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Smaller Government: ‘Bigger Society’?

Submission to the Public Administration Select Committee on the Big Society agenda
Led by the Stakeholders Volunteering Forum (EVDC London), which comprises:

	Organisation
	Contact
	Theme/Subsector

	Age UK
	John Ramsey
	Older People

	Association of Volunteer Managers
	Mike Gale
	Volunteer Managers

	Beatbullying
	Peter Jones
	Online volunteering

	Bexley Volunteer Centre 
	Lynne Regan
	Rural Volunteer Centre 

	Greater London Authority
	Deidre McGonagle
	Mayor of London / 2012 Legacy

	Greater London Volunteering
	Kerry Tweed
	Partnership body for volunteering

	Jewish Care
	Joanne Masters
	Jewish communities

	Mentoring and Befriending Foundation
	Rachel Nicholson
	Mentoring & befriending

	PACT
	Patricia Kiss
	Criminal Justice

	Reach
	Caroline Beaumont
	Skilled Volunteers

	Renaissance London (London Museums Hub)
	Kate Bowgett
	Heritage

	Samaritans
	Nicky Ranger
	Advice in Wellbeing

	TimeBank
	Sharon Tynan
	Communications and campaigns

	University of Central London Hospital
	Lesley Borzoni
	Health and Hospitals

	Volunteer Centre Kensington & Chelsea
	Kirsty Palmer
	Prisoners and Ex-Offender Volunteering

	Volunteer Centre Westminster
	Gareth Owen
	Urban Volunteer Centre


The Forum discussed four areas identified for scrutiny and questioning: 

· A definition of what the ‘Big Society’ is or should be
· The role of and capacity for the voluntary and community sector to deliver local

public services including the appropriateness of using charitable income or

volunteer labour to subsidise costs
· Possible problems and challenges from increased commissioning of public

service provision from the voluntary and community sector as envisaged by the

Government
· Governance and accountability issues arising out of different organisational

forms of social enterprises and co-operatives; and the participation of voluntary

sector and community groups in greater public service provision
We have submitted our key feedback for the deadline submission of written responses on 17 March, and are keen to meet with the Committee to discuss further detail including evidence for the points we are making.

 
 
1. General points

1.1. We offer information and advice to the Government of the role of support agencies and infrastructure in delivering on the vision of the Big Society; to broaden reach, access and engagement to volunteering and community activities, as well establish basic good practice, supplying capacity to groups and communities and reducing the barriers to volunteering with individuals. 
1.2. To increase community activity from individuals traditionally unengaged requires a source of support, referral, guidance and expertise, which we advocate is in the form of local community experts like Volunteer Centres and Councils for Voluntary Service. Working with the existing, trusted local coordinated hubs in the voluntary and community sector will reduce the need to invest in start-up costs for Big Society actions and secure a legacy for the work. 
1.3. The Giving Green Paper recognises that larger charities are able to provide good information. It should be noted that they also have the resources to invest in raising awareness of the potential volunteer roles through a variety of channels, media and events and in following up with volunteers so interest does not wane. They also have the ability to invest significant time and resources in meeting volunteers, providing good induction, training if it is needed, and ongoing support. For smaller charities, who do not have this resource in-house, the role of the broker is particularly important to provide support and advice in these areas.
1.4. To convert the level of interest in volunteering to action, we need to: 
· encourage connectivity between national and local volunteering organisations to increase the access to volunteers and opportunities in local communities; 

· help Civil Society Organisations to define attractive roles and connect with the volunteer who has the right mixture of skills, motivations and availability; and 

· smooth the transition for volunteers from being ‘interested in volunteering’ to taking up a role by providing good quality information and support
1.5. Great opportunities need to encompass fitting in to individual’s lives and the priority responsibilities they have to themselves, their health, their families and their work. Creating a varied, appropriate, challenging, flexible, creative suite of opportunities is about working with the voluntary and public sectors to determine how volunteers can support the work of not for profits whilst taking into consideration the barriers to engagement. This requires a support structure that helps frontline groups to focus on their priority tasks and builds in expert good practice, experience and local knowledge to build the capacity of the group to respond to the opportunity of involving volunteers.

1.6. Whilst the government’s volunteering infrastructure fund sounds very encouraging for the sustainability of second tier support to communities, there is, however, uncertainty about what form the future support structure is in, when it will be announced, and whether public sector funding is restricted to specific public sector service delivery contracts. A general understanding about who pays for support for volunteers and voluntary sector groups, and how this might be built into funding volunteering within the Big Society framework will be vital to the future sustainability of increased participation.
1.7. We are disappointed that the national strategic partnership programme is being reduced so rapidly and finally scrapped in 2014, without a thorough review of the infrastructure or capacity-building needs of the volunteering sector that clearly lays out where the investment priorities lie, and informs a transparent review and decision-making process. 

1.8. And finally, we can help address the potential for cynicism about the Big Society agenda, particularly to prevent damaging the existing long-held culture and reputation of volunteering activity. We refer specifically to being clear about the cost of volunteering, and the impact in terms of, for example, the savings to welfare and health services as a potential additional benefit to individuals volunteering, rather than subsidising, substituting or replacing activities which should be fully funded or have secure paid workers. We recommend applying and supporting our Principles of Volunteering guide, which elaborates on the Compact’s definition of volunteering.
2. A definition of what the ‘Big Society’ is or should be

2.1. We believe that ‘Big Society’ is: People who want to should have the opportunity to have an active role in shaping society.
2.2. We believe it happens already, however Government finds it hard to measure or control, and there are some inactive groups that could be encouraged to be more active if they are given the support they specifically need to get involved where they can and could.
2.3. One in four of us volunteer in some form, either once or more often, according to previous Active Citizenship surveys and we should be proud of our status in the world outside of the USA as a particularly active community. Our position as 29th in the world for active citizenship should be bought in mind with the fact that we are also a country with the longest working hours. We believe people are giving what they can. Raising awareness about participation and the value of volunteering through the Big Society tag is good, but there are limits to what some people can meaningfully offer. 
2.4. Improvements to support the inactive groups requires better local connections in communities, and some interventions to ensure accessible and inclusive participation facilitated by experts in this field. This is the value of having local and regional infrastructure for volunteering, in the form of personal bespoke advice and guidance and not just in electronic form.
2.5. Total local power by local residents comes with a risk in terms of lack of expertise or lack of means for some deprived communities, and that wealthier communities will benefit the most, whilst poorer or less well-connected communities will become worse off. Communities may also specialise with a particular agenda and this may prevent inclusion and accessibility.
2.6. If we do not allow for regional and national sharing of best practice and communication methods, we risk ‘reinventing the wheel’ and unnecessary duplication of effort.
2.7. Core services should be automatically provided with parity of access across the country and the voluntary and community sector should be providing additionality not subsidising for the cuts. It is worth the Committee considering if all volunteering is necessarily good. For example, the impact on very vulnerable people from services relying on volunteers rather than paid experts.
2.8. The ‘Soup kitchen’ response is not the long-term answer to community needs. Experts provide checks and balances that help individuals and communities become empowered to change their own circumstances.
2.9. Who will represent those who can’t speak up for any reason? Will only the most active vocal citizenships influence services and decision-making? We believe Civil Society Organisations have a role to play in, and have been demonstrating, how well we can reach out to the most excluded and empower them to participate. 
2.10. We are not convinced that people believe their vote really matters. Will the Locality agenda really change this, or should we perhaps combine engagement in local decision-making with local volunteering action that empowers and gives confidence to the hidden voices in our communities?

2.11. Ultimately, Government can’t define Big Society and control it, but together we can shape a framework that encourages greater participation.
3. The role of and capacity for the voluntary and community sector to deliver local public services including the appropriateness of using charitable income or volunteer labour to subsidise costs

3.1. Big Society is a narrative, rather than being definable, and we believe there are opportunities in building on the foundations already in existence. 
3.2. There are capacity issues in delivering the Big Society as funding is cut or income difficult to generate for the expertise that exists in delivering the aims. Our sector - particularly the majority of voluntary and community organisations that are very small and local, successful at reaching the hardest to reach and identifying local community needs -  lacks the resources and skills to competitively tender. And we are concerned that the infrastructure organisations who could upskill these organisations to tender are disappearing under the spending cuts regime which does not address the question of how to secure long-term investment in existing and successfully delivering groups.
3.3. We would like to see some constructive debate about what is appropriate and who is best placed from the voluntary and community sector and volunteers to deliver within traditional public services. This would then help to inform commissioning decisions and ensure that, when we are best placed, this is recognised. Again, we advocate use of the Principles of Volunteering in agreeing what is commissioned and how.
3.4. Volunteering in the public service can be about engaging service users in delivering solutions, but should be a choice and not coerced under threat of losing a service altogether which the community decides is crucial and should be statutory.
3.5. The voluntary and community sector is very good at supporting engagement by service users, and mentoring and befriending is a classic service that we can offer the public sector.
3.6. Measuring impact is very difficult in the short-term, as volunteering can have a much broader impact on the individual, the community and the state. However, where projects are longer term, the payment by results method may exclude the very organisations who can provide real long-term positive results but lack the reserves and financial resources of larger or private sector organisations.
3.7. Under-investment in the voluntary and community sector in terms of support and funding by the public sector results in an impoverished sector. If you rely on volunteers to cover previously paid-for roles, they can’t necessarily be expected to be the experts you need to deliver services properly, regularly and reliably, and for the long-term. We need some really practical and pragmatic support to develop solutions for the new funding environment, and infrastructure support bodies can help coordinate this.
4. Possible problems and challenges from increased commissioning of public service provision from the voluntary and community sector as envisaged by the Government

4.1. There is a significant workforce issue on moving public services to the voluntary and community sector which needs to be addressed. This includes TUPE implications and job substitution litigation.
4.2. Volunteers have better relationships with local groups rather than more remote national groups, in line with the principles of the Localism agenda. We are concerned that the size of new contracts is increasingly excluding local organisations, which risks a loss of local knowledge and reach.
4.3. The cash cost for bidding is prohibitive to small and local groups, and contract and tendering law means that ringfencing commissions that should be delivered by the voluntary and community sector can not be supported if not through a grant. The risk is that the private sector increasingly takes over these commissions without having local reach and knowledge, particularly given that our sector admits we are much more focused on delivering our activities than selling them.
4.4. The damage to the purpose, meaning and value of volunteering effort is enormous if the public sector requires people to deliver services which can not be guaranteed through the use of volunteers. For example, a hospital taxi service for vulnerable patients; who will provide the replacement service if volunteers drop out?
4.5. However, the cashflow implications of public service contracting is the major barrier for voluntary and community sector inclusion and engagement with public service provision.
5. Governance and accountability issues arising out of different organisational forms of social enterprises and co-operatives; and the participation of voluntary sector and community groups in greater public service provision

5.1. Payment by results is the biggest preventative measure for participation by civil society or voluntary sector organisations in public service provision, followed closely by the often restricted remit by geography or mission for the organisation. This means that the voluntary and community sector are unable to respond to larger cross-contract multi-client commissions, unless coordinated by infrastructure bodies or facilitated into partnerships with the larger social enterprises or private sector businesses. This may be supported by the way in which commissioning is tendered.
5.2. Accountability is a key concern, which could be resolved by investment in voluntary sector infrastructure to support informal and small groups to build capacity to be as accountable as Government requires for contracts.
5.3. We believe the voluntary and community sector is actually far more accountable than the private sector, and more transparent, due to our governance structures. However, the private sector profit agenda means its easier to compete without having to be so transparent for every penny spent on mission
5.4. We wonder where the accountability is to beneficiaries and who decides who is benefiting from commissioning public service provision. Will beneficiaries be cherry-picked by private sector contracts, where the voluntary and community sector will focus on supporting the most excluded? 

5.5. Groups of local people or Community Organisers working alone will need to be accountable, however they then have to rely on infrastructure or become a more formal group, which is against the principles of the Big Society ‘bubbling up’. In addition, infrastructure and back office functions are needed to support more spontaneous or short-term activities by local groups
5.6. Trustees are risk-averse but shareholders are not so, and this is a key point to understanding the advantages and disadvantages to supporting voluntary sector engagement with public services.
5.7. The risk of mission drift to access funding may also undermine the principles, purpose and value of volunteering, and there is still a big debate to be had about the use of volunteers in Community Interest Companies and social enterprises.
On behalf of Greater London Volunteering and its members, I look forward to hearing the results of the consultation, and would be delighted if you take up our offer to meet with the Committee to discuss this further.

Yours faithfully

Kerry Tweed

Director, Greater London Volunteering 
