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Empowerment Fund: Consultation on a draft prospectus
Voluntary Sector North West is the regional strategic network for the voluntary and community sector.  Its role is to support a connected and influential voluntary sector.
One of the ways it supports the sector is through networks; and it has for the last five years supported the NW Forum of Community Empowerment Networks.  A recent meeting of the Forum expressed its concern and disappointment at the new proposed Empowerment Fund.

VSNW supports the Forum in its views and would like to make the following points in response to the consultation.

Whilst we welcome the setting up of an Empowerment Fund there is disappointment that only large national organisations are able to apply.  There is a view that this is being done for the sake of expediency rather than because it is the most appropriate way of delivering empowerment activity, which by its every nature operates at a local community level.  It would be interesting to know the rationale behind this decision.

The prospectus acknowledges that community empowerment activity is delivered at a local level and states that is supported by national associations or other charitable and voluntary organisations as well as local authorities and partners.  We would dispute that national associations provide direct support for community empowerment activity.   Some large nationals have a strategic role in supporting voluntary and community sector activity in delivering empowerment but this is at a national policy level rather than at a local level.
VSNW recently carried out research which identified that since community empowerment funding was transferred from central government to local authorities  the level of support for community empowerment networks and other local organisations carrying out this type of activity has significantly reduced or even disappeared in some areas. Those community networks operating in two tier areas have been particularly hard hit.  This is of particular concern in the North West as it has the greatest number of CEN’s outside of London (21 initially, and now 16 still operational).
We realise that resources are limited.  However two areas of work that could be best done at a national level are:
1. Support for specialist technical expertise for community involvement in planning

2. Investment in standards, backed by the Comprehensive Area Assessment, to ensure accountable and effective community empowerment network activities.  This could be developed from the CLG document on Principles of Representation:  A framework for effective third sector participation in Local Strategic Partnerships; and use infrastructure standards such as NAVCA’s quality award.
Given the limited amount of resources, funding must be targeted and delivered at the appropriate spatial level.
Yours sincerely,
Richard Caulfield
Chief Executive
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