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The Devon Consortium was delighted by the success of the third annual Voluntary and Community Sector Assembly held in Devon. The Assembly took place at the Exeter City Football Club on Wednesday7 September, and over 80 delegates from voluntary and community organisations across Devon came to listen, network, engage and have their voices heard. 

A big thank you to those organisations for taking the time to attend and for sharing their experiences and perspectives.
At a time of ongoing global and national financial crisis and political change, the role of Devon’s voluntary and community sector (VCS) in supporting local communities as they respond to the effects of the economic downturn is more important than ever.  With this in mind, voluntary and community organisations worked together on the day to consider how to build a stronger and active Voluntary and Community Sector in Devon, celebrating their achievements and to consider the challenges that lie ahead.  

Renée Smith-Gorringe from the Office for Civil Society gave an address on “Challenges and  opportunities for the Voluntary and Community Sector – The National Perspective” and Steve Woollett from the South West Forum gave local and regional perspective. A question and answer session followed with a panel. A big thank you to the speakers and the panel for their time and their insight on the day. 

To view Renée’s presentation CLICK HERE
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Facilitated discussion in groups then addressed four key questions. Infrastructure staff participated on each of the 10 tables and the discussions were lively and inclusive of a broad range of organisations and concerns. 
The four questions: 

1. Why does the sector need to influence?

2. What are the barriers to influence?

3. How should the sector be better represented?

4. What are the key issues?
Throughout the day delegates had the opportunity to visit a number of stands highlighting the Devon Consortium projects and how they are supporting the Voluntary and Community Sector in Devon. At the end of the day a speed networking session was held with organisations discussing key challenges and opportunities facing their organisation.

A number of key issues came out of the day. The Devon Consortium commits to considering these issues, and to considering appropriate ways to take these issues forward:
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Why does the Sector Need to Influence?

· The VCS knows what is happening on the ground. It can feed information about real local need to statutory partners. They have the knowledge and intelligence to provide a reality check for strategic decision makers. 

· VCS organisations are driven by passion and have a personalised perspective..

· They access hard to reach groups and support them to get their voices heard.

·  They focus on social, as well as economic objectives.

· A variety of voices need to be represented to enable a diversity of views to be expressed. 

· To access support and funding, and challenge misconceptions
· Working together for  a stronger voice and a greater understanding of changes. We are localism! 
What are the barriers to influence?
· Vested interests and historical relationships.

-       Relationships with those in power and to access decision makers can be difficult. Bureaucracy and commissioning processes are hard to navigate.. 

· Competition between organisations can destroy the VCS ethos.

· Government decisions do not favour rural areas and the South West is too remote to carry influence in London. 

· There are a wide range of diverse organisations so presenting a unified voice is not easy. 

· Capacity constraints and geographical constraints (time and travel costs).  
How can the sector be better represented?

· Representatives should be paid and supported. They should be experts in the subject area and there should be a greater focus on thematic strands.

· Needs to be conversations at grassroots level to ensure that the full range of groups are represented.

· Structures must facilitate representation such as provider network forums, better representation around ESF issues. A central database that highlights areas that VCS organisations are working.
· Greater use of social media and IT would facilitate better representation.

· Partnerships need to work for smaller organisations so that they can come together to strengthen their voice.

· A strategic approach and a structure that ensures fair and adequate representation so that resentatives aren’t competitors.
· Devon Consortium’s Voluntary Voice project is currently piloting an election process to organise representation of the VCS at Countywide groups and partnerships. The project aims to implement a structure which ensures fair and adequate representation. For County representation there will be an opportunity for all groups to vote (whether a small local district organisation or a county one) and will be an open and transparent process.  
· The County Fund will compensate in the majority of cases where strategic representation is required. However this cannot be guaranteed, there is only funding available for this financial year. Support for representatives will be available from the Voluntary Voice project both for County and any local representatives.  Longer term, the aim is to provide this support through the CVS network.
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The project is also due to review how wider communication with the sector, both between organisations and between representatives and their constituents, is best addressed. The use of technology in facilitating that will be key, and it will form part of our review. One approach we are considering is setting up a reference group to help shape our plans for this. Contact info@devonconsortium.net for further information on the project.

What are the key issues for the Sector?
· There needs to be greater clarity about who we are influencing at local, regional and national level.

· The sector is very diverse and there is no one size fits all solution to representation.

· Consultation is often tokenistic 
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There are real capacity constraints and staff and volunteers need to be working for their beneficiaries. 

· There are barriers around red tape – particularly in the context of commissioning. New funding arrangements are placing the risk on providers and short term contracts are a problem. 

· There is pressure to conform to commissioners’ requirements which may lead to mission drift.

· There are a number of false assumptions about the sector that need to be challenged such as being the cheap option. We need to evidence the benefits generated by the sector and show how we are the cost effective option. 

Panel participants: Renée Smith-Gorringe (Office for Civil Society), Steve Woollett (South West Forum), Diana Crump (Living Options Devon), Mark Goodman (Voluntary Youth Services), Duncan Wood (Mid-Devon Involve) and Elaine Cook (Community Council of Devon).

The questions considered by the Panel:
1. Accountability: Even now when the existing structures are “in control” there is no accountability. We have many examples of this*. So called consultation takes place but is completely ignored/overlooked. How can there be accountability as more and more local structures have the power (e.g. Town Councils).

From: Tina Trapani, Senior Council for Devon

2. How can we develop social action projects and stronger communities in Devon when economic forces and systems are so centralised and global?

From: Martyn Goss, Devon Faiths & Beliefs Forum.

3. Who will provide the funding for training the local decision makers and the trainers to carry it out? 

4. How will payment by results be operating, particularly recognising the different levels /degrees of challenge that arise?

From: Trevor Philpott, Life Changes UK 

What scale might arise – how will it work? 

5. Is the 1 tier application (for the Transforming Infrastructure Fund) a fair option for areas such as Devon where Plymouth and Torbay are unitary authorities?

6. What is or will be the measurements of success of the Cabinet Office (PMs) initiative?

7. What do you mean by “I am not sure what your relationship should be with profit making work programme providers”?
For full details of the panel question and answers CLICK HERE or see Devon Consortium website & click on News & Events / VCS Assembly
For further information about the Assembly and about the work of the Devon Consortium and its projects, training and events please email info@devonconsortium.net or visit the
 Devon Consortium website – www.devonconsortium.net
