Voluntary Sector Independence in Yorkshire and Humberside: note of a meeting organised by Involve Yorks and Humber
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[bookmark: _GoBack]The challenges
1. The six national challenges identified by the Panel were described at the meeting – the risk of loss of distinctive identity; ineffective safeguards and regulation; threats to independent governance; problems with state funding; threats to independence of voice; and lack of influence.  Participants agreed that these challenges also existed in their area.  The issues around voice, funding and influence particularly resonated, though they did also give examples of good practice, as described below.
2. The group also recognised that some types of voluntary organisations were more at risk than others because of their reliance on state funding historically – organisations working with disadvantaged and vulnerable groups, often in disadvantaged areas.  BME groups in their region were particularly affected by loss of funding and many were afraid to speak out (a view reinforced by a separate email from the African Women Support Project, who were unable to attend the meeting on the day).  That said, organisations working on unpopular causes often had an extraordinary resilience. 
3. Participants recognised the “perfect storm” described by the Panel of rising demand for services while funding was falling.  Loss of all regeneration funding (which had been available since the 1960s)  had had a particular impact in the region.  There was now massive competition for the funding that remained.
4. Medium sized organisations (£100K-£500K turnover) were thought most at risk of closing, with the smallest organisations ie with a turnover of less than £20K being quite resilient because of their community support, use of volunteers and low costs.  
5. Volunteers from the small community based Monday Club said that it was able to avoid funding which might compromise its mission eg it no longer had local authority funding.  But other organisations were less able to turn money away,  we were told by Staying Put and Voluntary Action Leeds.  Staying Put, like many small to medium sized organisations, with a specialist knowledge, considerable experience and a commitment to quality, were vulnerable to larger organisations taking over their contracts through a competitive process.  
6. Self censorship was definitely considered to be an issue.  The results of a recent survey by Involve asked whether “In the last 12 months has your organisation felt the need to “self-censor” (ie chosen not to speak out or take action even though you would like to because of concern about the possible consequences.” 32.3% said yes, 50% no, 6.3% don’t know and 11.5% not applicable to the question.  When asked about the reason, more people responded that replied than said yes to the first question and 68.4% identified concern about loss of funding, 55.3% identified concern about being “too political,” 13.2% identified a confidentiality or other clause in a contract and 36.8% said it was lack of resources.  Although this was the first time this question had been asked in their regular quarterly survey, Involve had been aware that self-censorship was an issue in the past.  It was not just loss of funding but also loss of influence that could lead to self-censorship, the group said.  
7. Policy and influencing capacity had been decimated in both individual organisations and infrastructure bodies – a decline recorded by their quarterly surveys.  Similar capacity in local authorities had also been cut, making dialogue more difficult.  This affected both voice and influence.
8. Commissioning and procurement practices by the central and local government were a problem for the sector.  It was forcing organisations into unhealthy competition and bringing out both the best and worst in organisations.  The focus on price was reducing quality.  Small organisations were being squeezed out.  Sub-contracting relationships with private sector contractors could be problematic with a worry that the voluntary sector might be used as “bid candy” by the private sector to tick social value boxes.  Another problem was being expected to take on public sector staff (and liabilities) under TUPE.
9. Despite the localism agenda, small organisations in rural communities were being squeezed out by larger organisations that had greater financial resources and knowledge of government structures and policies.  There was a need to build capacity but organisations like Locality were snowed under with requests for support. 

Potential solutions and examples of good practice
10.  The point was made that, as well as highlighting the very real challenges, the Panel should also celebrate the many organisations that were carrying on independent work. 
11. National and local leadership was important and it would be good for that leadership to speak with a single voice (backed up with an effective communications strategy), uniting the whole sector, from very large charities to the very smallest, around a small number of clear messages.  It was thought this might be a considerable challenge – the largest organisations tended to go their own way.   But it would be very powerful.
12. Greater discussion and clarity about the purpose of voluntary organisations and their distinctive value in delivering services would help to draw lines over which they would not cross in relation to independence.  At an individual level, this was a discussion for trustees.  Such a discussion would also be valuable across organisations, developing common themes.  It would help to inform negotiations and clarify some of the problem areas eg a concern by some organisations that speaking out would be “too political.”
13. Trustees had a particularly important role in safeguarding independence.  They were guardians of the mission and should be reviewing independence regularly as part of risk assessment, especially in terms of reputation.
14. Development of  a sector wide strategy  to build influence and an independent voice was thought to be important and had been pursued in Leeds, where  a broad third sector alliance had been formed, including housing associations, which had considerable assets..  Although they could not agree on everything there were common interests.  The diversity of the sector was also a strength. The Alliance was also building wider partnerships eg with the Leeds universities.  The Bishop of Leeds and Ripon had spoken out on its behalf.  This work was not without its problems but it had been able to influence the local authority to appoint senior people responsible for liaising with them; had got the local authority to speak out against the removal of equality impact assessments by the Government and had been involved in the design of commissioning and procurement arrangements.    
15. This work was helped by a cross party political consensus in Leeds about the importance of a rich and diverse sector.   The Panel needed to talk with local authorities too – for example, the Local Government Association.  
16. “Social engineering” to prevent the closure of inherently unsustainable voluntary organisations did not make sense; and consortia arrangements could be time consuming and didn’t always work well.  But there were some interesting examples of new ways of working together that might be developed further and which could protect the diversity of the sector and support small to medium size organisations.  For example, Voluntary Action Rotherham received NHS funding to reduce the number of emergency admissions to hospitals, administering a budget which was used to pay a range of small voluntary organisations by contract or on a call off basis.  This reduced bureaucracy and played to the strengths of smaller organisations.  This model could be adapted to different circumstances: for example, large charities, not just infrastructure bodies, could run similar funds or bid for contracts.  It was recognised that some large national charities did have initiatives to support smaller charities and this model could also be developed.
17. The new Social Value Act was positive and should be promoted.  However, part of the problem was that social value often involved investment in early action and central and local government had such short term horizons when facing financial pressure.  Prevention/early action was being cut.  It was suggested the Panel should highlight this issue. 
18. Charitable Trusts were thought to be an important part of building independence and should be encouraged to fund capacity for the voice of the sector and building communities of interest.  
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