VOLUNTARY SECTOR STRATEGY GROUP
NOTE OF MEETING HELD AT 

EVOC, 14 ASHLEY PLACE, EDINBURGH ON 

14 DECEMBER 2007
PRESENT
Carol Tinto (Eke-Out Project)

Colin Murray (EVOC)
Harriet Eadie (Volunteer Centre Edinburgh)

Iain Mackintosh (EVOC)

Jan-Bert van den Berg (Artlink Edinburgh)

John Moore (Lothian Community Transport Service)

Milind Kolhatkar (EVOC – minute)

Nina Giles (ELREC)

Paula Aldin-Scott (Eke-Out Project)

Phil Tully (Eke-Out Project)

Sandra Blake (Central Citizens’ Advice Bureau)

Shulah Allan (EVOC - Chair)

Simon Lee (Changeworks)

Stuart Mair (Canongate Youth Project)

1 Apologies were received from: Ella Simpson (The Rock Trust)
	
	Shulah welcomed all present, particularly the Eke-Out team, attending to present their report ‘Working Together?’
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	Minutes of meeting of 19th October 2007
The minutes were accepted as an accurate record of the meeting in question.
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	Matters arising
Regarding the NHS draft SLA which Mike Massaro-Mallinson had presented at the last meeting, it was agreed to recommend to the Compact Partnership that he be invited to engage with the Standing Advisory Conference to be set up to oversee future developments under ‘Moving Forward: Together,’ the City funding strategy.
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	Volunteering ‘hubs’ ESF/ERDF bid
Harriet had been asked to lead on this matter as the city’s bid was focussed on employability. She had prepared one element of the bid covering the expected employability outcomes from enhanced volunteering experiences.
While the guidance dictated that bids should be made using a Community Planning approach, mid-way through the process it had been decided that funding previously ring-fenced for Community Planning Partnerships was now no longer so. This meant that Edinburgh’s bid would compete against more other bids than would previously have been the case.
The Edinburgh Partnership had put forward a large and very complex bid, was awaiting further news, and would itself lead on any future actions in due course.
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	Working Together? Full impact report of the Cuts/Savings Proposals Agreed at the Full Council Meeting on 20th September 2007
Outlining the context within which the impact report had been written (the decision by City of Edinburgh Council to ‘cut’ agreed Children & Families Departmental revenue grants of over £25,000 per annum by 2.36% half way through the funding year) Shulah invited Paula to present her report.
Sharing hand-outs, Paula led the group through her presentation on the impact report which had been commissioned jointly by the Edinburgh Network for Children, Young People and Families and EVOC’s Policy Committee.
A total of 31 organisations were surveyed, collectively having had c. £30,000 cut from their respective revenue grants. The report was presented under four headings: (a) Loss of Service/Possible Closure, (b) Partnership Working as set out in the Compact, (c) Effect on Community and Service Users, and (d) Capacity Building within the Voluntary Sector.
The report concludes that:

 ‘The proposal drawn up by the Children and Families Department in September 2007 has defied all five of the (Compact) principals (sic)…’ that
‘…the impact on services will be real and longlasting (sic)…’ and that
‘…this report is a direct consequence of increased capacity in the voluntary sector as well as its ability: to voice and present its concerns; to come together to participate in a debate on the future of service delivery planning; to stand together as one while still being able to act as individual organisations.’ (authors’ emphases.)
Thanking Paula for her presentation, and Paula and Phil (the report’s joint authors) for their report, Shulah invited those present to comment or raise questions or observations. During a full discussion, the following points, in no particular order, were made.
· The inadequate ‘penetration’ of Compact Principles within partner agencies was a source of frustration. While senior staff do take the Compact seriously at a strategic level, front-line staff often have little understanding of the Compact and what it stands for.
· It is extremely difficult to demonstrate/illustrate the actual impact of such ‘cuts’ on service users, especially as voluntary organisations would tend to work hard to minimise the impact on their service users.

· It is doubtful whether there actually was any ‘protocol’ which council officers could have followed in implementing their decision to save costs.
· There is a danger in focussing entirely on the impact of the Council’s decision. It is primarily the process of decision-making and of communication with which the VSSG and the Compact Partnership should concern itself.
· It would be useful to map just what would have been different, had Council officers adhered to Compact Principles. What would ‘respect’ look like? Or ‘transparency?’

· The wider voluntary sector should be concerned about a Council decision which has impacted directly on 31 organisations. Organisations from other areas of work have already been told to anticipate cuts.

· The relevant Director and/or Councillor could have called for the Chair of the Compact Partnership to convene a meeting to discuss the Council’s plans for cuts.

· The combined effect of an apparently poorly-managed budgeting process appears to have led to an unprecedented situation where mid-year cuts to existing grants had been agreed.
· The sector could discuss processes and protocols for ever. The point would seem to be: what sanctions apply in the event of a breach of Compact principles.

· Individual organisations affected are taking action themselves, but a combined, third-sector response is needed as well.

· If the Compact is, fundamentally, about changing behaviours then this would seem to be an ideal opportunity for that to happen.

· If it wished to speak out on behalf of those organisations directly affected by the cuts, the VSSG must have a clear picture of which services (or organisations) could cease, and the sector – as a whole – needed a clear forward strategy.

· The sector needed to take a hard look at the ‘benefits’ of the Compact as against the ‘costs.’ In a crisis the sector should not lose sight of the positive things which the Compact has delivered (eg: the Volunteering Strategy.)
· When representatives of the Edinburgh Network for Children, Young People and Families took a deputation to the Council meeting of 20th September Cllrs Ewan Aitken and Lesley Hinds suggested that the Compact was ‘shattered.’
· When Shulah raised concerns about the process with the Director and relevant Councillors the message she was getting was that they recognised that they had acted outwith the spirit of the Compact, and promised to ‘do better next time.’ Council representatives were keen to ensure that the £120,000 cuts from third sector grants were seen in the context of a projected budget deficit of some £15 million.

· Organisations affected were particularly concerned that the Council appeared to have made its decision based on what they could practicably do, without any attempt to assess (let alone minimise) the impact on vulnerable service users.

· The third sector will need to respond to the impact of wider social ‘problems’ which could be on the horizon (eg: rising personal debt,) but its capacity to be innovative, flexible and responsive was diminished by budget cuts.
· Short-term planning, where the horizon only extends to the next election, makes it difficult or impossible for third sector organisations to effectively plan for the next five to 10 years.

· Plan announced by the Scottish Government to ‘roll up’ previously ring-fenced funding streams had major implications for the sector.

· The process of agreeing/deciding Single Outcome Agreements would be key.

· The sector needed to stand together, rather than competing against each other.

· Particularly when times are hard service-delivering organisations rely heavily on umbrella bodies.

· It was AGREED that Shulah, as Chair of the VSSG, would write to the City of Edinburgh Council representative on the Compact Partnership Board, seeking a meeting to express the VSSG’s concerns and explore ways forward; and that the VSSG would refer the apparent breach of Compact Principles to the next meeting of the Compact Partnership Board.

The Eke-Out team left the meeting at this point, and the VSSG took a short comfort break.
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	How does the VSSG operate?
Shulah asked Jan-Bert to speak to his tabled paper titled ‘Stronger Partnerships’ which suggested an increasingly important and influential role for the VSSG as expected budget pressures within the City of Edinburgh Council made the need for a united third sector voice ever more urgent.
Noting that he had not attended a great many meetings of the VSSG, Jan-Bert suggested that it would appear that VSSG agendas were very demanding, sometimes leading to items being continued due to lack of time. He asked the group whether people felt that the VSSG could usefully take some ‘time out’ from its ‘normal’ agenda, to forward plan and to develop its priorities for the coming year(s.) Such a process would also help the VSSG’s representatives on the Compact Partnership (including himself) to clearly and confidently represent the shared view of Edinburgh’s third sector.

Noting that there was the need for a ‘voluntary sector vision,’ that it was not always clear how to add to VSSG agendas, and that the Compact Partnership’s Planning Day had been a very useful exercise, it was AGREED that Jan-Bert, Milind and Simon would plan a ‘visioning day’ for Friday 7th March, 2008 where the VSSG could come together to devise a forward vision for the third sector. The planning group was advised to consider just who should attend the day, whether or not they were currently members of the VSSG.
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7.1

7.1.1
7.1.2
7.2

7.2.1

7.2.2

7.2.3

7.2.4

7.2.5
	Standing Reports
Edinburgh Partnership

Edinburgh Partnership Board
At the last meeting of the EP Board it had received a report on Edinburgh: The Brand, had considered the hub initiative, and had received a report on the EP’s Task Groups.

Shulah reported that development of the hub initiative was unclear, particularly third sector engagement. It was thought useful to keep abreast of developments, and to discuss further what the third sector view on this was as the Visioning Day.
Aligned to the City’s four priorities (Prevention and Care, Health Improvement and Social Inclusion; Land Use and Affordable Housing; Sustainability; and Sustainable Economic Growth) were four Task Groups. EVOC’s Colin Murray was attending meetings of the Prevention, Care, Health and Inclusion group, and Shulah had suggested that Forth Sector should engage with the Sustainable Economic Growth group.

Edinburgh Partnership: in Conference

Milind reported his ‘first impressions’ of the EP:iC event where the city funding strategy had been launched, suggesting that most of those present had seemed to be broadly supportive of the Compact Partnership and of its work. A report on the process and the outcomes would be prepared and circulated in due course.

Other Strategic Partnerships

Sustainable Development Partnership
Simon reported that the ESDP appeared currently to be dormant, suggesting that it would be very useful for the VSSG to write to Councillors/Officers in charge expressing the sector’s keenness to engage with the sustainability agenda.

Community Safety Partnership

Nina reported that ELREC had not been invited to the most recent meeting of this partnership. Cllr Paul Edie had assured Nina that this had been an oversight. Changes in Council Officers supporting this partnership had meant that some impetus had been lost.

Children & Young People’s Strategic Partnership

Stuart reported that there were some concerns around regarding the implications of engaging fully with the Compact. If and when further news became available he would brief members more fully.

Community Health Partnership

Iain reported that Edinburgh’s CHP members were exercised over anticipated ‘cuts’ (planners expected a 3% uplift, compared to 6% in previous years.) The CHP was still establishing its identity and its remit within the wider Health Board.
The (North and South) Public Partnership Fora were beginning to bed in. It appeared that the last meeting of the CHP had had more of interest to the voluntary sector than previously (eg: homelessness, health inequalities, human trafficking.)

Noting that the CHP used to ask the voluntary sector representative to bring forward the views of the sector, Iain suggested that (CHP Chair) David Belfall would probably be welcome a presentation on the voluntary sector and its relationship to Edinburgh’s CHP.
Colin reported to the meeting on the proposed ‘merger’ of the Community Care Alliance with the Community Health Projects Forum, noting that it was continuing to be difficult to get the issue a high enough priority on members’ agendas. Colin said that he would continue to support the ongoing re-configuration, suggesting that the group would welcome the opportunity to join the VSSG to represent third sector health interests.

Communities of Interest Support Network (COISN)

Nina reported on developments within COISN. Comprised of representatives of seven communities of interest, COISN had a seat on the Edinburgh Partnership Board. With reductions in support for the equality fora planned COISN was currently unsure about its future. In due course COISN might feel it would like to be represented on the Edinburgh Compact Partnership Board.

Shulah informed those present that an EVOC member of staff was working with one of the fora to look at its support needs and, hopefully, suggest ways to provide that support.
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	Matters to be referred to the Compact Board 01Feb08
A report from item 5 would go to the Compact Partnership Board
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	Any Other Business

There was none.
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	Date of Next Meeting
The VSSG would next meet at its ‘visioning day’ on 07Mar08.
Details will follow as they are firmed up


The meeting then closed.
