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‘Roberta will offer a critique of Big Society and insight into the Labour policy on the ‘good society’ and local voluntary action.’
Introduction

I’m delighted to be able to speak today and I want to start by thanking NAVCA for the invitation to speak today

 Can I first, however, highlight the excellent work and research of NAVCA? I’m consistently impressed by its analysis and its outlook. 
The Government’s Big Society agenda
I want to talk first a little about the Government’s Big Society agenda. Here we are a year into the Government taking office and it’s still not as clear as it should be in the public’s mind exactly what the Big Society is. To take just one poll: a YouGov poll in January this year suggested that 63% think that they don’t understand what is meant by the ‘Big Society’, 68% think that the Big Society will probably not work and 59%, say that it is, to quote those  surveyed, ‘mostly hot air’ and a ‘cover’ for Government cuts.
It is also in concept not new at all, much of the language of the Big Society is simply building on a rich tradition in this country of community, localism, reciprocity, co-operation and building a better society for all. I want to say from the outset that the truth is that for volunteers and for charitable and voluntary organisations across the country, the Big Society already exists and has done for a long time. They know that, because every day throughout the country they are already delivering the Big Society in our communities. 

So it is perhaps not surprising that much of the debate surrounding the Big Society has – and quite rightly in my view – come under heavy analysis given the parallel decisions made by the Government in its huge reductions in spending in support of the voluntary and community sector.
At its heart though, the Government’s ambition is, to quote Francis Maude, Minister for the Cabinet Office, is clear
:

· ‘We want to decentralise power and put it in the hands of local communities. We want to open up public services to small and medium-sized enterprises, voluntary organisations and mutuals, and support the growth of civil society organisations.’
And in many ways, the Big Society is the Government’s attempt to do this. It is a central tenet of the Government’s agenda; a flagship policy and, from a political perspective, it certainly carries with it the personal weight of the Prime Minister. 

There are different parts to this of course. We have seen the establishment of a National Citizen Service, a programme of community organisers, the encouragement of growth of organisations such as mutuals and employee-led organisations, a Big Society Bank, a greater emphasis on philanthropy and giving and the opening up of public services to competition. 
Indeed, the Big Society agenda has stirred up much debate. 
What the Government say they are doing to support the Big Society, what is actually happening to the sector in terms of cuts etc.
 The real crux of the issue, as I want to argue today, is that there is a clear gap between the language of the government – in empowering communities and civil society – and the reality of their decisions on the ground. 

 The facts behind the headlines give light to this discrepancy. ACEVO (the Association of Chief Executives of Voluntary Organisations) has estimated that the reality is that civil society will see its income cut by more than £1 billion this year, and by at least £2.9 billion per year by 2014/15. This represents a huge reduction.
The reality is that there is trepidation across many in the voluntary and community sector for their short, medium and long-term futures. An NCVO survey of charity leaders recently showed that 55% of charity chief executives plan to cut staff and 35% plan to cut services by June.

So we are left with the question: if the government is really so keen on establishing a thriving voluntary and community sector, why are so many organisations struggling and unable to cope with such drastic spending reductions and the lack of time available to them in order to plan for the future? 
Only at the end of last week, the Charity Commission have reported that the number of registered charities has fallen by 1,600 this year, and by 700 in March alone. There is clearly a danger, for instance, that the Government’s public spending cuts of more than £3 billion to charities could drive many to the wall and give voluntary and community organisations little time to prepare for the future.

Giving & Philanthropy
As part of the Big Society agenda, one of the things that the Government has exerted much time and energy on is the promotion of giving and philanthropy. 
Indeed its recent Giving White Paper outlines its framework for encouraging greater giving. It wants to use the Social Action Fund to support new models that incentivise people to give; it wants to build a more philanthropic culture through tax incentives and it wants to invite businesses, charities, faith groups, social enterprises, and the like to work together at a Giving Summit later this year to again encourage philanthropic giving. It also aims to provide £30 million for a local infrastructure fund that will establish integrated local support services for frontline civil society organisations in England.

Certainly, we welcome much of this. No political party should seek to discourage charitable giving, often the lifeblood of many groups and organisations in the voluntary and community sector. Any individual who wants to contribute to charitable and voluntary causes should be encouraged as much as possible and we recognise that, as part of this, the Government has talked enthusiastically about the need to make progress in highlighting the need to expand philanthropy and individual generosity.

However, this cannot, nor should not be the whole story. Again, we have here the language of generosity and reciprocity on the one hand and the reality of the situation on the other. We must actually look at what is happening to giving

Giving from the wealthiest individuals in society, for instance, has fallen by £818 million to a total of £1.67 billion, representing a 33% fall.
Philanthropic mechanisms alone do not seem to be able, at least in the short term , to be able to plug the funding gap faced by many organisations and public service providers.  Additionally big questions remain about whether we really want to fund our public services in this way.
The Big Lottery Fund
The Big Lottery Fund, which is the voluntary sector's largest grant provider, has given £2bn to voluntary organisations, mostly in grants ranging from £300 to £500,000, since its creation in 2004. Indeed, recent figures have shown that it has awarded nearly £25m to solicited bids since the beginning of last year. 
Given its position within the sector, the Cabinet Office’s decisions for its future will be hugely important for voluntary and community organisations. Through its Awards for All programmes, the Big Local Trust, the BASIS programme (which helps give funding support for voluntary and community organisations to help them become more effective) and the Reaching Communities programme (to fund projects that improve or replace existing buildings where a wide range of community activities take place) there have been application process available for voluntary and community organisations to consider.
However, the decision to reduce the Big Lottery Fund’s share of the lottery monies given to charities from 50 per cent to 46 per cent in April and the anticipation of a further reduction of it to 40 per cent in April next year will mean, as the Big Lottery Fund has suggested, an estimated reduction in its income by £527.8m by 2014/15. 
This, coupled with the reduction in funding from the Strategic Partners Programme from £12.2m last year to £4m this year and ending altogether in 2014, will affect the ability of many voluntary and community sector organisations to access funding and it is important that mechanisms are in place to accommodate this reduction.

The Government does refer to the establishment of a Transition Fund, delivered by BIG, the non-lottery arm of the Big Lottery Fund, which aims to help struggling charitable and voluntary organisations but, as many from the within the third sector community have said, it does not reach all charities and, in any case, is hugely oversubscribed.
The role of the sector and it being asked to change to bid for services; What exists to support this transition 
A large part of the Government’s intentions for the voluntary and community sector laid out in its Green Paper last year set the framework for the modernisation of commissioning
. This itself takes forward commitments made in the Coalition Agreement to ‘support the creation and expansion of mutuals, cooperatives, charities and social enterprises, and enable these groups to have a much greater involvement in the running of public services.’  

Indeed, the Government’s intention is very clear. It wants to shift the commissioning model ‘from consultation alone to increased citizen and social sector participation within policy development and design, commissioning and (co-)delivery’.

As Kindle, the umbrella partnership of national charities led by Community Matters, has stated
:

‘The Big Society agenda and public spending reviews will require a shift towards more effective and efficient public services. This shift will require a critical examination of what, how and who delivers public services with a greater emphasis on the involvement of citizens and civil society organisations.’
What is positive about the current situation –we recognise the need to explore how to make commissioning more community-orientated, and we therefore welcome the debate has begun in government about how to commission services with greater involvement from the third sector as well as local communities
And in this context, this means many voluntary and community sector organisations may have to change in order to access new funding streams and play a key role in identifying local needs and gaps in service provision, as well as shape effective services, deliver the services, and evaluate their effectiveness. But no public discussion about the fragmentation in service provision that could occur has taken place.
Yet the Government has established a Mutuals Taskforce which is working with the Cabinet Office; is establishing procedures for departments to put in place ‘Rights to Provide’ for public sector workers to take over the running of services; and has launched the first wave of employee-led mutual pathfinders in August. (Use Civil Service Case Study).
And many organisations, for example, are considering or are being forced to consider becoming a social enterprise, an employee-owned company, mutual or a cooperative. 
However, there are four concerns about the Government’s programme for supporting this transition
Firstly, as someone who speaks to organisations in the voluntary, social enterprise and charitable sector with long histories in service provision, there are concerns that the Government’s ambitions for employee-owned companies is actually facilitating something of a stepping stone process to privatisation. There is evidence of concerns, for instance, that employee-led mutuals will become more conventional private sector providers competing in the open market in time. As the All Party Parliamentary Group on Employee Ownership recommended recently in their report into this area, ‘The mutuals programme must be viewed as a means to drive positive change and better public services in our communities… cost cutting alone should not be the prime motivator for seeking out mutual ownership models.’
And on this theme, Labour is very clear about the need for proper safeguards to protect employment rights, pensions and pay of employees as absolutely fundamental. In the event of a shift in the structure of an organisation – through IPO processes or acquisition, for example – these important rights must be protected. It is no surprise that many trade unions and representative organisations have expressed concerns about this being a cover for spending cuts and if the Government is serious about effecting such change in the voluntary and community sector, it must seek to address these concerns.
Secondly, such structural changes will also mean that the annual grant funding streams on which many social enterprises and voluntary and community organisations depend will be scaled back. This will result in wider challenges for the voluntary and community sector such as the need to build relationships with local authorities and across the public and private sector.
Thirdly, there are serious concerns that the Government’s actions, by simultaneously seeking huge efficiency savings whilst reorganising the infrastructure for commissioning, will be the detriment of local service provision and so the Government must be extremely careful as it proceeds.
And fourthly, there are concerns that many voluntary and community sector organisations may be more familiar with a grant-based model of funding and so the notion presented to them by the notion of entering into a contract with a large public-sector organisation or the resources required for a competitive tender may be something of an unfamiliar process to them. Given this, such organisations will perhaps require training and guidance from the sector in order to plan for their future ambitions.

Despite these concerns, in many ways what the Government is doing is picking up from some of the work the previous Government did before the election in starting to shift the emphasis away from the view that the state should be a sort of uniform – or provide a uniform delivery model. 
Critique from left too about monolithic state services – use in and against the state quotation.

So Labour had already begun to place more emphasis on social enterprises and mutuals, particularly in the period post the banking crisis, in order to move towards a more responsive mode for the delivery of our public services much earlier. 
However, the biggest concern is that we know that communities, particularly disadvantaged ones, do need support from government, and they need this from the state at central and local level, and that actually what is key is putting frameworks of support in place for voluntary and community activity and often need to do this in  partnership with others.

Big Society Bank

Examination of the proposals for the Government’s Big Society Bank helps develop this theme. Labour recognises that the Government is, with the Big Society Bank, taking on our idea of a social investment bank – but we also know that it is not going to be operational until much later this year and that the money it will dispense will not make up for the huge amount being lost to the sector through reductions in central and local government funding. 
Indeed, it is because the Big Society Bank is unlikely to be operational both before the third quarter of 2011 (or later) and as a wholesale bank, that the NCVO have warned, that there will be a gap in time before any funds can reach the frontline. There are also questions that remain unanswered about the Big Society Bank such as a what form will the capital from the major banks take and it is unclear what working rate of return the Government is expecting to provide to the banks. 

There are therefore not only serious questions about the operational timetable of the Big Society Bank but how it will actually operate for the benefit of the voluntary and community sector. Moreover, reports only a few days ago also indicated that the creation of the Big Society Bank could be delayed until next year as the government is still trying to secure state aid exemption from the EU.
 
This isn’t getting help to the front-line and to those voluntary and community organisations that need help now. 
The closure of the regional Business Link advisory service by November 2011 has further added to this. Many social enterprises, for instance, have charitable status and it is only possible to gain this status if the purposes of the organisation are exclusively charitable and are for the public benefit. Many individuals going down this route speak to Business Link for the organisational advice on the setting up of a social enterprise – such as on the requirements to invest profits back into it and used to support its charitable purposes and not paying any profit or surplus out to members of the charity – and it is now unclear how the Government will assist start-up social enterprises or charities like this in the future.
National Citizenship Service

The Government has also launched its programme for National Citizenship Service with the original intention being for 11,000 16-year olds benefiting from the scheme
. We welcome the emphasis on encouraging young people to get involved with their communities but the reality is that the scheme is relatively modest compared with Labour’s legacy of ‘V’ which was a national volunteering programme that created opportunities for almost a million young people to get involved. 
So far12 pilot projects have been set up to deliver the first wave. Half of the pilot providers will be charging participants to take part, up to a total of £99. There is a danger that this will price out children from families with modest incomes.

Work Programme

In a similar function, although we agree with the language behind the establishment of the Work Programme, we believe that the Government could do more to encourage a resilient and thriving third sector. For example, the Government expects 508 sub-contracted voluntary sector organisations to be involved in the delivery of the Work Programme.
 The Work Programme, which will run for seven years, is likely to be worth between £3bn and £5bn. It is being run on a payment-by-results basis. 

The shape of things to come?
Lack of engagement with the inequality agenda

Perhaps most importantly, the Government has been wholly lacking in giving anything like sufficient recognition to the fact that communities do not start from a level playing field, and the Government needs to do more to recognise that some of the cuts have fallen disproportionately on the poorest communities, which therefore need additional support. 

This is a fundamental point that the Government has simply not addressed yet: there must be the infrastructure in place which recognises that not all communities start from the same level of local capacity.

Indeed, this was a point ably picked up by the Third Sector Research Centre evidence submitted to the Public Administration Committee, in March, which draws in part from the 2008 National Survey of Third Sector Organisations, which said that
: 

·  ‘Organisations in receipt of public money are disproportionately likely to be found in more deprived areas and are more likely to serve disadvantaged groups.’
It also said that:

· ‘If public expenditure were reduced proportionately across the board, the risk is that significant proportions of voluntary sector capacity in the most disadvantaged communities would be affected.’
Most importantly, as the evidence submitted also suggests:

· ‘The core groups of volunteers are heavily concentrated in the most prosperous parts of the country. They are 2.5 times more likely to be found in the most prosperous decile of communities than in the most deprived decile.’
Their  notion of a Big society does  not envisage diverse communities facing multiple disadvantage and social problems
Where the Government is taking us with this; How this can be critiqued

Many communities facing disproportionate cuts

A need for public services

Have low number of businesses

Few rich residents

Wrong skills base

It is for this reason why throughout my own engagement with the third sector and voluntary and community organisations that we need a sensible alliance – or an ‘architecture of partnership’ – between Government and the third sector to encourage entrepreneurial activity in a way that promotes social values and empowers our communities. This is absolutely fundamental because the Government can help facilitate a thriving third sector but only if it works in alliance with it.
What Labour did in Government and what Labour is doing now

In Government, we could see better than before that the third sector is absolutely instrumental in transforming the landscape of our society, helping deliver vital services and working towards social justice.

How much we valued the voluntary and community sector can highlighted by the fact that in our 13 years in office. We more than doubled funding, for instance, to the voluntary sector and created the Office of the Third Sector – now the Office for Civil Society – in the Cabinet Office. 

Before we left government, we also set out radical plans for boosting funding, volunteers and asset transfers to the third sector:

· We designed the social investment bank and launched the first social impact bonds. 

· We used the asset register to begin identifying assets to transfer to the third sector, and we announced that we would mutualise British Waterways. 

· We pioneered community service for young people, which was established as "v", and began a census on volunteering so that areas would know about the nature and extent of volunteering locally.

Indeed, we recognised that is was the third sector’s incredible capacity to innovate and understand the needs of others which helped in myriad ways. Whether helping deliver services in drug treatment, working with vulnerable adults or setting up new youth services, it is often the case that voluntary and community groups, social enterprises and third sector organisations were ahead of the politicians. 

And as part of this, this strengthened the levels of volunteering in our communities right across the country. For example, an estimated 778,000 people were employed in the voluntary and community sector in 2010, some 17% more than in 2004. But we clearly could have done more.

As part of our ongoing policy review into civil society, it has been deeply encouraging to hear from social enterprises, charities, umbrella organisations and voluntary groups about what as Government we did well in encouraging and helping the sector but also where we must improve. As a party we are listening and learning from this.
As the debate has progressed, some have posited the notion of the ‘Good Society’ as a counterpoint to that of the Big Society. It’s a worthy point but I believe that framing our own policy in this way will only get us so far: rather we must focus on the major flaws in the Government’s Big Society initiative and expose the gap between its language and the reality of their decisions.

Conclusion

The voluntary and community sector has shown time and time again its incredible ability to innovate and take on new challenges to achieve much more than individuals alone or well-intentioned local authorities or governments. 
As an Opposition, we want to see strong, well-resourced public services that are able to partner with the voluntary and community sector. We also see a key role for social enterprises and mutuals in improving service delivery, and a key role for community organisers in helping communities to articulate their needs and shape services.

We must remember though that communities require different levels of resources and input, and if social enterprises, voluntary and community organisations are really to be empowered to shape and deliver the services that they want, then there needs to be a framework and a timetable in place to deliver that that is simply not there at the moment. I believe that the Government is lacking a properly worked out plan to support the voluntary and community sector across our country. So that is the challenge to the Government.
Thank you.
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