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Supporting a Stronger Civil Society
Consultation response to Q.9
How can central Government best work with national infrastructure to support and deliver the Big Society?

Background
This response has been prepared by One East Midlands and draws on a number of responses from the membership of One East Midlands, East Midlands Regional Infrastructure Consortium and East Midlands Infrastructure Steering Group.

Overview

Big Society, by definition, relies upon the action and engagement of communities and individuals to effect change and development within those communities. Any support for the development of Big Society must therefore be able to demonstrate direct links to communities themselves. 

Good practice and reach

In order to demonstrate local and specialist links it is important that at the national level any development partner fulfils the following criteria:

1. It is a network formed by its members rather than an organisation developed and then populated. The former will provide greater ownership and engagement from the members.

2. The organisation demonstrates robust governance and accountability structures. It must demonstrate good practice in its transparency to be legitimate at national level.

3. Membership must demonstrate excellent geographical spread with no one area of the country significantly over or under represented.

Equality and inclusivity

Collectively, the national partners working with Government must be able to demonstrate links across a wide variety of specialist VCS perspectives; not simply the infrastructure perspectives. This breadth must include the following (not exhaustive):

Volunteering

Learning & Skills

Health & social care

Communities

Sport



Faith

Environment

Rural



Social inclusion

Art & culture

Information & advice

Equalities and human rights issues including individual representation from each protected characteristics.

National infrastructure must reflect the diversity that exists within the sector which has organically evolved in response to community needs and with the active involvement of communities as service users and benefactors

Scale

There are a wide range of existing specialist networks and structures that operate at many levels. In most cases, specialist infrastructure is not sustainable at a local level. Examples include rural community support which is often organised at county-wide level, BME and equality networks 
which operate regionally and community asset support which often crosses two or more regions. The lack of sustainability of specialist perspectives and voice at a local level must be reflected at the national 
level appropriately. Any national partner with Government must have the structure and ability to engage with specialist perspective at whatever level they chose to organise and are able to achieve sustainability.
Partnership

At national level the range of partners will be minimal therefore it is crucial that those partners can offer value for money through their sidewards relationships with other organisations. Organisations which are able to work in partnership to align localised action will bring greater added value to Government than those with very singular focus.

Those without voice.

National is the last level of support for those without voice at any other level. Those most excluded from society must therefore have some mechanism for dialogue if this does not exist elsewhere. We urge Government to consider the findings and legacy proposals from the DWP managed EY2010 work delivered throughout this year.

Adaptability

The local and sub-national landscape is changing. The introduction of Local Enterprise Partnerships have signalled a blurring of previous operational working boundaries between districts, unitaries, counties and regions; with overlap and gaps appearing. National partners must have the structure and ability to understand and support civil society in engaging with the evolving landscape.

The challenge now is for infrastructure organisations to have some means of connecting and understanding how government policy impacts on the small voluntary and neighbourhood groups; if they are able to effectively articulate VCS sector needs.

Following principles of the localism and devolution of power, national infrastructure must be able to have some structural presence at the local level for active liaison with local VCS and public sector bodies.     

ENDS
This response has been submitted by One East Midlands on behalf of East Midlands Infrastructure Steering Group and East Midlands Regional Infrastructure Consortium. Please see below for details of the membership of each of these networks.
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One East Midlands
One East Midlands is a regional voluntary and community sector infrastructure organisations for the East Midlands. We work to ensure that the voluntary and community sector is actively engaged with key regional bodies and other partners, from across the public, statutory, business and social enterprise sectors. We bring together organisations that support voluntary and community groups across the region to influence and shape policy, improve services and provide a point of contact at a regional level. 
One East Midlands has 137 full members; these are third sector infrastructure organisations that provide services and support to frontline voluntary and community groups.
East Midlands Infrastructure Steering Group 

East Midlands Infrastructure Steering Group (EMISG) coordinates the work of local county-based organisations to inform and add value to the development of third sector infrastructure organisations across the East Midlands. The group believes that local infrastructure, in response to the needs of all local communities, must drive regional and national infrastructure services.

EMISG members represent 12 sub-regional infrastructure organisations from Derbyshire, Lincolnshire, Northamptonshire, Nottinghamshire, Leicestershire and Rutland.  
East Midlands Regional Infrastructure Consortium
East Midlands Regional Infrastructure Consortium (RIC) brings together regional third sector infrastructure bodies to advance regional infrastructure for the benefit of frontline organisations. EMRIC focuses on infrastructure delivery to maximise the help available to frontline groups, proactively identifying regional capacity building gaps and collaborating with members to meet the identified need.

EMRIC has 26 member organisations that work at a regional level. 
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