Voluntary Sector Conference – presentation by Mike Sherriff
· Voluntary Action Islington are pleased to be organising this conference with Islington Council in what are challenging times for both the Council and the voluntary sector

· Islington has one of the highest levels of deprivation in the country and has also had one of the highest levels of cuts of any Local Authority
· At the same time the borough has one of the largest voluntary sectors  –with at least 1,400 charities and community organisations based locally with a huge potential to play an active role in promoting a fairer borough

· For local voluntary organisations there has been an overall cut of 17 % in Local Authority funding and a much tougher climate for raising funds generally. There has also been an increase in demand for services – especially amongst organisations working in advice and homelessness.

· In what are difficult times Voluntary Action Islington’s recent survey found that community organisations want more help to demonstrate the impact of their work so that we are maximising the value from resources available. Organisations also want help to increase donated income. These are included as priorities in the Islington bid to the Transforming Local Infrastructure fund. Currently we are organising workshops on providing evidence of impact through our Trust for London funded community research project and we are also pleased to be working as part of the Islington Giving Coalition to increase donated income for local projects.
· In the new circumstances that we face it is important to review what services are provided, how this is done and what the priorities are. This is as important for infrastructure as it is for front line organisations and as you know Voluntary Action Islington has recently carried out a survey of its members and undertaken a programme of visits by trustees. Thanks to over 170 people for taking part in the survey and the positive and useful feedback that we received.

· The preliminary conclusions from Voluntary Action Islington’s review is that our basic charitable purpose of bringing community organisations in the borough together to cooperate with each other and with statutory agencies – to relieve poverty, promote health and education remains valid.  It is important to note that 86% of respondents in the survey said it was important or very important that services to the voluntary sector were provided by the voluntary sector, rather than the private or statutory sectors. 
· The survey also showed that there is a strong demand to continue providing a voluntary sector infrastructure including capacity building, information, and training. We know from the research undertaken by the Central London CVS network that personalised support from staff who know the local area is valued highly by local voluntary organisations.

· Infrastructure is about fairness and without it the smaller grass roots community groups won’t get access to information, for example about funding. We know that the Volunteer Centre is used more by younger people, people from BME communities, people seeking employment and people who are not already involved in volunteering.

· However, Voluntary Action Islington recognises that it necessary for infrastructure to change. There is less public money  and last year Islington Council’s cut to voluntary organisations providing services to other organisations was 44.7% 
· One of the changes at Voluntary Action Islington is that we ourselves have more involvement by volunteers. In 2006 there were no volunteers apart from the trustees. Now we have more volunteers than paid staff. We are also making more use of the internet to provide services.
· Our trustees have considered the priorities for Voluntary Action Islington and based on our review we see these as providing support for members including basic communications, developing the sector by promoting and facilitating volunteering, being involved in Islington Giving and the development of community hubs; Improving the effectiveness of the sector by providing at least basic capacity building to local groups and mobilising our members to influence change including supporting networks and working towards a fairer borough. 
· Our plans to fulfil these priorities are still being developed including the roles of our trustees, staff and volunteers and the extent to which they will be funded from charges, charitable Trusts and statutory sources. We do, however, aim to provide a basic free service to our members
Finally a couple of points to address to the Local Authority:

· Residents and local community organisations are the biggest resource in Islington to achieve fairness – the way we organise ourselves may be different from statutory agencies with some covering the whole borough, some based in neighbourhoods or working across several boroughs. But although there will always be differences between the statutory and voluntary sectors there is also a lot in common in terms of our objectives about reducing poverty.
· The second thing to say is that at a time of change we welcome the various reviews of volunteering, support for voluntary organisations and the scrutiny review of the voluntary sector. But it is also important for the statutory sector to review its own infrastructure too – especially the way in which commissioning and procurement works and whether it is providing value for money.

· And finally, despite what several officers in the Council say, the relationship between the voluntary sector and the Council is not mainly about money and it never has been. Funding is obviously an important factor but the relationship should be about how we organise together to get the best results possible for Islington – in what are increasingly difficult circumstances.
Thank you
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