Notes from:

Voluntary Sector Strategy Group (VSSG) Friday 04th September, 2009
Present:

Ella Simpson (Children & Young People) Harriet Eadie (VCE) Ingrid Seilman (Neighbourhoods) John Moore (Community Transport) Mike Finlayson (Forth Sector) Nina Giles (Equalities) Shulah Allan (EVOC - Chair) Teresa Bray (Environmental Issues)
In Attendance:


Milind Kolhatkar (EVOC - note)
Apologies:


Iain Mackintosh (Health) Jan-Bert van den Berg (Arts & Culture) Sandra Blake (Advice Services) Stuart Mair (Children & Young People)
Welcomes
Shulah welcomed those present, particularly Ingrid who was attending her first meeting of the VSSG. In a minor departure from the published agenda, the group agreed to consider progress on actions (arising from the last meeting of the VSSG in May) to identify the distinctive value of the city’s Third Sector as well as issues relating to public sector budget planning.
Updates and Discussion on Public/Social Value and the Distinctive value of Voluntary Sector activity during a recession
Milind introduced discussion around Public/Social Value, suggesting that it would be useful for the VSSG to provide a steer on this issue. Put very simply, strategic thinking around public sector service delivery had now clearly moved on from a narrow view of people as passive recipients (or consumers) of public services to a broader recognition that people (as citizens) were co-producers of Public Value, which could be measured. In other words, public agencies were moving away from measuring their worth merely in terms of customer satisfaction with efficiently delivered services towards a ‘whole community’ approach where it was the business of public agencies, citizens, and business and third sector interests jointly to produce (and increase) Public (or Social) Value. The VSSG considered notes from a Special Meeting of the Compact Partnership held on Fri19Jun09 specifically looking at the role of the city’s Third Sector in delivering/developing Public/Social Value (Appendix 1) which these notes will now refer to as Social Value.

Shulah provided context in relation to City of Edinburgh Council budget processes, reminding the group that EVOC had an influencing role beyond its work within the Compact Partnership, and affirming that the discussion around Social Value and the need to protect the city’s social fabric were closely linked to any influence the group wished to bring to bear on behalf of the city’s Third Sector.
Harriet brought the group up to speed with developments since the May meeting of the VSSG along the following lines.

The VSSG in May called for a pause in the City of Edinburgh Council’s apparent push towards procurement by competitive tendering while the likely impacts of this approach on the city’s social fabric were assessed.


After discussion of this call at the May meeting of the Compact Partnership it was agreed to explore the option of including robust Community Benefit Clauses into tender documents and to convene a Special Meeting of the Compact Partnership as described above.

Separately from these meetings, Harriet had also met with David Jack of CEC to discuss both CEC grants to third parties and Social Value. She reported that CEC was likely to propose a move from grants to Service Level Agreements or contracts rather than to competitive tenders. The group was assured that CEC will continue its internal discussions, and was committed to engaging meaningfully with the Compact Partnership.

During a frank and open discussion, the following points were made.

· CEC was seriously considering Alternative Business Models and Modernising Services without a proper understanding of the impact on the city’s social fabric.
· Within CEC there existed tensions between different approaches and philosophies.
· CEC departments were now (at least notionally) aligned to particular National Outcomes, and there was also a push to align Third Sector grants to the 15 National Outcomes.
· Scotland’s new Climate Change Act meant that some local outcomes and indicators would have to be amended to take the Act into account.

· While Local Authorities have the Power to Advance Well-Being (as laid out in the Local Government in Scotland Act 2003) which allowed them to enter into creative partnerships to deliver broad social outcomes, it was not clear that Local Authorities were using this provision meaningfully.

Shulah invited Harriet to feed back on progress towards the CEC’s Quality Assurance (Covalent) scheme. Harriet reported that the scheme was to replace SMARs for organisations which received more than £10Kpa by way of CEC grant. Briefing sessions for affected organisations would be held on September 17th and 24th. Sarah Bryson, the CEC member of the Compact Secretariat, was co-ordinating this process. The system was likely to be applied retrospectively, with organisations asked to report on their activities/performance for 2008/09. Given the intention reported above to agree contracts with some funded organisations rather than providing grants the QA scheme might have a fairly limited application.


Harriet reported that after long discussion, the QA development group had agreed that the self-assessed scoring would be optional.
Regarding CEC Grants to the Third Sector, the group heard that different organisations had heard differently about the level of anticipated reductions in funding, with some advised to expect between four and ten per cent reductions, while it had been suggested to others that reductions could, on occasion, be expected to reach 33.3 per cent. Grant funded organisations would be invited by CEC to attend briefing sessions.
Taking this contextual information into account the group returned to discussion on Social Value.

The group heard that now that the Chair of the Compact Partnership (Harriet) had a seat on the EP Executive she was well placed to encourage partners to recognise the strategic worth of the city’s Third Sector in delivering social value. While the Executive had agreed to pursue the aspiration towards ‘World Class Services in a World Class City,’ it was considered important for Harriet to make the powerful point that at the very heart of that concept was a city with a rich social fabric, where citizens felt a high degree of engagement, where services were designed to promote residents’’ well-being, and where an active, engaged voluntary sector continued to flourish.


A lively, broad debate ensued, with the following points cogently made.
· Politicians and Council Officers could quibble with data, but they could not ignore the voices of voters and local services users.

· The VSSG and its members had a role to play in linking up the invaluable work being delivered on the ground to city-level strategic discussions.

· Social (and Economic) pressures could change the shape of the city’s Third Sector. Could the Compact Partnership positively influence the dominant thinking? Historically, the Third Sector has often played the role of society’s ‘social conscience.’

· If this was a role the Compact Partnership wanted explicitly to ‘own,’ perhaps it should revisit its Vision, and articulate that in a meaningful way to strategic thinkers and policy makers as well as to service delivery organisations and to service users and communities.

· Within the context of diminishing resources and particularly with regard to the competitive tendering process, there was felt to be a tension between the Third Sector’s role as a partner in service delivery and its role as a ‘protector of social value.’

· It would be useful to draw out the links (and tensions) between ‘developing social value’ and ‘achieving a mixed economy of service delivery.’

· While the dominant narrative was keen to suggest that the worst of the current recession was over, the UK’s enormous Public Debt was likely to impact on Public Spending for up to a decade or more.

· It could be that our society will undergo a radical re-shaping over the coming years, and the Third Sector would do well to consider just what its role (both in influencing and responding to change) was or would be.
· The simple argument that worthwhile organisations should be ‘protected’ was unlikely to be well received by funders and policy makers. It was crucial to frame the arguments in terms of impacts on service users, citizens and voters. It was important to recognise that lobbying decision-makers can bring about positive change.

· Particularly at a time when the sector faced likely funding cuts it was vital that the sector framed the debate more widely than a narrow focus on Public Sector funding. The sector was well placed to clearly articulate a vision for what sort of society it wanted to co-create.
· While funding was rightly directed towards service delivery, funding the third sector could enable this broader vision to be achieved. It was essential to keep sight of the longer-term goals.

· The current recession might encourage thinkers and planners to see the limits of debate framed merely in terms of economic value. While funding pressures might mean that the drive towards tendering or the need to cut grants to Third Sector organisations was unstoppable, the right voices at the right junctures in the right forums could influence thinking around the wider social benefits of Third Sector service delivery.
· Thinking within silos is still a danger. Planners and decision-makers need to see clearly that no impacts can be written off as ‘collateral damage.’

· The language of ‘measuring social value’ or ‘social benefit clauses’ was gaining currency – and the sector should push for further development of this way of thinking.

· It was AGREED that Harriet and Milind would further develop the thinking in a paper on Social Value which could be summarised in one (or, at most, two) sides of a page, and then circulate a draft for comment. This paper should make the case for including Well Being and Fairness indicators in future iterations of Edinburgh’s SOA.

Brief Update
Shulah invited Mike to bring the group up to speed on developments within the Edinburgh Social Economy Partnership. Mike led a discussion on current work being undertaken by ESEP, its progress towards redefining Social Enterprise and refreshing Edinburgh’s Social Enterprise Strategy, and work Forth Sector was engaged in around Public Social Partnerships.

Mike reported that thinking was now moving towards seeing Social Enterprise as a functional, rather than a structural descriptor. This shift could help minimise perceived barriers between the ‘traditional’ voluntary sector and the ‘social enterprise’ sector. On this basis a range of organisations, from a range of sectors, could conduct social enterprise activity without being concerned with possibly pedantic structural definitions.


This discussion within ESEP had brought the group to a refreshed understanding of its purpose – to promote a social enterprise way of working rather than to represent social enterprise organisations. While City of Edinburgh Council’s Economic Development Department had traditionally led on ESEP, a lack of clarity of purpose had inhibited progress. With Scottish Government encouraging local intermediary bodies to join in a Single Interface, members of ESEP had taken another look at the partnership’s role and function, and were – newly revitalised – working towards a refresh of the Social Enterprise Strategy, which was likely to include a new Constitution for ESEP.

The Scottish Government was keen to develop Public Social Partnerships. Put simply, this approach would see public agencies and communities working together to co-create a service which meets an identified need. Forth Sector Development was fully engaged with the process (being led by PwC - PriceWaterhouseCoopers) to develop pilot Public Social Partnerships in Scotland. Beth Brewis was leading on this work for Forth Sector.
Any Other Business
· Milind briefly brought the group up to speed with progress on the city’s 12 Neighbourhood Partnerships. Local Voluntary Sector Forums were at various stages of development across the city, with local voluntary sector representatives taking up their role as full partner on nine NPs. EVOC staff continued to represent the interests of the voluntary sector on the remaining three. Voluntary sector representatives on NPs had met twice at EVOC, had nominated Ingrid to represent their views to the VSSG, and had agreed to meet quarterly a couple of weeks before each VSSG meet.
In light of this robust representational structure, members discussed the differences between varying routes in to the VSSG, and the need for its work and its discussions to have credible roots in voluntary sector activity. It was felt that the lines of accountability and representation need to be clarified.

· It was AGREED to revisit the ‘matrix’ approach to mapping common themes and interests as well as existing networks within Edinburgh’s Third Sector. This could lead to a refresh of the VSSG’s membership and enhance the group’s credibility with and relevance to the wider sector.

· Milind updated the group on progress towards the next iteration of Edinburgh’s Single Outcome Agreement being led by the SOA Development Group, a part of the Edinburgh Partnership sub-structure. Milind had been invited to join the group, and was ‘holding’ this work on EVOC’s behalf. The group felt that meaningful indicators of a strong and healthy voluntary sector should be included in the SOA, and that ways to influence the framing of National Outcomes should be made explicit.
Milind AGREED to circulate a brief briefing on the SOA process and progress to date which should include information on the Concordat Oversight Group (COG) and the Scottish Government/SCVO/CoSLA Task Group.

Dates of Next Meetings

It was AGREED to meet during 2009 at EVOC from 09.30am-12.30pm on
Friday 04th December. Milind AGREED to circulate suggested dates for VSSG meetings in 2010.
Farewell/Handover

As this was her last meeting before she retired from EVOC the VSSG unanimously AGREED formally to express its thanks to Shulah Allan for having set up the group and for having so ably chaired it over the past few years. The group wished Shulah well for the future.

The group unanimously AGREED that from its next meeting Ella Simpson (who was to succeed Shulah as EVOC Director) would chair the VSSG.
