Environment for a Thriving Third Sector Workshop
25th September 2009
Council Chamber – Endeavour House, Ipswich
Purpose:

The purpose of this focus group was to gather a range of views as to the current relationship between the Third (or Voluntary and Community) Sector and Public Sector in Suffolk, both as a snap-shot for the NI7 target and to inform strategic decision makers as they make decisions for future spending and service delivery.  

Current climate:

Currently Suffolk, along with other counties in the UK, is heading into a significant change of operation for the Third Sector.  It is inevitable in the current economic climate that public spending will become restricted in order to pay off national debt and this, in turn, will have an impact on the amount of public funding available for the Third Sector.  The changing environment will require radical new ways of service delivery and a partnership approach to overcome barriers.  
This focus group is an important opportunity from which to build a strategic workplan for Suffolk and enable officers to champion why investment in the Sector is important.
What we want, what we think:
· To be listened to
· Insights into the Third Sectors working relationship with the Public Sector
· Assurance regarding funding for the Third Sector
· To address the misconceptions
· Collaboration
· Policy influence
· Continuity.
Question 1 – Are public agencies supporting and developing Third Sector public service delivery?
Responses:

· Public agencies could do better in supporting and delivering Third Sector public service delivery
· There needs to be a sense of perspective around grants and contracts – the drive to competitive tendering is setting Third Sector organisations against each other

· There are concerns over local funding from district councils – these pots will be seen as easy targets in a funding cut
· There needs to be a degree of proportionality – remember that the Third Sector can bring added value
· In some cases, public agencies will only support and develop Third Sector organisations only if it is to their own advantage
· The current culture in the Third Sector might be affecting local authority involvement in charity – organisations do not always want to or make it easy to engage or be engaged with
· More recognition and understanding is needed from the public sector that charities are set up for a charitable purpose foremost and not as a business to make profit
· To much bureaucracy, Third Sector workers feel part supported and part used
· There needs to be more sustainability in place – just supporting organisations to innovate is not helpful – what about when something is proven to work well – where is the funding to sustain this?
· Requires long term commitment from both sides
· Improvements are evident
· NI7 needs to be promoted throughout all the public agencies in Suffolk in order to make it work
· A more joined up approach to commissioning is required
· It would be helpful if the Third Sector could contribute to the procurement process at all stages
· There is an over reliance on volunteers in both the public and Third Sector
· Lack of clarity/too much change at once – there needs to be time to embed things
· There is a need for communications improvements
· There is a feeling of a lack of passion or drive from local authority officers due to too much bureaucracy 
· The Third sector is too focused on the day jobs and not enough on developing and improving processes for the future
· There needs to be more evidence and research into the good work charities provide when appealing for grants and funding
· There is a good reflection of grants within Suffolk towards the Third Sector
· Plans for outsourcing need to be developed with upcoming cuts and movement if service delivery is to shift future from the Public sector to the Third Sector.

Q2 – Does the area have a positive relationship between statutory agencies and the Third Sector guided and supported by an effective Compact?
Responses:
· Positive progress has been made but more work is required, particularly at a district and borough council level, who don’t seem to see it as a key priority
· Key areas of interest are misunderstood – for example there seems to be a lack of knowledge around the homelessness issue
· There is not enough evidence or visibility that the Compact is working
· New employees to local authorities are not informed enough about the Compact
· The Compact should be made aware to all local authority staff at the induction
· Culture and attitude could be affecting the way staff view the Compact
· The Third Sector doesn’t use the Compact unless it is required to and thus sees it more negatively than positively
· The Compact needs to be made more aware of in general to both the public and Third Sector
· Key points to make the Compact work are a positive relationship, a need to show the public and private sector why the Compact is important and a need to cut red tape in order to free up Third Sector workers
· Many Third sector workers talk of a very positive relationship with Suffolk County Council staff.
Question 3 – How well are representative Third Sector organisations engaged on the Local Strategic Partnership (or Local Area Agreement) at points of decision making?
Responses:

· Waveney was well engaged with LSP until the Local Area Agreements were put in place

· Council Members lack knowledge on what LSP is all about
· There is a lack of enthusiasm on LSP boards with regards to becoming a representative
· There is too much confusion and too much overlapping, particularly in Suffolk’s current two tier system
· Members find it difficult to find the time to sit on LSP boards, therefore how are the Third Sector organisations meant to engage?
· There are a limited pool of interested representatives from the Third Sector, which are mainly those who’s role it is to represent (infrastructure organisations) or who have a lobbying role in their organisation
· Difficult role, small support, representatives do not have enough interest in the whole picture only in their specific roles or agendas
· On a positive note, joint working projects between Third Sector organisations and the public sector are ensuring more awareness and understanding of the opportunities and positives they provide
· There is a Third Sector representational website: http://www.representationinsuffolk.co.uk/ but this hasn’t filtered through enough
· There needs to be training in place for all representatives on strategic partnerships.
Question 4 – How well are Third Sector representative organisations involved in policy development.
Responses:

· There is a good range of quality staff across the Third Sector and there are good linkages with key officers in public authorities
· The Third Sector is embedded in policy at an informal level, but does not effectively push policy development
· Suffolk County Council is dedicated to grass roots development, grants and supporting the Third Sector
· Unclear of the levels of policy development the Third Sector can be influential in?
· Are voluntary staff feeling involved and engaged or is their inclusion into consultations etc merely a tick box exercise?

· Understanding of Members with regards to Third Sector policy needs to be explored
· The Third sector is still at the early stages of influencing policy & what we can contribute
· Examples of where Third Sector have been influential include the Funding Management Group, which has shaped Third Sector funding in the county and led to Suffolk County Council being in the top five grant givers according to the Directory of Social Change

· The Eastern Business Partnership noted that the Learning and Skills Council listen and respond to their input

· In a straw poll conducted within the focus group around ½ felt they had some influence and involvement in policy development.
Question 5 – Is the Third Sector being developed actively?

Responses:

· Not much evidence of a pro active approach as it comes across as reactive rather than pro active
· Certain parts of the Sector are being developed more than others
· Where is the responsibility for non statutory services?
· Should be a joint responsibility of both the public and Third Sector – we need to be pro-active too especially in the current economic climate
· Lack of respect for people in both the Public and Third Sector by both the Public and Third Sector
· Good work around Children and Young People development in statutory and non statutory work
· Lack of access to Council Members in certain Third Sector areas
· There is a lot of work and investment in community groups being more active in the Third Sector
· Difficult issues lie ahead; plans need to be made with regards to possible cuts in the near future
· Information and communication needs to be made available sooner rather than later with regards to possible cuts
· Merging Third sector charities will be difficult but will probably be inevitable
· SAVO and other infrastructure organisations need to provide tool kits to help the Third Sector survive cuts to funding – business planning, redundancy training, merger and partnership support, TUPE advice, budget setting etc
· There needs to be a clear strategy and the Third Sector needs to become more involved as an equal partner to the public sector if services are to be switched.

Final points and the way forward:
· There needs to be a fresh start, new policy and new plans need to be developed and a line drawn under the past
· Council Members are key to the Third Sector – we need to lobby them, they need to be informed as to what the Third Sector is about
· NI7 should be a priority across Suffolk

· Services will be moved from the public sector to the Third sector and plans will need to be developed to help the Third Sector cope with this
· A lot more work needs to be done on helping staff and members understand the Compact
· Communications information is needed early rather than later
· With cuts heading towards the public sector brings in more opportunities and challenges to the Third Sector with services being moved
· Innovation is a word used too much by the public sector
· Capacity building – the County Council could provide more funding to the voluntary sector for training purposes to make it more appealing

· There should be a good mixture of grants and contracts within the county

· There is a need for a research arm for the Third Sector

· The Third Sector needs to be better at embracing change as we are too risk adverse

· Potentially, the mid section of the Third Sector could be decimated by the forthcoming financial restrictions (those with annual income of £40,000-£700,000 a year) – together we need to get the message out to them to plan for the future, not be reliant on one or two funders, ensure that they have robust financial planning, good monitoring and a Trustee Board willing to make the necessary changes!
Where next?

This report will be sent to the Community Cohesion Board and circulated around the attendees of the focus group.  It will be reported on at the Suffolk Strategic Partnership Board and be used to respond to the regional NI7 indicator.  SAVO and other infrastructure organisations will disseminate it to their membership and use the contents to lobby for the necessary changes and actions identified.
Agreed Actions

Allison Coleman and Jonathan Moore met after the focus group and discussed the potential to support a strengthened relationship between third sector and statutory partners, with the following initial ideas:

1. Develop some core principles – the Compact made easy for members, officers and the Third Sector to refer to. 
2. Develop a briefing/training module on how The Third Sector and statutory sector partners can best work together – to inform members and be part of staff inductions.

3. Exploring and developing consistency, best practice and innovation in commissioning and grant giving. 
4. “Working better together” sessions – discussion events on specific themes to generate ideas on how to address the issues under discussion, whether that then be Third Sector or statutory sector or a partnership approach.
5. Develop an approach to take forward the “Total Place” agenda – looking at a geographical area and bringing together service providers to address the needs of that area – how to best involve Third Sector providers in that process.
6. Dovetailing the work of the Community Cohesion Delivery Partnership with the work of the Third Sector, in particular its 5 themes of:
· Reducing inequalities

· Activities that bring people together

· Wider engagement and empowerment

· Access to services

· Volunteering
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Facilitators:

Allison Coleman – Suffolk County Council Social Inclusion

Jonathan Moore – SAVO Chief Executive

Scribes:

Chris Knott - Suffolk County Council Social Inclusion Officer
Laura Hack - SAVO Partnership Manager
Attendees:

John O’Sullivan – St John’s Housing Trust

Halford Hewitt – Ipswich Housing Action Group

Martyn Burnside – Waveney Community Forum

Liz Thrower – Deben Family Centre

Stephen Watt – Suffolk County Council

Nino Serritiello – Genesis (Orwell Mencap)
Shelia Soltysik – The Ipswich Polish Club

Andrew Soltysik – The Ipswich Polish Club

Sherly Southernwood – Rochford Trust
Paul Banjo – Mid Suffolk District Council

David Capey – The Suffolk Inter-Faith Resource 

Paul McCarthy – Suffolk Eastern Business Partnership

Jeannie Buckingham – Suffolk County Council

Katie Ward – NHS Suffolk

Chris Abraham – Young Suffolk

Paul Baker – Age Concern Suffolk

Mick Peck – Level 2 Youth Project
Tom Barker – Mid Suffolk District Council
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