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1 Introduction 
 

This summer over 80 of Islington’s charity and 
not-for-profit staff, trustees, volunteers and their 
colleagues in the public sector; brought their enthusiasm to the sixth annual Islington Voluntary 
Sector Conference. The occasion was arranged through the work of conference partners Voluntary 
Action Islington (VAI), Islington Community Network (ICN), the London Borough of Islington (LBI), 
and was hosted for the second year by London Metropolitan University (LMU). 

 
Some of the variety of services available locally was represented by the banners and leaflets of 
information stalls from charities, networks, funders and more: 

 

 Age UK Islington  Islington Advice Alliance  Octopus Community Hubs Network 

   Betknowmore  Islington Council  Cloudesley 

 Big Lottery Fund 

  

 Islington Face 2 Face  Superhighways 

 Every Voice  Islington Refugee Forum  Trust for London 

 Healthwatch Islington  London Metropolitan University  Voluntary Action Islington 

A raft of speakers gave their thoughts on the prospects for London and local communities and the 
voluntary sector that serves them. Delegates then entered upon diligent enquiries of their own in a 
range of workshop discussions about changes in policy and practice anticipated over the next few 
years. A final address from VAI’s own Chief Executive brought matters to a close. 

 

 

“Informative and enlightening” 
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2 Speakers and presentations 

Phil Kelly, Chair of Voluntary Action Islington, opened proceedings, asking 
delegates to remain determined in their work despite uncertainty over the future. 

 

Professor John Raftery, Vice-Chancellor and Chief Executive, London 
Metropolitan University, welcomed the voluntary sector to LMU, saying, “you make 
a living by what you get, you make a life by what you give”. He described the 
potential for voluntary sector involvement in LMU’s new programme of Work 
Related Learning for students. 

 

Professor Tony Travers, London School of Economics, emphasised the key role 
of the voluntary sector in changes to society following the vote to leave the 
European Union. He predicted that education, including adult education, social and 
affordable housing and racism and hate crime will be important issues and the 
voluntary sector can lobby for change to move forward. 
 

 

Cllr. Kaya Comer-Schwartz, Executive Member for Community Development, said 
that the voluntary sector has never been needed more. Despite a 70% reduction in 
funding from central government the council is determined to continue to support 
the sector. Important among many challenges are welfare reform and the Housing 
and Planning Act and the council is looking at ways to challenge the Act legally and 
mitigate its effects. 

 

Sioned Churchill, Trust for London, talked about the trust’s intentions to fund work 
addressing hate crime, poverty and human rights. The trust will support the London 
Living Wage and advocacy and campaigning work, saying that we need to be better 

about communicating the story of London’s diversity, high levels of poverty and its 
housing crisis. 

 

Ken Kanu, Help On Your Doorstep, outlined the changing needs his organisation 
has seen over the past five years. There has been a shift away from aspirational 
issues such as employment, skills and learning, over to hardship issues such as 
housing, health and welfare. A move from aspiration to desperation. 

 

Matt Scott, London Voluntary Service Council, argued that the voluntary sector is 
at the heart of a relations between the community, the state and the market. He 
stated that the voluntary sector must stand up for social justice even though 
Ministers do not like campaigning. He pointed out that the Greater London Authority 
has no plan for the Voluntary and Community Sector and invited support for LVSC’s 
push for the new mayor to develop a clear strategy. 
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3 Recommendations 
 

Drawing on the workshop discussions, recommendations for work over the coming year have been 
agreed. Next to each recommendation is a list of the organisations that have been asked to act on 
them. The organisations involved are: Islington Advice Alliance (IAA), Islington Community Network 
(ICN), London Borough of Islington (LBI), Octopus Community Network (OCN) and Voluntary Action 
Islington (VAI). 
 

3.1 The Housing and Planning Act 2016 will lead to huge change for Islington residents so timely 
updates on its implementation should be provided for Islington’s voluntary sector in aid of their 
support for local people. VAI / ICN / LBI 
 

3.2 Discussion indicated that some years into the welfare reform programme it is still a struggle for 
residents and the VCS staff supporting them to keep up with changes. Awareness of the timetable 
and detail of changes should continue to be raised. VAI / ICN / IAA / LBI 
 

3.3 A peer support network for local volunteer managers should be developed and opportunities for 
linking volunteer managers with LMU programmes should be explored. VAI 
 

3.4 It can be difficult for trustees to know what an appropriate level of reserves is for their organisation. 
Because of this, the Charity Commission now expects charities to publish a reserves policy, and in 
some cases this is a legal requirement. Available information and guidance on reserves and 
reserves policies should be promoted to the local voluntary sector. VAI 
 

3.5 The local voluntary sector should be engaged in further discussion on the feasibility of, and the 
desire to, develop a consortium. Discussion should include the possibility of working cross-borough, 
as some local commissioning bodies do so. VAI 

 
 
 
 

 

4 Workshop Discussions 
 

4.1 Impact of the Housing and Planning Act on Islington residents 
 

A facilitator from the LBI Housing Team, with input from a member of the Axe The Housing Act 
campaign group led discussion on the implications of the Housing and Planning Act (HPA). Two of 
the major results of the HPA were considered: ‘Pay to Stay’, or the ‘Tenant Tax’, by which people in 
social housing and with a household income of more than £40,000 will have to pay extra rent; and 
that there will be less social housing, the council having to sell its higher value homes when they 
become empty (estimated at 300 per year) and Housing Association tenants being given a Right to 
Buy. There may be 50% fewer buildings and properties that could be used for LBI’s most 
vulnerable. These elements of the HPA will be implemented by April 2017.  

 
It is thought that tenants might react, depending on their circumstances, by: buying, moving, cutting 
expenses, changing employment or having to claim more benefits. Who in Islington will be affected 
is unpredictable as incomes of tenants are variable and unknown. The council has begun to raise 
awareness among social housing tenants but it is a huge task, with publicity not read; read but 
ignored; not understood because of language barriers; and so on. 

“Great opportunity for voluntary organisations, 
funders and local council to have meeting of minds!” 
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Those at the table agreed that the HPA will lead to huge 
change for Islington residents. The importance of VCS 
staff and volunteers getting an understanding of the HPA 
was emphasised, so that they can: begin to anticipate 
tenants’ (and potential tenants’) reactions to it; negate 
unfounded fears; discover any loopholes; campaign 
against it where appropriate; and generally advise and 
advocate for tenants. Using VCS networks to raise 
awareness of the HPA was recommended.   

 

4.2 Impact of Welfare Reform on Islington residents 
 

The facilitator of this group, from the council’s Income Maximisation Team, gave an overview of 
welfare reform, before general discussion of the ongoing changes. The discussion largely focused 
on the technicalities of reform, with little talk of broader impact and VCS response. The reform those 
present were mainly aware of was Universal Credit, currently being rolled out in Islington to single 
people with no housing costs. More detail was then given of: Personal Independence Payments, 
which people are being moved to from Disability Living Allowance; Bedroom tax; and the Benefit 
cap, which will be reduced again in autumn 2016 for families in London. Delegates also talked about 
how people with learning difficulties and mental health are finding Employment Support Allowance 
increasingly difficult to access. They are being refused, with a negative impact on their welfare and 
mandatory reconsiderations and appeals are increasing. 

 

4.3 The future of community need and VCS support: the Big Lottery Fund view 
 

The Big Lottery Fund (BLF) facilitator began by saying that the BLF aims to help people in the 
communities most in need through the VCS. The recent BLF ‘Your voice, our vision’ consultation 
with the VCS has found that: it is too complex to apply for funding; more local work should be 
funded; and that BLF should learn more from what they fund. It was commented that the VCS wants 
flexibility and help with capacity building from funders. In terms of flexibility, BLF focuses on the 
work the organisation does, not the organisation itself, while it does offer some additional funds that 
can be used to build capacity. From the BLF point of view, the VCS needs to concentrate on 
showing what it does to make a difference for beneficiaries need. Consulting with beneficiaries was 
recommended as favourable for a bid. The conversation also revealed that BLF will support some 
areas of work that don’t often attract funding, including technology support (providing that the 
support meets the needs of beneficiaries) and community cohesion. BLF is also considering how 
best it might provide core funding. 

 
4.4 The future of volunteer management: peer support 

 
Facilitated by Islington Volunteer Centre, this group talked about how organisations can best use 
and look after volunteers. The key issue discussed was the need for a network of volunteer 
managers in Islington to provide peer support, and which could meet either in person or virtually. 
Participants were aware that LMU has a module on managing volunteers as part of certain degree 
programmes and wondered if a mechanism could be arranged for voluntary sector staff to take this 
module and gain accreditation. Developing a database, or ‘volunteer bank’, of volunteers with 
particular skills, who could be targeted for specific roles as they come up, was discussed. 
Participants were keen on 
recognising the efforts of 
volunteers, perhaps by giving 
certificates. The importance of 
training for people volunteering 
as trustees was noted. 

 

“The event was really positive despite the current 
climate being so negative towards service users.” 
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4.5 How can we use Social Value to support our communities? 
 
The lead on Social Value for the council facilitated this conversation about how the provisions of the 
Social Value Act might be used to benefit voluntary sector organisations and the people they work 
with. There was some explanation of what is meant by Social Value. The group agreed that the Act 
can create opportunities for VCS organisations applying to a tender to demonstrate the added value 
they can provide. A link to more information about Social Value is included in the Appendix. 

 
4.6 What level of Reserves should your organisation hold? And how can you build 

them? 
 
Participants in this workshop, facilitated by an ICN member, agreed that a target of three to six 
months reserves is ideal, though they would encourage organisations to aim for what they feel 
comfortable with. While it is important to hold reserves, it was thought that organisations shouldn’t 
be frightened of spending when necessary. There is a link to published guidance that informed the 
discussion in the appendix. 

 
4.7 Digital Tools: demonstrating impact and learning 

from evidence 
 
Many of the participants were unfamiliar with the digital 
tools introduced by the facilitator from Superhighways, so 
the session became in large part a demonstration of 
some of the many tools available. Details of the 
resources discussed are included in the appendix. 

 
 

4.8 Consortium Building: the City & Hackney Together model 
 
The group’s facilitator, from City and Hackney Together, spoke briefly about the model of 
consortium building they use. Consortia can deliver large contracts while celebrating the diversity of 
smaller voluntary organisations. The discussion went on to consider how consortia: are easier for 
funders to liaise with, allow smaller groups to access larger funds, and may reduce competition 
(though not necessarily: unless there is a specific stipulation partners may bid for contracts both 
within and without a consortium). Consortia of user groups are possible, though they would need 
support either to constitute or to find appropriate lead partners, and some funders will back them. It 
was remarked that it is important to think about how each partner adds value, not just how to divide 
up the money. Working on contracts together builds relationships between organisations 

 
 

5 Closing Address 
 
Guljabeen Rahman, the new Chief Executive of VAI, reflected on her first three months in the role. 
She emphasised how she has enjoyed learning what a vibrant and fantastic voluntary sector 
Islington has compared to others she has known. The conference was a great opportunity for her 
and for VAI to learn about the challenges that groups and the sector as a whole are encountering. 
VAI is particularly keen to continue conversations about consortium building and about measuring 
impact and value.  
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6 Appendix 
 

6.1 Social Value 
For more information on social value, visit the Social Value Hub: http://socialvaluehub.org.uk. It is a 
free resource for people who are interested in social value and the Public Services (Social Value) 
Act 2012 developed by national voluntary and statutory sector partners.  

 
6.2 Reserves 

The discussion on reserves was supported by information taken from a Charity Commission 
guidance document: http://www.vai.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/Reserves-Workshop-
Document.docx. The full document, Charity reserves: building resilience, can be found here: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/charities-and-reserves-cc19 

 
6.3 Digital Tools 

Participants in this discussion were told about a range of digital tools and links to some of them are 
shared below:  

 Favourite Apps - http://www.superhighways.org.uk/documents/view/factsheets-and-
guides/impact-aloud/Our_favourite_apps_(3).pdf 

 London Datastore template thematic maps, including of borough wards - 
http://data.london.gov.uk/dataset/excel-mapping-template-for-london-boroughs-and-wards 

 Resources from the Superhighways eNews - http://us4.campaign-
archive2.com/?u=221d87e1b7c850e1cbde22636&id=2975fb66e4&e=23c50e7451 

 Infographic templates - http://blog.visme.co/visme-new-infographic-templates-non-profits-
businesses/  

 NGO Impact Report template (requires registering with Piktochart) - 
https://magic.piktochart.com/templates#/ 

 
 
 
For questions or comments please contact: 

 
Chris Taylor 
Partnerships Officer 
Voluntary Action Islington 
020 7832 5803 
christopher.taylor@vai.org.uk 
200a Pentonville Road, London, N1 9JP 

Guljabeen Rahman 
Chief Executive 
Voluntary Action Islington 
020 7832 5802 
guljabeen.rahman@vai.org.uk 
200a Pentonville Road, London, N1 9JP 
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