PAPER  B


WORK IN PROGRESS – MARCH 2010 
DAVID FRANCIS
Director

(P)
CAN strategy, finance and people

The annual review of the CAN business plan and the compilation of the Action Plan have now been undertaken, and drafts will be presented to the March meeting of the Executive Committee for consideration.  We are currently awaiting confirmation of the County Council’s grant aid for next year (2010-11), but we are expecting it to be £142628:  a figure which had been suggested by the VCS Consortium. This amounts to a £40772 (22 per cent) reduction from the current year.  Steps are being taken to develop a balanced budget by identifying expenditure reductions.

Collaboration with the two local CVS (Blyth Valley and Wansbeck) is progressing.  However, we were all very shocked and saddened to hear of the death of Sheila McGuckin, Wansbeck CVS Chief Officer, in late February.  She was widely regarded and respected, and it was touching to see the massive turnout of colleagues, friends and family at her funeral.

(O and N)
New Projects
We are collaborating with our RCC colleagues in RuCANNE on several new pieces of work.

FREE (Future Rural Energy in England);  sponsored by Calor, this will involve the promotion of energy efficiency and renewable energy in a small number of rural communities (as yet to be selected) which are not on mains gas and which experience high proportions of households in fuel poverty.  Within the North East, Durham RCC will co-ordinate this work.

OCSI (Oxford Consultants for Social Inclusion):  ACRE has commissioned OCSI to compile and supply rural-specific data on a range of social and economic statistics.  In turn, on behalf of RuCANNE, CAN will arrange for the compilation of reports (one for each of Northumberland, Durham and Tees Valley) using this data.

Rural Housing Enabler:  Monica Burns (a former CAN employee who now works for the National Housing Federation) is negotiating a package of funding to enable each of the three North East RCCs to employ a Rural Housing Enabler.  More details to follow.

LEADER:  the Northumberland Uplands LEADER programme has approached CAN to commission some work to promote and develop the sustainability of village halls/community buildings.  The project, if approved, will offer advice and training, via CAN’s staff, and also a capital fund for improvements to premises.

(L)
Northumberland County Council and the VCS

The County Council finalised its budget in late-February, following some last-minute compromises and adjustments to the projections.  As a result, the core VCS grants budget was reduced by £50k less than the £300k cut which had previously been proposed.  This ‘additional’ £50k will be used as a contingency fund for specific cases of hardship.  The VCS Consortium facilitated an agreement among the ‘VCS infrastructure bodies’ over their funding.  We have worked closely with NCC to amend and promote the new ‘Community Chest’ which is now expected to provide general revenue support of a large number of VCS bodies, as well as helping new projects.

We have also worked closely with NCC to develop a new policy which should ensure that the majority of village halls, community centres and other charitable properties will have their waste collected free-of-charge.  In April 2009, the new Authority had inherited a mixed and inconsistent approach, from the six district councils, and there was a risk that charges would be introduced to all VCS property (n.b. except churches which are statutorily exempt).  The new policy will exempt most VCS property, other than the larger generators of waste.

We have also worked with the ‘Revenues and Benefits’ section of NCC over the operation of a charitable discretionary rates relief policy, and we were pleased to hear recently that the County Council is continuing its current exemptions and discounts for at least another two years.

Meanwhile, the County Council is in the throes of a further staff restructure.  A number of senior staff will have left by the end of March, and there is likely to be a radical change to the departmental structure.  We do not yet know where the responsibilities for the NSP, VCS liaison , locality development etc will be placed.

(D)
NALC and the parish councils

The Northumberland Charter for Local Councils includes provisions to achieve a ‘level playing field’ across Northumberland in the organisation and funding of local services.  In recent months, a number of parish councils have been arranging to take direct responsibility for allotments, children’s play areas and newer bus shelters.  The next phase of transfers will include playing fields/sports grounds, public halls, older bus shelters and public seats.  Work has now started to review certain aspects of the Charter, including a major push to ensure that County Council departments consult local councils on a wide range of proposals which impact on local areas.

On behalf of NALC, temporary Research Officer Robin Francis has completed the data-entry and analysis of a recent survey of local councils in our area, which eventually achieved a 79 per cent response.  Before his contract finished, he also compiled information for the next edition of the ‘Local authority handbook for parish councils in Northumberland and Newcastle’.

The Boundary Commission for England published its final recommendations on NCC county division boundaries, in March.  NALC’s representations had been partly successful, in averting the creation of a single elongated division stretching from Hepscott to Elsdon.  NALC was not successful with its suggestions for the Alnwick and the Thirston areas.

The Local Government Division of HM Revenue and Customs ran a very useful training day in Gosforth for local councils on 4 March, on the subject of VAT.  Although we already knew quite a lot of the material which was put-across, the openness and pragmatism of the HMRC staff was much appreciated.  It was reassuring to know that the VAT advice which we have been providing to community projects via NALC and the Community Buildings Advisory Service continues to be correct.  Over the years, we have saved communities millions of pounds in otherwise-irrecoverable VAT.

GEORGE COURTICE

Sector Development Officer

	
	

	F  
	The Consortium website www.northumberlandcvs.org.uk has had a major update over the last month, with much new information added – everything from contact details for Networks to the latest communications with the Council.



	G
	The Consortium led discussions with infrastructure bodies to agree an allocation of the County Council’s funding. This was subsequently presented to the Council and agreed for the year 2010-11. It was recognised that, with funding for some services ending March 2011, additional resources would have to be found if services were not to be affected. 
 

	I
	An exploratory meeting of the North Area VCS Network took place on 12 February, chaired by George Scott. It confirmed the support for such a network as well as the demand for sharing information and good practice. There are now VCS Networks, open to all voluntary and community organisations, active in all three Areas. 



	N
	The last few months have been an intense period of lobbying – the Executive, Area Cttee Chairs, Party Leaders, Scrutiny Cttee. Most of our arguments appear to have fallen on stony ground although the last minute decision to reduce the planned cut to £250k was very welcome. 

The first meeting between the sector and the Council’s Executive took place in February and will be repeated quarterly. Our aim is to improve the Council’s understanding of the role of the sector and ensure that this is reflected in its willingness to invest and purchase from the sector.   


	      O
	The SDO chaired a regional conference in Newcastle celebrating the activities of the five consortia based in the region. It also heard from the Office of the Third Sector and the latest results of the Northern Rock Foundation’s research on VCS trends in the NE and Cumbria. 


LYNDA WATSON

Compact/Contracts Officer

AP Codes:  N M I P C O J

Compact Reference Group met in January the meeting focused on changes to be made to the Northumberland Compact in light of the revised National Compact. The Northumberland Compact will be revised over the coming months and circulated to signatories.  It will be re-launched in Autumn 2010. 

There is now a regional network hosted by VONNE relating to the Compact, meeting quarterly this will link local with regional activity.

The National Compact meeting which took place in London launched the revised National Compact.  Codes of practice will be replaced by Implementation guides the first four will be published Spring 2010.     Northumberland will change current codes to implementation guidance. 

Work relating to the relationship between NCC and the VCS included:

· NCC review of relations with the Third Sector 

· Alnwick and Blyth Area Committee meetings 

· NCC Executive/VCS meeting

· West Area Partnership and the VCS network for north area

· NCC Cultural Strategy Group 

· NCC Strategic Commissioning, C&YP 

· Joint working of the three PIO’s

LOUISE CURRIE

Community Initiatives Officer

CiLCA support group  LC and DF have been looking over some portfolio’s prior to submission to NALC for assessment, and others from clerks that have failed a few sections, prior to re-submission. (There is a very low first-time pass rate) Two clerks have passed and two more have just submitted and are awaiting the result. Clerks find this support, and the study group we offer, extremely helpful. 

Parish Council support  LC and DF are planning further training sessions and will also be offering ‘wider’ briefings in the next couple of months

Meet the Funders sessions are planned for May and June.

Back Office Project  The CDO has received assistance from Robin Francis in trying to increase the numbers of completed questionnaires for the first element of the Back Office Project. However, the response is still very disappointing. 

. 

Hallmark  A total of six village Halls/community buildings have passed Hallmark, with two on-hold until issues are resolved with their governing documents and a further one has just applied. The CIO has been asked to talk to Berwick Area Voluntary Service about rolling out a similar scheme in the Scottish Borders. Longhorsley Village hall will be presented with their Hallmark certificate by His Grace the Duke of Northumberland at the Spring Meeting on 13th May

Food Safety in Hygiene course The CIO has arranged two full courses and one ‘refresher’ course and they have been held on 8th and 12th of March and the final one on 29th March. A total of 53 Village Hall Trustees will have undertaken the course and will be accredited for three years. 

Dyke Neuk project The CIO has given initial guidance to the Landlord of the Dyke Neuk Public House who wants to use some unused space in the building for community use.

Energy Audit Training  Julia Plinston arranged training in Rothbury Jubilee Hall which was delivered by the Energy Saving Trust. CAN staff and village hall trustees attended. It was extremely useful, resulting in staff assisting halls to undertake audits and then applications for funding from the National Parks Authority.   

Spring Meeting JP and LC are organising the meeting, which will be on 13th May and the theme will be ‘Green issues’. 

Emergency Rest Centres LC and DF have met with Ian Clough of the Resilience Team to assist in the development of a project to identify potential Community Buildings/Halls that could be used as rest centres in emergencies such as floods or fires. 

Meeting with Consultants - Met with McSquared Consultants to discuss proposals for Stobhill estate.
Groups assisted/meetings 

· Northumberland Scouts – funding advice

· Netherwitton Village Hall – advice on trust deed/governing document

· Mitford Community Association – funding advice

· Stobhill Community Forum - training

JANE HART
Snr CDO

A:  Shotley Low Quarter Parish Plan: This parish lies on the southern edge of Northumberland. It consists of a few scattered hamlets with the largest, Whittonstall, on one edge of the parish. Jane Hart visited the Parish Council in May last year to discuss the completion of a Parish Plan. Not much happened until a recent phone call to ask about taking the process forward. Such starts and stops are not unusual and the catalyst for renewed action in this case was planning applications for wind farms and opencast mining.

BM:  Visual Arts in Rural Communities: This organisation, based in the remote North Tyne, brings artists-in-residence to work and be influenced by the local area and community. Jane hart helped to set up a small grants scheme some years ago. Jane still takes part in the panel which decides on applications as the organisation is keen to ensure that projects are not just artistically viable but make a contribution to the community in which they are based.
H:  ACRE Collaboration Benefits: Jane Hart is preparing to deliver the second two-day course designed to cascade training in the Benefits of Collaboration to RCC and other staff in the region. The second course will be held in York. CAN’s CDOs were trained in the first course in October and November last year and now can assist Jane in supporting communities to develop Parish Partnerships and other collaboration.

MARC JOHNSON

CDO – Berwick area

	
	

	B
	Wooler Youth Drop-in
Marc Johnson has been assisting Wooler Youth drop-in with an application to the Big Lottery’s Reaching Communities programme. Other than sessional youth workers, the project has no paid staff (a number of the youth projects in the larger towns have management staff) this means that the trustees are responsible for all aspects of the management of the project and require more help than the larger projects would need. They have passed the first stage of the application process and are now working towards a full application.


	
	H     Transport Link The transport Link project is being delivered by NCDN and ADAPT. The aim of the project is to give communities the knowledge of how to influence decision making about transport and access. Marc Johnson has been helping by assisting with two areas of work in the North of the County, these are also both community forums so it links in with other work CAN is involved with.



	
	P     Ebulletin The ebulletin that went out in February had a marked impact on the number of visitors to our website. We had 160 hits over the three after the bulletin went out. The week before the bulletin went out we had 45 hits over the same 3 days.



	

	

	
	


JULIA PLINSTON

CDO – Alnwick/Morpeth area

B      Energy Efficiency in Village Halls Project 
I have continued to lead on this project funded by Northumberland National Park Area Fund.  An ‘Energy efficiency in your community building course was delivered by the Energy Savings Trust, Green Communities section on 28th January, attended by CDOs, and representatives from 10 village halls.  I have followed up the course by carrying out energy audits with the 6 Halls from Coquetdale that attended, (and Marc has carried out an audit with a further hall in his area).  We have identified a number of small scale measures we can fund for these halls in the short term using the grant from the National Park.  These include, insulating small areas such as toilet facilities and hallways which were left out of larger schemes, providing energy saving light bulbs and strip lights, draught proofing, lagging exposed pipework, replacing old inefficient appliances, installing thermostatic controls on some radiators etc.

Longer term many of the halls are interested in monitoring their energy usage, hosting events on addressing climate change for their communities, and several are interested in installing new technologies such as micro-hydro (Netherton and Elsdon), wood-chip boilers (Wingates), photovoltaics (Elsdon, Thropton, Wingates), and rain water harvesting (Netherton).  The feedback will provide evidence to support an application to Northumberland Uplands LEADER to fund ongoing work.  

Melanie Hall

CDO West

      B/ E   Hexham & Tynedale Community Trust:

      Having received information specifically for Resource Centre funding, Melanie Hall approached the management of the Trust’s Community Centre in Hexham to determine the progress of their development plans. MH subsequently attended Management Committee meetings to advise on how this funding could be used to develop the Centre. During those meetings MH was also able to give advice on certain governance issues. MH prepared a paper with specific project development proposals which were accepted by the Committee. MH will support a dedicated Sub Committee which is being set up for this purpose, after the AGM in late March. 

    B
Prudhoe East Nursery: contacted Melanie Hall for advice and support with funding; governance and possible new premises. In addition to providing the necessary funding advice and support, MH is working in collaboration with Prudhoe Community Partnership and the County Council’s Locality officer for the area, to resolve outstanding issues.

B
South Tyne Railway Preservation Society:  Contacted Melanie Hall for advice on COMMA funding eligibility and other sources of funding for the latest phase of their project to install a new footpath; lay a hard core surface; create a picnic area and platform; and install interpretive panels – on the line’s extension from Kirkhaugh to Slaggyford.


The Society also sought advice on how to progress a Community Asset Transfer of that part of the South Tyne Trail railway in Northumberland with the County Council (a similar transfer is underway with Cumbria County Council for the southern part of the route)as previous contact and correspondence with the NCC had stalled. In conjunction with the NCC’s Locality Officer, MH was able to give further advice on this issue
