Community Action Northumberland: version April 11
Business Plan - April 2011 to March 2014
This Business plan covers the 3-year period April 2011 to March 2014.  In accordance with our Performance Management system, we review our Business Plan every year, on a rolling 3-year basis.  It defines our governance, roles, strategic priorities, and the broad deployment of our resources.  Greater detail of our activities and intended outcomes are specified in our annual Action Plan which accompanies the Business Plan.
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CAN’s vision is of communities in Northumberland that are vibrant, inclusive, confident, effective and capable of sustaining themselves.  

  CAN’s core values are based on a commitment to:

· Enabling local communities to shape their own future

· Ensuring that all sections of society have an opportunity to be involved in   decisions affecting their lives

· Giving special attention to those most disadvantaged, either as a result of material circumstances and/or through exclusion from the opportunities enjoyed by the wider population
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Our mission is to work in partnership to support communities in Northumberland, through local community development, promoting collaboration, good-practice, and influencing decision-makers.
3.        Our beneficiaries
Since our early days, our main concerns have been with Northumberland’s communities and also with its voluntary sector.  These are overlapping but not identical constituencies, but for convenience in this Plan we refer to them collectively as the VCS (voluntary and community sector).  
a) In our work with communities the main beneficiaries include:

· Groups undertaking community-led planning and local initiatives

· Communities’ representative and executive bodies, ie the local (parish and town) councils

· Communities’ regeneration bodies, most notably the local development 
       trusts

· Those responsible for community assets, including their own ‘neutral’ meeting places( ie the village halls and community centres) and other premises
· The services and businesses which are integral to the local community.

b) Particular priorities in our work with the voluntary sector include:

· Voluntary bodies which address specific disadvantage and specialist needs

· Voluntary bodies which have a demonstrable benefit in local parts of the county

· Voluntary bodies which are in their early stages of development.

4.  Roles

As a local development agency our three main roles are:

· To provide advice, information, training and encouragement to the VCS
· To support a coherent network of communication and mutual-support  

      among VCS bodies

· To monitor and seek to influence the decisions, policies and  programmes and to promote good-practice behalf of the VCS

5. Priority activities

A. Support for community-led planning: CLP is a well-established method to enable communities to become coherent and to gain greater control over their future. The challenges for the future will be to ensure inclusivity, breadth of vision, realism and connectivity with decision-making systems (including the Local Development Framework, via Neighbourhood Planning).
B. Support for individual initiatives and organisations: the ‘bread-and-butter’ of CAN’s work, which is delivered both through arms’ length methods (website, newsletters, emails, phone-calls, conferences, training events etc), and through more-direct work in local areas. Key topics for support include project-development, financing, constitutional and organisational development, compliance, resolving conflicts, confidence-building, interpretation and amelioration of ‘officialdom’ and the introduction of new ideas.
C. Support for assets of community value: the two main classes of asset are community meeting places (such as village halls, community centres, scout huts etc) and also premises such as allotments, parks, greens and others that are integral to the operation of a local public service. Increasingly, local and national policies will create opportunities for asset-acquisitions and transfers, which will need CAN’s support.
D. Support for local councils: alongside the ‘technical’ support from NALC on legal and procedural matters, CAN will support local councils on broader community-orientated initiatives.
E. Support for VCS networks: subject to further discussion, CAN is prepared to continue its role as the accountable body and secretariat for the VCS Consortium and (within tight resource constraints and where needed) other focused VCS networks.
F. Opportunities, practice, policies and programmes for local communities: this part of our work is on behalf of local communities and the VCS, and it will involve: engagement with a rapidly-changing public sector; monitoring and responding to new policies and legislation, not least those linked to the ‘Big Society; a generally-reducing availability of resources to support community action; a difficult economic climate; and a highly uncertain future. We will work to address key issues including Broadband/ICT; affordable housing; transport/access to services; and energy/fuel availability and use.
6.  Developing key relationships   CAN is, by nature and constitution, a partnership body.  CAN includes a wide range of voluntary and statutory bodies within its membership, and CAN works closely with a variety of partners to deliver its services.  However, there are four networks or bodies with which we closely co-ordinate our services, forward-planning and sharing of resources:

A. NALC (Northumberland Association of Local councils) – the network of, and representative body for, the local (ie parish and town) councils throughout Northumberland and Newcastle. We will provide professional and administrative services to NALC, under a Memorandum of Understanding.  CAN supports NALC in order to ensure a ‘seamless service’ for local councils across the county, thereby avoiding the confusion and duplication of two ‘infrastructure bodies’ acting in isolation.  CAN’s priority is to support local councils with their community projects, engagement and community-led planning. CAN will assist NALC to develop further its financial self-sufficiency.
B. The Northumberland VCS Consortium – a network of otherwise-independent voluntary organisations which promotes the co-ordination of activities and services within the VCS, and which facilitates the representation of the VCS within a range of partnership and decision-making structures.  As a means of fulfilling our key role of ‘modernising the VCS’ CAN has provided professional and administrative services to the Consortium, as well as acting as its ‘accountable body’ for certain financial purposes.  This relationship is subject to agreement through the Consortium Business Plan, which is under review.

C. The two local CVS (councils of voluntary service) – they provide a similar service to that of CAN, for voluntary organisations in the former Blyth Valley and Wansbeck areas.  Increasingly, CAN will work with them not only to ensure the provision of a ‘seamless service’ across the county, but also to share resources and achieve greater efficiencies by operating a ‘joint commission’ on behalf of the County Council.

D. RuCANNE (Rural Community Action Network North-East)- along with our fellow rural community councils in Durham and Tees valley, we will continue to develop and implement joint initiatives. These will include, among others: the BOSS project (Back-Office Services Support for local groups); regional rural policy, evidence and networking; FREE (a fuel poverty initiative; as well as co-ordinating our reporting to ACRE and DEFRA on the RCAN contract.
7.  Maintaining and developing our organisation   

A. Performance management: we have a well-established performance management system which provides for effective and efficient planning, development, implementation, monitoring and review of a range of organisational matters including finance, governance, staffing, policies/procedures, risk, etc. This is a continuous process.

B. Quality: we hold Investor in People status and also Level 2 of the PQASSO-derived ACRE Quality Standard. We plan to attain Level 3 early in 2011-12 of the now-enhanced Standard, which is one of only a handful of Quality systems to have received official Charity Commission endorsement.
C. Legal status: for over 10 years we have considered changing the legal status of CAN to reduce the legal liability of our trustees, in the face of fluctuating levels of income and other uncertainties. It is not possible to close the current unincorporated charity, because of a long-term commitment to the Local Government Pension Scheme. We will be developing new trustee arrangements, via a new Charitable Incorporated Organisation which we will be forming during 2011. This business plan will then apply to both the unincorporated and incorporated bodies.
8. Staff structure

The ‘shape’ of CAN’s staff structure over the next few years will depend on the funding situation, but in broad terms it will be as follows:

A. Director: not only managing the organisation, but also offering specialist thematic and policy input to each of CAN’s areas of interest, as well as undertaking some direct work with local groups

B. Three thematic ‘departments’, each with a dedicated member of staff, both to influence policies and also to work with local groups to promote good practice in their fields. The 3 fields: rural interests and the Rural Network; the VCS and the Consortium; local councils and NALC. 

C. Local development team: 3 locally-based CDOs, plus the Community Initiatives Officer (who also has a networking and policy role re community buildings and other assets). Supporting all 3 fields, as above.

D. Finance and Administration Team

9. Governance: subject to further clarification with the Charity Commission, our future governance arrangements will be as follows:
A. A newly-formed CIO, which will be based very closely on the objects, membership and operation of the current CAN.

B. The governing document of the current CAN will be significantly simplified, by the removal of most of the provisions re membership and trusteeship, and by the appointment of the CIO as the trustee. 

C. The CIO will be a membership body, which will meets as a general meeting twice a year

D. The CIO will have a board of directors, drawn from the membership, and it is envisaged that this board will appoint a sub-structure similar to what has existed in the current CAN (see below).

E. Strategy Sub-Committee, based on the Chairman and Vice-Chairmen, plus co-optees from the other ‘joint commission’ partners.

F. Finance and General Purposes Sub Committee, drawn from other members of the board

G. Area Panels, for the North and the West, drawn from the Board, and others

H. Plus input from the three fields of beneficiary: VCS Consortium; NALC; Rural Network.

10. Finance

A.  Outlook:  Grant aid for ‘VCS infrastructure’ work is scarce, and is likely to become tighter in future years. Funding specifically for organisation overheads (especially management and administration) is even tighter although some key stakeholders now accept charities' need to reclaim overheads to reflect the true cost of their support to remain viable and competitive as service providers. However, funders still prefer to support the ‘sharp’ end of work.  Most of our expenditure is on staff salaries:  these are relatively predictable, in terms of annual budgeting, but the salary bill cannot rapidly be adjusted to take account of income fluctuations.  Staff salaries are not as high as their public sector equivalents, but our pension costs are now a significant extra burden. 

Most of our services are provided to disadvantaged groups and organisations, and are free at the point of delivery:  the scope to charge our beneficiaries is very limited.  As an organisation that seeks to secure resources for the wider voluntary and community sector, we must strictly limit our own demand for funding from these same sources. We will continue to consider trading possibilities, but high opportunity- costs may be a deterrent.   

More positively, the government has announced its support for 3-year funding cycles which may contribute to a more stable environment, if its departments and local authorities pay heed.  In addition, we will continue in our efforts to encourage local public bodies (most notably the National Health Service and local government) to develop their VCS funding arrangements, although we cannot be optimistic in the shorter term.  


B.  Financial management:

The key points of our financial management at a strategic level include:

· Identifying and negotiating new sources of funding for our work, to replace others which are coming to an end

· Ensuring all resources are allocated accurately and provide maximum benefit to beneficiaries

· Securing resources to cover all expenditure and increasing reserves in accordance with our reserves policy

· Maintaining a reserve which is sufficient to meet unplanned expenditure, our monthly cash-flow deficit and to see us through possible ‘lean years’

· Linking multiple sources of finance to support individual pieces of work
· Seeking donations, not fees, from beneficiaries

· Operating a full cost recovery system to reclaim some of our ‘over-head’ costs from individual projects

· Giving a high priority to the timely submission of (usually quarterly) financial claims and reports in a format acceptable to funders

· Constantly pursuing ways of minimising our costs

· Negotiating with key funders near the year-end to maximise the use of time-limited resources.

· Regularly reviewing and amending, if necessary, statutory financial Policies and Procedures, particularly those which impact on the viability of our organisation

· Ensuring the Trustees have access to management reports which are accurate, appropriate and are reviewed on a timely basis

· Monitoring, planning and adjusting on a continual basis to allow flexibility and a response to changing circumstances


C.  Longer-term viability:
CAN is part of a nationwide network whose history dates from 1920. We have enjoyed long-standing financial support from local government (including County and parish councils) and central government (formerly, via the Rural Development Commission; now from DEFRA via the RCAN contract), as well as from our many beneficiaries and other supporters. This has provided a long-term stability which has enabled communities and voluntary bodies, as well as our partners, to ‘count on CAN’.

However, CAN’s future income cannot be guaranteed. We carry a sufficient financial reserve to carry us through temporary difficulties, and we are now taking steps to minimise trustees’ liabilities. However, if we were to face a significant and long-lasting reduction in income, we would seek to work with partners who have priorities similar to our own, to secure some continuity of service.

D. Budget:  

	Expenditure
	2011/12

	CORE - Support & Development Team
	411,442

	including back office services
	

	CORE - VCS Consortium Work
	0 (?)

	
	

	Total
	411,442

	
	

	Income
	2011/12

	DEFRA - SLA (via ACRE)
	70,408

	
	

	Big Lottery Basis 2
	89,400

	Northumberland County Council (half-year)
	71,314

	
	

	RuCANNE
	10,000

	
	

	Regular Income - Fees, Charges etc.
	45,550

	PC development work
	10,874

	TVRCC BOSS
	  8,600

	VONNE
	  1,000

	Grants to groups
	  7,000

	
	

	To be secured
	97,296

	
	

	
	

	Total
	411.442
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The business plan is accompanied by an annual Action Plan, which details the activities of the staff and trustees for the year.  The Action Plan will be implemented and regularly assessed.  As part of the annual Action Plan compilation process, the business plan will be reviewed and, where appropriate, revised.

Appendix  : SWOT analysis

	Strengths
	Weaknesses

	

	We continually review our governance and internal operation

Our staff and executive committee are committed to serving the voluntary sector  

and rural communities

Our staff and executive committee have a 
   wide range of skills, experience, expertise, 
   technical knowledge, etc

Our working practices are flexible, and have 
   a clear “can-do” attitude

We have a strong ethos of mutual support 
   and co-operation across our staff

Our staff are dedicated and possess a wide 
   range of skills

Our staff tend to be mature and highly 
   experienced , from a variety of career    

   backgrounds

We have a high level of expertise in our 
   “core areas” e.g. charity law, parish

   council law and procedures, etc.

Our community development fieldwork  

   approach accords with current government  

   policy

Our decentralised staffing arrangements 
   give us a profile across the rural county, 

      easy access to local groups and   

      understanding of communities

We have an excellent administration and 
   finance team

We have an excellent track record of 
   financial management and control

We have improved the monitoring and 
   evaluation of our work and impact

We add value by joining together diverse 
   income streams

We own our Morpeth premises which 
   enables us to provide an income stream 

      from room rental

We have an efficient and comprehensive 
   ICT system

We have strong and enthusiastic support 
   from voluntary and community  

   organisations in Northumberland

We have a long established track record, 
   over many decades

We have a reputation for fair representation 
   & communication

The VCS Consortium is acknowledged nationally as a ‘success story’, but is vulnerable to cessation of the Change-Up programme


	· Our wish to be responsive can be at the expense of new proactive initiatives

· We still have many separate mechanisms for monitoring and reporting to various  funders, which often results in duplication of effort

· We operate separate accounting systems for financial analysis and control of grant claims

· Our reduced staff team results in a loss of knowledge and an over-reliance on 

   individuals

· Our reduced staff team has reduced our ability to be pro-active in the deeper rural areas

· Our managers are hard-pressed to deliver their managerial, policy and field-work roles

· Our decentralised staffing arrangements risk isolation and make difficult the development of specialisms and the danger of “silo-working”

· We have few mechanisms for the engagement of our beneficiaries in the business of the organisation

· Funding reduces freedom. Finance uncertainty constrains forward planning

· Although marketing of CAN has improved, there is still room for improvement

· Confusion over role re other organisations and downsizing

· The loss of the NSP Rural Group has reduced the opportunity to monitor services, the opportunity to work collaboratively and improve the quality of our intelligence on rural services




SWOT Analysis

	Opportunities


	Threats

	

	· Extreme rurality, high levels of social/economic disadvantage and low   

   levels of household income will continue to be challenges in Northumberland

· There is still a need to help people to understand the LGR changes and to help them develop appropriate working-relationships with the County Council

· To address the Government’s ‘Big Society’ concept will require a lot of community-focused development work

· New ‘rural solutions’ to local issues need to be developed, to address continuing market-failure re e.g. social housing, broadband, mobile phone coverage etc

· We will have a major role in publicising, interpreting and helping people to face the changes

· There is a need to accelerate adjustments to fuel scarcity, climate change and the development of ‘low-carbon communities’

· Northumberland’s new total coverage by local councils provides even greater opportunities for across- county solutions, in relation to both local project development and community empowerment.

· A new county committee and chairman took office in January 2011, and will need help to settle-in

· CAN is currently providing additional support to NCC and NALC re development and implementation of the Charter and other NCC initiatives affecting local councils

· NALC is in a stable financial position, although it is heavily dependent on CAN

· The VCS Consortium is currently reviewing its role, modus operandi, membership etc, and CAN must be responsive to the conclusions

· Northumberland Rural Network is still in early stages, but there is an 

increasing opportunity for CAN to play a major part, in compiling and disseminating ‘rural intelligence’

· RuCANNE is vulnerable to the loss of region- wide partners with which to engage, but is likely to continue to have a role in the nationwide RCAN contract, back-office support services project etc.

· There is scope to develop further our collaborative work with the 2 CVS’ with for example funders’ events, community buildings advice, support for local councils, volunteering etc

· Much of the area-wide VCS ( ie not county-wide, nor neighbourhood-level) in Northumberland is based on a pre-LGR ‘map’; to make adjustments to this pattern will need careful brokerage and support, by CAN and others

· There is an opportunity to address the loss of the ‘rural voice’, which started in 2009 with the closure of the NSP Rural Group and Rural Team, continued recently with the closure of Rural Voices website, and which will exacerbate further with the end of the Commission for Rural Communities and regional rural bodies.

· The widespread take-up and use of ICT by our beneficiaries has enabled us to provide advice and information significantly more efficiently, but there is still some way to go to ensure full usage of ICT by community groups and the voluntary sector

· We have moved some way towards creating separate ‘departments’ within CAN for our work with the Consortium and with NALC, and can now consider a similar ‘module’ for rural networking/policy work.

· We already are accredited at level 2 of the ACRE/Charity Commission Quality System, and we are pursuing Level 3 in the near-future.


	· The significant cutbacks in public expenditure will become severe, from April 2011

· Public sector financial support for community action will reduce, thereby placing a greater emphasis on charitable sources and on local councils

· NALC’s national body is facing some difficult financial pressures next year, which could result in a scaling-down of service.

· The rapid winding-down and non-replacement of bodies such as GONE, ONE, the Commission for Rural Communities etc will remove a variety of support, linkages to policy/decision-making, advocacy and flow of information, between Northumberland and ‘the centre’

· Many of our partner bodies will probably shrink in size and withdraw from certain services; some may close down altogether. It is unlikely that we will know the full picture until Spring 2011.

· Resources for supporting VCS infrastructure and community development work are likely to be particularly vulnerable, as funders prioritise ‘sharp-end’ activity; this applies also to NCC’s resourcing of its Partnership and Locality work




