Feedback on the National Citizen Service in London – Cath Bavage

On 30 November 2010, I attended a seminar at City Hall, which brought together Council and Voluntary Sector leads and delivery agents of the National Citizen Service (NCS) pilots.  The aim was to maximise engagement in the 2011pilot scheme and its impact on young Londoners.  I attended in my capacity as GLV trustee.

According to the Cabinet Office’s press release, 12 agencies out of 250 bidders have been selected and funded to deliver the pilot of the National Citizen Service.  Between them, they will provide 11,000 places for 16 year olds in summer 2011.  The pilots will trial a variety of approaches to running the scheme.  

In essence, the National Citizen Service will be a 7-8 week voluntary programme, incorporating a 2-week residential element, and a community element, in which young people will develop “social action projects” to help their communities.  Ultimately, the Government intends the National Citizen Service to be universally available to every 16 year old across Britain, but not compulsory. They see it as a “rite of passage”, which will bring together 16-year-olds from different backgrounds, and give them the skills and confidence to make a difference in their communities.   They hope it will “foster a culture of volunteerism and social responsibility in our young people”. 
In London, the pilot of the National Citizen Service will be delivered in 25 boroughs by 5 agencies, offering 2,015 places;

· Catch 22 will provide 60 places across Barking & Dagenham and Islington.

· Field Studies Council will provide 60 places in Tower Hamlets

· Football League Trust  will provide 200 places across Greenwich and Waltham Forest

· V will provide 75 places across Barking & Dagenham, Harrow and Newham

· The Challenge Network will provide 1,620 places across Brent, Bromley, Camden, Croydon, Ealing, Hackney, Hammersmith & Fulham, Hounslow, Islington, Kensington & Chelsea, Kingston, Lambeth, Lewisham, Merton, Richmond, Southwark, Sutton, Wandsworth and Westminster. 

There is no pilot delivery planned in the 8 other boroughs; Barnet, Bexley, City of London, Enfield, Haringey, Havering, Hillingdon, and Redbridge.  No explanation was given why these boroughs have no coverage during the pilot, or why some boroughs are covered by more than one provider.
The Challenge Network, who will deliver by far the majority of places in London, gave a presentation on their previous experience of running residential summer programmes for young people.  Their prior model has included a 3-week summer residential, followed by a 30 hour follow-up programme in the Autumn.  Their biggest challenges to date have been making the programme fully inclusive (getting the right mix in terms of ethnicity, class, etc), and ensuring adequate take-up (only 10% of young people offered places actually took them up).  They estimate that 80% of the young people who sign up complete the entire 7-week programme.  They suggested that the best way to succeed in delivering the National Citizen Service would be to make it irresistible to 16 year olds, who have just completed GCSEs and are looking forward to a long summer holiday.  They also felt that it was essential to get buy-in from schools (who would promote the programme) and parents (who need to give consent for their children to participate).  The Challenge Network is currently recruiting paid mentors and unpaid volunteers to help with their National Citizen Service pilot in summer 11.

The Challenge Network will use a model of 5 teams of 12 young people, with participants drawn from different schools to ensure young people mix.  They allocate 2 mentors per team, and each cohort of 60 has 2 further leaders.  The first week of the programme (Sunday to Friday) is based at a residential activity centre, where young people participate in physical challenges.  Mentors help with reflection on the objectives (eg trust, understanding, relating to the wider community).  Week 2 is also a residential, but will be based a university halls of residence in London.  During this week, the participants begin to interact with the community.  In the morning, they attend workshops, and in the afternoon, they practise skills learned.  Week 2 includes learning life skills such as budgeting, cooking, and leadership.  At the end of this week there is a festival showcase.  Week 3 is not residential, but young people attend from 9am to 5pm.  The group identifies a social action project that they want to design and deliver.  This needs to balance their own interests with those of the community.  They then pitch it to a local panel of community leaders (think Dragon’s Den!), and identify the budget needed.  They spend 4 weeks during September delivering the project on a part-time basis.  On the last day, a 1-day mass social action project is organised for all 60 young people, and a recognition event is held at a prestigious venue.  Here there is also an opportunity for the young people to sign up to ongoing volunteering opportunities beyond NCS.  They would like to organise volunteering fairs with up to 20 local VIOs exhibiting and recruiting young volunteers.       

The Football League Trust will be working in partnership with Charlton Athletic and Leyton Orient Football Clubs to deliver their pilots in Greenwich and Waltham Forest.   It is possible that they may include Bexley in their cohort (tbc).  Their schemes will be based in football clubs, but their programmes will not be entirely focused on football.

The Field Studies Council is only delivering in Tower Hamlets (although they also won the tenders to deliver outside the capital in Manchester, Bradford, Hull and North East Lincolnshire). They will be working in partnership with Rotary International and Action for Blind People.  Their focus will be on environmental projects, as this is where their expertise lies.  10% of their target cohort will be young people with visual impairment.  They will be testing out charging for places (many at the seminar found charging for “volunteering” controversial, and some expressed their opposition to this).  They plan to charge young people between £45 and £95 per place, but will also offer a bursary scheme with funding from Rotary Clubs.  They suggested that this would ensure that no young person would be excluded based on income.    

Catch 22 is leading a national consortium of partners delivering 1,515 places across the UK, 60 of which will be in Barking & Dagenham and Islington (4 cohorts of 15 young people).  They will be partnering with Arsenal Football Club and the Integrated Youth Service in Islington, and with the Youth Inclusion Project in Barking & Dagenham.    They will also be charging for participation. Their model is to work with 6 local recruitment partners; a state school, an independent school, a faith-based or cultural organisation, a disability organisation, a youth club and a “hard-to-reach” service.  They will recruit a social action coalition providing meeting space, and a local business providing food.   

V is probably the delivery agent best known to Volunteer Centres.  They will be working in partnership with the Dame Kelly Holmes Legacy Trust to provide places across the UK.  They will engage V talent projects and local V delivery agents, and talked about working with the local voluntary sector, local authorities and Further Education colleges.  In Barking & Dagenham, they will provide 15 places in partnership with the British Red Cross.  In Newham, there will be 3 cohorts of 15, supported by Newham College.  In Harrow, V and the local Council will run 3 cohorts of 15.  They will involve their Youth Advisory Group to support delivery and give presentations to potential participants.  They also plan to recruit peer mentors aged 18-20 to support the 16-year-old participants.  They will be using the V inspired website to promote the National Citizen Service and to track alumni.  They are in discussions with Orange Rock Corps, who are keen to complement the National Citizen Service.

A representative from the Cabinet Office provided some more information about NCS.  The pilot will last 2 years.  In summer 2011, they anticipate 11,000 places being available, and in 2012, this will grow to 30,000.  There will be an extensive evaluation at the end of February 2011.  In particular, the Cabinet Office is keen to assess the impact of NCS on the attitudes and behaviour of young participants.  The Cabinet Office was keen to stress that, while the National Citizen Service is funded by the State, it is not State-run. Procurement for providing places in 2012 has not happened yet, and it is possibly that tender specifications may focus on particular geographical locations.  
A short discussion followed, in which attendees were able to ask questions or raise issues;

· Many felt that the best recruitment route was secondary schools

· On the subject of accreditation (which Government are keen to explore), many felt that it would be better not to accredit the NCS programme, as young people are likely to find the prospect of completing portfolios off-putting, having just finished GCSEs, although a minority felt that young people appreciated certification for their efforts.  Most felt that a non-formal accreditation outside the accreditation framework (such as Duke of Edinburgh Award) would be a preferable option.

· Volunteering was not mentioned much throughout the discussions.  However, the Cabinet Office acknowledged that volunteering is one of the 8 guiding principles of the Big Society.

· I made a point of advising those present of the role of GLV and of local Volunteer Centres, who could potentially recruit young participants and/or older volunteer mentors.  I also pointed out that VCs might be able to advise on potential projects of community benefit for groups of young people to tackle (group challenges) or source ongoing volunteering placements for 16 year olds who wanted to continue volunteering after completing the 7/8 week NCS programme.
· When I asked how much the delivery agencies were being funded to deliver pilots, the Cabinet Office was reluctant to give figures but, when pressed, they estimated £2,000 per participant.  So we can assume that a delivery agent is being funded roughly £120,000 to provide an NCS experience for 60 young people, and that the 2011 national pilot is costing in excess of £4M.   

Further information
If you have any queries about the seminar, or information in this paper, I am happy to try and answer them.  Please e-mail Cath Bavage at cath@vcth.org.uk or call 020 7377 0956.

Alternatively, you can address enquiries to The Cabinet Office Press Office in Whitehall on 020 7276 0393 or visit www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk, or you could contact the delivery agent in your borough.

