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Northumberland County Council:  proposed funding for the VCS (Voluntary and Community Sector) for 2010-11
Comments from CAN (Community Action Northumberland)

1. Scope:  this represents CAN’s response to the following consultation documents –
(i) NCC budget consultation (Chief Executive’s report to the NCC Executive, 30 November)
(ii) NCC Voluntary and Community Sector Review paper, November 2009

(iii) NCC Outline Funding Proposal for VCS Grant Funding 2010-11, November 2009.

2. The Review:  CAN welcomes NCC’s commitment to review its relationship with the VCS, and we take heart from the vision which NCC has articulated over the past year: 

· Our vision for the council is one with the VCS at the centre of our 
           agenda

· The sector needs a higher degree of financial stability in terms of 
           funding agreements from Northumberland…

· We are committed towards ensuring the sector is treated fairly…

· We see an increasing role for the sector in giving communities a 
           voice and enabling them to innovate in the provision of services. 
It is important that this review, of which the financial proposals are one part, should be informed by this vision, and by some agreed principles, both about the value of the VCS’ diverse contribution to Northumberland, and about the purpose of any financial support.
3.
Proposed volume of funding for the VCS:
(i)
CAN sympathises with NCC regarding its tough financial challenges, and recognises that the VCS must bear a share of the cuts.
(ii)
Compared with pre-LGR (local government reorganisation) NCC has already reduced its overall spending via the ‘corporate centre’ on the VCS by 12%, and is now proposing a further 20% cut.  This compares with NCC’s need to reduce its overall spending by between 7.5 and 10%.  This proposal is disproportionate, it is inconsistent with NCC’s declared objective of ‘to ensure that our communities have confidence in their capacity to bring about beneficial change’, (CAA 2009), and it will offend the VCS to claim that the cuts will ‘minimise service disruption’.
(iii) It is noted that the ‘corporate centre’ is proposing a larger cut than some other departments are doing, for the VCS .  For example, the Leisure Services are proposing a reduction of funding to VCS providers of arts and sports services, of 7.5%.  In addition, it is likely that the £4million cut in NCC’s Care Trust budget will impact on the VCS, but no indication is given of the scale or nature of the proposal. This uncertainty will create some major problems for parts of the VCS.
(iv) As recently as October, the County Council was continuing to advise the VCS Review Group that funding for the VCS was likely to be ‘about the same, or slightly less’ than in the current year.

4.
The overall approach to funding:
           (i)
The typology of giving, investing and shopping is useful as a starting-point, but it is insufficiently developed to enable the County Council to operate a rigorous and consistent funding framework.  We will be pleased to work with NCC and with our VCS partners to clarify and agree, within the funding framework, the following:
· the specific contribution which the various diverse parts of the VCS do and potentially can make to life in Northumberland, its expertise and experience, its role in building social capital, and its contribution to NCC’s own priorities and objectives

· the added-value provided by VCS bodies which lever-in 

      external funding or other resources to supplement NCC’s 

      own support

· the value of a long-term partnership relationship between VCS bodies and NCC ( which extends beyond the short-term purchasing of outputs)
· the value of user/beneficiary involvement in a VCS body’s governance

· the uniqueness, or otherwise, of the services offered by a VCS body.

(ii) The identification and application of priorities is good in  

            principle, but it has not been followed-through to determine or 
            influence consistently the Outline Funding Proposal.  Within the 
            paperwork NCC variously has 2, 3 or 5 priorities for funding, but 
            some of its ‘priorities’ are now facing significant cuts.

(iii)  Although the mechanisms are not clear, there appears to be a very 

 fragmented approach to future arrangements involving area 

 committees, service-departments, the corporate centre, the VCS 

 Consortium, consortia of commissioned VCS providers and 

 FoNDT.  It will be important that these can be knitted into a rational
           and well-co-ordinated framework.
(iv) CAN welcomes the opportunity to address possible rationalisation, mergers and inefficiencies within the VCS, but this requires sufficient time and an agreed system of nurture and support.  The crude imposition of last-minute cuts in grant aid is not a satisfactory mechanism.

(v) CAN is able and willing to work with NCC to develop and implement a framework for the commissioning and performance-management of NCC’s financial investment.  The regime should be proportionate to the size of the funding.

4 The Community Chest:
(i) It is proposed that £321k of currently-funded, on-going VCS activity will in future be directed towards the Community Chest.  It is difficult to see how a Community Chest budget of only £300k can adequately meet these needs, and also be open to new projects and initiatives.
(ii) It is important that funding allocations via the Community Chest are made in good time before April 2010, with the Area Committees primed to undertake this work with due urgency.
(iii) The likely demands for Community Chest funding in 2010-11 need to be ‘mapped’ to ensure an appropriate division of the £300k Community Chest pot, between the three Areas, to enable the smaller VCS bodies to know what they will be receiving next year.
(iv) If our understanding of the scenario is correct, much of the Community Chest funding will be a form of small-scale ‘investment’, in important but smaller-scale VCS bodies, rather than ‘giving’. There needs to be an appropriate regime of partnership and accountability to reflect this.
5 Infrastructure:
(i)       ‘Support for infrastructure development’ is stated to be a priority, 


but it is facing a 20% cut.
(ii)
CAN and NCC are committed to a joint commission of CAN and the two local CVS’ (councils of voluntary service) to provide generic infrastructure services for the VCS but this is not clearly spelt out in the papers.  NCC’s intended role for the VCS Consortium in relation to this commission is unclear, and this has undoubtedly slowed progress re developing the collaborative work.
(iii)
The papers are not clear on the question of opening new specialist VCS networks to NCC funding, and it is difficult to see how these might be funded without increasing the cuts on other VCS activities.
(ii) There is a continuing uncertainty regarding NCC’s expectations for the infrastructure of town and parish councils, via NALC.
6 Community buildings and hubs:

(i) The papers are unclear about the meaning of community hubs.  In CAN’s view, hubs might mean community premises which can house a diversity of VCS bodies and activities, or they might mean bodies such as development trusts and local councils which initiate and support a diversity of beneficial services and projects.  In some instances, these bodies may ( but do not necessarily) also provide community premises.
(ii) CAN is happy to work with NCC to develop a clear and consistent framework for providing revenue support to community hubs.  There are hundreds of community hubs, and NCC cannot afford to support all of them.  CAN questions whether FoNDT and the South-East Area Committee can arrive at a suitable framework, without an input from other representative bodies.

(iii) Local councils can potentially provide financial support for community hubs, but NCC cannot presume this, without adequate preparation and agreement, which may need to be brokered via the Charter.

7     Summary of proposals from CAN:

(i) Continue the work to prepare and agree the principles which should guide the relationship between NCC and the VCS.

(ii) Reduce the VCS grants’ budget by NCC’s overall reduction 

      target of 7.5% (or 10% if redundancy/LGR transition costs 

      cannot be capitalised).

(iii) Work urgently via the Review Group to prepare a corporate 

      financial framework for funding the VCS.
(iv)
      Postpone any significant changes to individual VCS bodies until 


      2011.
(v)
Work with other potential funding bodies such as Grassroots and local councils (via NALC) to explore their potential to fund new local community initiatives.

(vi)      Clarify NCC’s priorities for the support of VCS representative 
           networks.
(vii)   Continue to progress the multi-body joint commissions, 
           incorporating any expected efficiency savings and longer-term 
           expectations.

(viii)    Clarify NCC expectations re support for NALC.
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