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Stephen Dunmore speech
I am delighted to be here for a number of reasons, one reason being that it is a partnership event with a number of different organisations, but not least with the Big Lottery Fund, and as Mick said I used to be involved with the Big Lottery Fund.  Wonderful organisation, I can now say that of course with the benefit of hindsight, also because I come from the East Midlands.  It will please some of you but not others, I imagine, but I come from Northamptonshire originally and I have some links still with the county.

I guess I shall be less politically satirical than Mick in the sense that Capacitybuilders is a government body, a non-departmental public body, so I have to be careful what I say.  Just to point out that a couple of days before the general election I was terribly enthusiastic about all of the Labour government’s policies.  I now need to be terribly enthusiastic about all of the new government’s policies.  So just bear that in mind.

We are here, I think, at a very crucial point, an interesting point looked at in another sense.  We have got a new Government, we have just had the budget yesterday, which by any standards is a pretty draconian budget.  We have got the spending review already underway and the results of the spending review will then have an impact from 2011/12 and the following two years.  We are at the end, I assume, of an unprecedented period of national investment in support services, partly though Capacitybuilders and also through the Big Lottery Fund’s Basis programme, and so I guess the question we are all asking is what happens next?  So interesting times.

Well one thing that happens next is we are all meant to change our vocabulary.  This is terribly dull and tedious but I shall henceforth refer to the Office of Civil Society, I shall refer somewhat hesitantly, because they don’t quite seem to have made up their minds, to civil society organisations (CSOs) and if I mention the third sector after this please raise a red card because I am not supposed to do that.  I guess some people will be quite relieved to get rid of the description, third sector.

What I want to do is, in that context, is to reflect on three things.  Firstly the challenges and opportunities presented by the incoming government and of course a big part of that is the pressures on public expenditure over the coming years.  Secondly to relate those issues, those challenges and opportunities to the role of the support and advice services for civil society organisations and to Capacitybuilders’ investment in those services, the investment that has taken place and hopefully the investment that will be coming in the future.

And thirdly to invite your reflections. I would really welcome a good discussion after this, your reflections based on your experience and your ideas as to how to build on what we have all achieved so far in terms of improving support services.  So those are the three things.

Just for a moment back to the new government and to the new agendas. I think I am speaking to you at a time when the new government’s priorities for the voluntary and the community sector, for civil society organisations, are still emerging and so I can’t pre-empt what Ministers might say over the next six months, especially on what they might say on what will be a very tough spending review this autumn.

We learnt in the budget, or in the course of the budget, that the Government intends to take on average 25% out of all government departments, save health and overseas development – that’s 25% over the next three years.  That is a pretty big total and it can’t entirely be matched by what are called ‘efficiency savings’.  That’s the scenario from 2011/12 onwards. 

This year, Government Departments have already been asked to lose around £6 billion, of which £70 million is coming from the Cabinet Office, which as you know includes the Office for Civil Society.  So that is in this current year.

However, looking at this positively, it is very clear that charities, voluntary groups, social enterprises, community groups, especially smaller community groups in local neighbourhoods, are critical to the new Ministers’ visions for a new Big Society.  And it is also clear that the Government’s interest in the Big Society covers a number of different activities or arenas.

One is increasing involvement in public service delivery, on which people have a diversity of opinions, drawing on the innovation, commitment and potential of civil society organisations in delivering those services.  Secondly, facilitating a greater community involvement and engagement in key decisions as part of a continuing push towards ‘localism’.  And, thirdly, facilitating greater participation in a wider, stronger civil society, through increased volunteering and stronger bridge building within and across different communities.

I think many of the projects already funded by the Big Lottery Fund and Capacitybuilders in this region have been focused on supporting the effectiveness, growth and stimulation of third sector activity, as was, in these areas.  So I would expect that this work would remain highly relevant to the new Government’s agenda.  

Indeed, Ministers before the election -Nick Hurd and Francis Maude when they were shadow Ministers - set out three big priorities in relation to civil society for the incoming Government.  And just to remind you, although you are probably already familiar with them, the three priorities were making it easier to run a charity, social enterprise or voluntary organisation; getting more resources into the sector in order to strengthen its independence and resilience (and I think they meant by more resources, more non-government resources); and making it easier for voluntary sector organisations to work with the state.

It’s not rocket science obviously for us here to see how the day to day work of organisations providing advice and support to the sector, what we have historically called infrastructure, is playing and will play in the future an important role in delivering against those three priority areas.  So there are some good connections there.

Many of you, I hope most of you, have heard that the Cabinet Office has already announced its intention to consult formally on how to improve the effectiveness of infrastructure in supporting front line organisations.  We understand that consultation will be launched some time in July.  And it is clearly important any future proposals that emerge from that consultation take on board lessons from the very significant investment in support over the past five years.

I would like briefly to highlight, and I am sure you are aware of these, but it is worth mentioning, some of the examples of Capacitybuilders’ funding in this region which are relevant to this forward looking Government agenda.  So first of all we have put a good deal of funding into helping navigate the challenges of starting up a community-based enterprise, be it a charity, social enterprise or perhaps something that hasn’t yet defined what it wants to be in organisational terms but is founded and rooted in a commitment to making a real difference to society.

Our capital programme has provided in that area often very relatively small investments to improve service and support provided by local resource centres, for example Bassetlaw Community and Voluntary Service, Saffron Lane Neighbourhood Council, Nottingham Community and Voluntary Service and Northampton Volunteering Centre.  All of those bits of funding have provided tangible benefits to the front line in terms of access to meeting spaces, to ICT facilities, shared offices and hot desks.

Another example is that once a fledgling group is up and running funding has been available to help it with business advice or pointing it to where it can get the help it needs.  We are supporting projects for example in both Derbyshire and Lincolnshire to increase the support that is available to people managing volunteers across their counties.

A further example is funding to support representation and voice so that the sector can deploy its experience and expertise in engaging with those who make decisions about resource allocation.  I think this will be particularly critical at a time when nationally and locally public finances are going to be under pressure.

An example of that is the work we are supporting through One East Midlands, through our regional network fund programme to help improve the quality of sector engagement, for example in local area agreements.

Another example is funding to help build consortia to bid for service delivery contracts and to help more established CSOs, to help them move from grant dependency to more enterprise based business models.

An example here would be the High Peak CVS, which is being funded to strengthen support available to develop enterprise activities in smaller organisations.  And there are many other examples of that sort of support funded by Capacitybuilders.

Finally, and I think this might be an increasing area in the future, funding to help public service workers to spin themselves off as co-operatives, social enterprises or mutuals which is another thing that the Government has said that it wishes to promote.  We are already funding the East Midlands School for Social Entrepreneurs to provide a co-ordinated suite of coaching leadership and networking opportunities to emerging and established social enterprises, social entrepreneurs and enterprising CSOs in the East Midlands.

You can find out of course more about all of those projects and others on our Improving Support website.

So I would say that this sort of funding for high quality support and advice for community groups is going to be vital as we see, if the Government’s imtentions are realised,a shifting of responsibility and opportunity from the state to communities.  It is arguable that during a period of transition of that kind the role of agencies providing that support and advice will become even more important than ever.

It seems to me crucial that the partnerships of these sector supporters, for example One East Midlands or Social Enterprise East Midlands, which have both been instrumental in bringing together today’s event, can continue to highlight key issues and challenges that face the sector, and that they can work together to ensure that relevant accessible advice and support is available for all groups in a strategic setting.

Now it would be naïve, I think, not to recognise that, at the same time as those opportunities are presenting themselves, you are all facing very significant financial pressures.  Capacitybuilders regular tracking of support providers and their responses to the economic downturn will be reporting again later in June, but I can confirm that we know that it will show a continuing increase in demand for support from front line organisations and real uncertainty there about future income and, I should say, a good deal of pessimism.  

So the support sector faces, the civil society sector in general faces, the twin challenges of rising demand and falling income.  I doubt if it is going to get any easier.  It does mean that real priority needs to be given to addressing efficiency, looking at issues of long term sustainability of structures and services, potential for merger and collaboration.  Indeed, Change Up consortia funding, whether at regional or county level, has enabled many of you already to begin thinking about those sorts of issues, indeed in some cases taking them forward.

We need to consider how we can best ensure that there is a strong, robust, sustainable base in every locality from which civil society organisations can get the help that they so badly need.  That will also require a strong relationship and dialogue with local government, which of course itself is going to be under considerable financial pressure, to help it understand better - it is understood in some places, not so well in others - the benefits that can be gained from investment in support and advice for local community based groups.

This may not be quite believable but around 90% of funding for support services across the country comes from local authorities, the other 10% coming from national and central government sources and the Lottery.  I believe that 10% is, however, very crucial in terms of driving strategic thinking and change at national and regional level.  I think the dialogue with local authorities, which needs to develop further, will increasingly have to happen in a context of contracting rather than grant funding.

I think even more important the future direction and provision of support services will require frank and honest discussion between local support providers about whether issues of independence and identity override those of consolidation and sustainability.

I suppose the good news on that score is that in many places it is happening already and, on the evidence of Capacitybuilders’ Modernisation Fund, which was concentrating on supporting mergers and collaboration, the sector, when it turns its mind to it, is capable of moving far and fast, particularly when there is a need to ensure that services to users are maintained and improved.  Under the Modernisation Fund, we made over 35 grants totalling over £300,000 to help organisations take forward plans for merger or new collaboration.  One of those grant recipients was the Volunteer Centre Derbyshire Dales. You will probably know that in its early days Change Up lacked an evaluation framework, which was one of the problems.  Now we have got that evaluation framework in place and the evaluations are beginning to show real benefits from our investments.  In particular, changes in relationships between support providers at the local level, that have happened as a result of Change Up, have provided a strong base from which the support sector can work together to prepare for the future.  I would be very interested to hear in a moment what you think are the main barriers to further progress in that area.

It is too early to speculate about the shape of programmes for support services in the future or indeed who will deliver them.  Both the Government’s consultation on infrastructure support that I mentioned earlier and the Government’s work on the spending review will run until the autumn at the earliest and we all know that hard decisions will have to be taken about where funding is going to go.  I think it is critically important that the sector engages with the challenges and opportunities and starts to prepare for the future.  I am sure you are doing that already.

On the part of Capacitybuilders, we are discussing many of these issues already, as you might expect, with the new Office for Civil Society and indeed more widely with Government Departments.  In order to help us do that more effectively, I would be really interested today to hear about your experiences and concerns about the reality on the ground for you.  I think we all need to ensure that the Government’s decisions are based on strong evidence and in particular a commitment to real outcomes and value for money.

In summary, the new Government brings with it some new and potentially big ideas in relation to civil society.  They have set out a challenging and potentially transformational vision for the role of civil society in addressing long term issues facing communities.  The context for that vision is, however, a scenario of severe public spending constraint and, on the other hand, increasing demand for many of the services that CSOs provide.  Although any temptation to regard civil society organisations as a cheap option must be avoided, greater efficiency, collaboration, and merger are bound to be high on the agenda.

If the Government is looking to promote a vibrant and healthy civil society, whether civil society organisations are delivering public sector contracts, adding value around the margins of public services or developing regional or local community voice and engagement, there is a convincing case for continued national funding for support services - whether that funding continues to be delivered by Capacitybuilders or, indeed, if other arrangements for delivery were to be put in place.

I hope that Capacitybuilders, national umbrella bodies, regional and local CSOs, including those that provide support services, will be able to present a shared view of the priorities going forward, not least in the context of the Government’s forthcoming consultation.

Thank you very much.
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