Quality Assurance accessible and fair for all types of organisations: small and large
· More regional and local support to look at common approaches to issues and develop services (with the aim of….)
· Encouraging more partnership and this will support small organisations
4.12 Additional recommendations from the C&YP services focus group included:
· All areas of CYP services can be included in open commissioning
· There needs to be VCS representation in commissioning, at a strategic level, through provider forums.
4.13 In terms of how this activity will be assessed, how will the Government know that there is a diversity of providers? That this principle is operating successfully?
4.14 Consortia and fairness: It may be that the way in which good consortia truly equality proof their activities (as an internal part of their make-up) could make them far more attractive if this were a core requirement. Is there a way in which outsourcing aspects of the procurement and monitoring process could increase equality alongside quality? A significant worry for much of our sector is that outsourced procurement and monitoring activity will increase inequality and poverty and create a system for monolithic winners that fail local communities. The concept of fairness, radically used, would be a significant driver of change that could build up a diverse supplier chain and support grassroots economic growth.
4.15 “Conflict of interest”. This is often invoked by commissioning and procurement officers when VCS groups have been involved in the early stages of the commissioning cycle and are prevented from bidding later on. It is used inconsistently. VCS providers find that the use of “conflict of interest” is very ad hoc and greatly varies from commissioner to commissioner and from one public sector procurement process to another.
4.16 Overcoming the barriers: the role of local VCS infrastructure organisations (LIOs): The central importance of local VCS infrastructure agencies will be paramount in bringing about change. We need to find ways to support them to support local consortia development and advocate for the better engagement of small groups in the commissioning cycle. These need to become day to day core activities of all LIOs.
4.17 Basic guidance that would allow VCS groups to compete include the following:

· Procurement process: increase time lead in time for submission of tenders

· Transparency: Develop transparent notification process for contracts ending in 6 or 12 months time.

· Prompt payment to sub-contractors: introduce late payments legislation or enforced penalty mechanism in contract as a means to encourage prompt payment.

· PQQ: make all public sector PQQ consortia-friendly

· Contracts Finder: include notification of forthcoming end of current contracts

4.18 Besides building consortia there is considerable need to provide relevant tender advice and training. For example:
Tendering and Procurement Support Project (TaPS): Greater Merseyside ChangeUp delivered a project which aims to meet the needs of both infrastructure and frontline VCS organisations operating throughout Greater Merseyside. The Tendering and Support Project provides a ‘one-stop-shop’ for advice, information and support and enables organisations interested in becoming involved in public service delivery to access specialist support services. It connects existing infrastructure support providers with a specialist referral point for advice and information on tendering and procurement for the public and voluntary sectors with the aims of increasing the levels of voluntary and community sector organisations delivering public services
We therefore recommend: 
· A fund for start-up costs for consortia
· A fund for TaPS (see above) style support is established.
4a. Public sector perspectives on diversity of provider

The future of services for children and young people event included 18 representatives from local authority youth services. Public sector representatives looked specifically at the principles of Diversity of Provider and Accountability. Below is a summary of their feedback on Diversity.
4.19 Public sector representatives at our services for children and young people focus group raised specific issues and concerns about the Diversity of Provider principle. 
4.20 Public sector representatives included the following points:
· The likely new arrangements will increase the time spent commissioning and thereby reduce the time and capacity to support delivery. This will negatively affect service user provision.
· There was a lack of clarity about whether this principle is about improving services or saving money. If the latter, there were concerns about reducing quality of provision that is no longer of a professional standard.
· Concern about an open commissioning process leading to breaches in integrity.
· Service users are not currently involved. This was partly due to their lack of experience.
· Continuity of service and the impact on service users was a significant concern.
4.21 In theory, the group saw that there is already an open market but fully understood, that in reality, it is a restricted market because of the hoops you need to jump through.
4.22 Diversity of provider should be about assessing the need, drafting outcomes and then finding a provider. This takes time.
4.23 The transition to ‘Open Public Services’ and a diversity of providers needs to be:
· managed well
· open from the start
· neighbourhood engagement needs to look at asset based transfer
· a completely transparent process: no odd deals.
In line with the recommendations of the recent Public Adminstration Select Committee report, there needs to be a clear change management plan that incorporates thinking about managing local change.

5. Accountability
5.1 The Open Public Service principles need to be accountable and applied with accountability. This picks up on the points raised earlier (2.3, 2.4, 2.5, 2.6 & 2.7 above) about ensuring principles (like decentralisation) are defined, consistent and transparent. And that they are principles.
5.2 Accountability is not increased by making services accountable to the ‘market’. Nor does commissioning make something more accountable by default.  Even when services are co-produced, good citizen and user engagement makes services accountable.
5.3 The Public Administration Select Committee recently identified difficulties with an over-reliance on data transparency. The Chair’s summary letter states: "'Data dumping' does not on its own constitute transparency and good governance."
5.4 There must be genuine accountability to users. So for the final focus group that we consulted, the engagement of young people in decision making (planning, delivery, evaluation) is critical. And there should be evidence, fed back, that individual’s engagement in service design has led to change.
5.5 This should apply to carers/parents too who should also have a say. And this could be achieved in the following ways:
· consultation events that use ‘You said, we did’ audits

· Mystery shoppers, peer researchers etc

· UK young people and Youth Councils to hold elected members to account and be in discussion (ensuring it is representative and not the only communication mechanism).
5.6 Appropriate tools to support greater accountability should be used: a one size fits all framework is not the best approach.

5.7 Quality assurance to ensure good services is essential. We need quality assurance systems that citizens, young people and commissioners can easily identify. 

5.8 In services for children and young people, both the BME and the specifically C&YP provider workshop session participants were adamant that there be greater involvement of young people and families in setting priorities (eg for children’s trusts / commissioners). In setting targets, delivery, planning and evaluation input from young people, parents and carers, and youth workers should be required.
5.9 Good internal procedures for professionals to hold colleagues/officers to account including:

· whistle-blowing procedures that address the risk of losing job
· use of Select Committee for Local Authority elected members who don’t have other portfolio (who aren’t Cabinet Members).
· Neighbourhood Councils need proper financial accountability; this is still a role for auditors and audit committee.

5.10 Good external mechanisms are necessary including: 
· effective complaints bodies with teeth who can enforce.
· more control over setting budget direction passed to local people / young people.

5a.
Public sector perspectives on Accountability 

The future of services for children and young people event included 18 representatives from local authority youth services. Public sector representatives looked specifically at the principles of Diversity of Provider and Accountability. Below is a summary of their feedback on Diversity.

5.11 Need a set of standards by which to measure providers. 
5.12 Short term funding issues can cause mission drift and in this context a long term focus is needed. This needs to be part of local activity.
5.13 Importance of understanding the implications of the principles for local equality issues and effectively tracking that impact:

· locally-driven can mean individually driven or where loudest voices have greatest influence.
· understanding the tensions, around equality and diversity, of representing minority interests when set against a broad public view
· localising budgets will tend to make communities insular and lead to community tensions
· dealing with difficult issues such as community cohesion cannot be done at neighbourhood level

5.14 Local Authorities need to think about how they link democratic to participative engagement. For example, councillors, with support and training, should be 

· invited to youth forums

· involved on Neighbourhood Forum (also alongside public sector staff)

· linked into parts of youth engagement structures

5.15 Openness of the local authority is crucial:
· communities need to feel they can influence.
· regular feedback of changes need to be made to community
· online tools can provide access to data but should not just be ‘data dumping’.
Appendix 1: Outline of VSNW experience relevant to this consultation

VSNW has long sought to appropriately influence public sector procurement processes in the North West for the benefit of voluntary, community, and faith groups including social enterprises (VCS). Over the last two years we have:

· Been at the forefront of NHS NW’s social value work which, according to Chris White MP, was the inspiration for the Public Services Bill.

· Developed a regional special purpose consortia vehicle in order to bid for large public sector contracts and are currently in negotiation with private sector work programme providers.

· In partnership with NHS NW, held over a dozen ‘meet the buyer’ events aimed at PCT commissioners in order to bring them into regular contact with local VCS providers and local VCS infrastructure organisations (LIOs).

· Been instrumental in developing, in partnership with seven regional public sector bodies, a regional Funding, Commissioning and Procurement Code.

· Worked with our regional procurement hub in order to:   

· positively shape local authority PQQ and tender documents

· encourage monitoring of VCS progress in using the regional online public sector contracts portal (The Chest)

· Through significant regional development agency funding, delivered a large-scale regional tendering and procurement training programme

· Facilitate four provider-driven support networks: PROMiSE NW (VCS and Independent providers of mental health services), a Health and Social Care network, a learning and skills network and a regional public service delivery network. 

· We also facilitate a regional North West Infrastructure Partnership network which incorporates the main geographic and thematic VCS infrastructure organisations

· Through Merseyside Disability Forum, VSNW facilitates the cross-sector North West Equality and Diversity Group.

· In addition to this, and given the short notice of the consultation, we held a roundtable event and invited specific commissioning and procurement specialists, with a mix of perspectives and backgrounds, from across the region including: procurement and commissioning training providers (for VCS groups) and VCS providers; community-level, local, city-region and national perspectives; and representatives with specialist expertise in the fields of consortia development and market assessment, as well as those with specialist knowledge of delivering in the fields of health, mental health, learning & skills, tackling worklessness and local authority public services. 

Appendix 2: Assessing the application of the principle of decentralisation to The Work Programme
The principle of decentralisation states that: “power should be decentralised to the lowest appropriate level”. The desire is to put “control of public services … as close to people as possible” (OPSWP 2011, page 8). 
The Work Programme is held up as an exemplar that will be replicated across all service areas. Point 5.3 of the OPSWP says that: The Work Programme is devolving responsibility and transferring risk to providers...We will look at how this approach can be extended to other services.’

This is concerning for many VCS organisations that are involved in this particular process.  Voluntary Sector North West has recently coordinated a meeting with Nick Hurd MP, Minister for Civil Society, with frontline VCS organisations. The Work Programme was a major issue. Subsequently we arranged a meeting of VCS organisations named in the supply chain of the appointed Prime Contractors across the two North West ‘Lots’
. The following issues came up:

· Prime Contractors appear to continually move the goal posts: In the vast majority of cases organisations are finding it hard to communicate with Prime Contractors.  There seem to be regular changes to the personnel in terms of who to contact, lack of clarity of what is required and occasional ‘spurts’ in demand for information.

· Organisations are often requested to undertake significant amounts of work to present to Prime Contractors which then, despite the urgency in the first instance, lead to long waits for responses only to discover that goalposts had been moved once again. In some instances organisations have undertaken training courses with the Prime Contractor yet are still not in the position to agree a contract.

· Many organisations do not understand how they would, if necessary, get out of contracts that they have signed with Prime Contractors, break clauses appear to be one way. 

· Contracts being offered to organisations are too small to be sustainable. One Prime Contractor has now advised that organizations who are part of their ‘Knowledge Bank’ will not be receiving any formal contracts. Several organisations are suggesting that the size of contracts being offered is not going to allow for them to remain sustainable.  Whilst this may be an issue for negotiations, there is a danger that providers will not survive at all in the medium term and this could have a detrimental impact on the overall delivery of the Work Programme.

· Prime Contractors are attempting to pass on the liability for their contract with DWP in full to small, vulnerable organisations. There are a large number of issues related to the nature of contracting between the third sector organisations and the Prime Contractors that seem to place the balance of risk disproportionately on the sector. Specific examples include Prime Contractors imposing fines upwards of £5000 for unspecified irregularities. 

· There is currently no proportionality between the size of contracts, the amount of time they take to negotiate and the costs of insurance/indemnity etc.

· In respect of the previous two points, there is significant concern about proportionality in contracts, some is about the sheer length and legalese of the contracts, and some is about the scale of indemnity insurance required when the contract is small.  Some groups have accessed free support from lawyers and others had to pay significant fees to assure themselves that the contracts were appropriate.  Several Prime Contractors have quoted DWP advice for passing down the risk and we will write to the DWP to learn the truth behind this issue.

· There is a need to monitor what VCS organisations are ending up contributing to the Work Programme for no or inadequate payment. Many organisations have expressed concern that Prime Contractors are attempting to access third sector services free of charge. This is especially evident in areas around use of volunteering as a pathway to work and also advice services.  This risks putting severe additional pressure on the system of some of the most important services supporting individuals and communities.  We will seek to monitor how and where Prime Contractors are utilising resources in an inappropriate fashion that threatens the long term sustainability of third sector service providers.

· The expense of complying with Prime Contractors’ security requirements will be prohibitive for many organisations. Whilst good and effective secure IT systems are vital, there is some concern that many still do not fully understand the implications of the infrastructure required.  The costs and nature of the security need to be made clear at the outset and third sector providers may need additional support in reaching the desired standard with some Prime Contractors.

There is a concern that the capacity of local voluntary and community sector welfare to work delivery is being decimated at a time when demand is sharply rising. Several changes in funding streams are combining in a critical manner, particularly in the North West:

· The end of area based grants (ABG) in the North West (where 21 of 39 areas were in receipt – approximately a quarter of all of England’s ABG funding) which laid great emphasis on tackling worklessness.

· Cuts to council budgets are having a knock-on effect on grant pots which have often been used to address the most pressing problems at a community level. 

· Shifts in EU and cuts in North West Development Agency funding has ended much community-led or community-linked regeneration as well as targeted employment and training support activity.

· The rerouting of DWP’s funding through the Work Programme whilst simplifying the system has cut out many specialist VCS delivery groups which the new framework currently looks unsuited to engaging and who hold particular expertise in engaging communities.

· The commissioning of larger contracts to larger organisations, often from the private sector, has resulted in very few voluntary sector providers being able to compete. This leaves many smaller organisations, with local reach and good knowledge of needs excluded, whilst the larger private sector organisations that can often not deliver the specialist and tailored provision that is required win the contract. 

By way of a sample of the previous depth and capabilities of previous local authority-local VCS welfare-to-work activity, VSNW worked with the University of Manchester and the regional Improvement and Efficiency Partnership (NWIEP) to map and evidence activity:

· Tackling Worklessness in the North West
 (University of Manchester: 2009), online report and video

· Summary focused on the Third Sector Tackling Worklessness
 (VSNW: 2010)

Conclusion

There is significant evidence to suggest that The Work Programme has been implemented as a top down, centrally delivered framework at the expense of local delivery, local capacity and local partnership-based working. As such it threatens to remove many local people and communities of interest out of the loop of delivery and opportunity. It operates in a manner consistent with the worst kind of Big Government delivery programme and is antithetical to the principles of Fairness, Accountability, Diversity of Provider and Choice. The model of the Work Programme framework does put choice and control in the hands of people and local communities and does not offer an adequate explanation as to how current delivery, particularly in the context of the other four principles, is the most appropriate level of decentralisation. 

For further details or clarification concerning this submission please contact:

Warren Escadale
Policy & Research Manager

Voluntary Sector North West (VSNW)
Email: policy@vsnw.org.uk
Mobile: 07950 162815

Voluntary Sector North West (VSNW)

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

Tel: 0161 276 9300 | Email: health@vsnw.org.uk| Web: http://www.vsnw.org.uk
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Registered Charity No 1081654 | Company Limited by Guarantee registered in England No. 3988903
� Children and The Big Society (Respublica: 2011), � HYPERLINK "http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/policy-research/policy-priorities/children-and-the-big-society" �http://www.actionforchildren.org.uk/policy-research/policy-priorities/children-and-the-big-society�


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.nlgn.org.uk/public/2011/realising-community-wealth-local-government-and-the-big-society/" �Realising Community Wealth: Local Government and the Big Society� (NLGN: June 2011) � HYPERLINK "http://www.nlgn.org.uk/public/2011/realising-community-wealth-local-government-and-the-big-society/" �http://www.nlgn.org.uk/public/2011/realising-community-wealth-local-government-and-the-big-society/�


� Liverpool has established a Fairness Commission � HYPERLINK "http://liverpool.gov.uk/news/details.aspx?id=196092" �http://liverpool.gov.uk/news/details.aspx?id=196092� and there is an event on 29th October exploring the possibility of setting up one in Manchester: � HYPERLINK "http://manchesterfairnesscommission.eventbrite.com/" �http://manchesterfairnesscommission.eventbrite.com/� This event features learning from the Islington Fairness Commission.


�  NB We must find ways of equalities proofing successful consortia.
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