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NOTES FROM THE MEETING
(Collective knowledge, opinions and observations)

THE VIEWS EXPRESSED BELOW ARE THOSE OF WORKSHOP PARTICIPANTS AND NOT NECESSARILY THOSE OF EMRA OR ITS SCRUTINY PANEL

1.
Definitions
VCS partners did not have a formal definition of the term “worklessness.”  Without this there was doubt whether a proper discussion or scrutiny could take place.
Flexibility was required around any definition and restrictions on age were irrelevant.  It was felt that impact was more important than a hard definition.

The current changing circumstances in the labour market were acknowledged as extremely difficult with frontline organisations highlighting an increasing desperation on the part of local communities as they search for work.

2.
emda’s role
emda’s role on worklessness was not clear.  However, the discussion digressed into a more general review of the procurement relations between the public sector and VCS.  The bureaucracy of public sector contracts and grants was roundly criticised and seen as a barrier for third sector participation.  There is also a lack of acknowledgement that the VCS are the real experts in local communities on issues such as health and worklessness.
The preference of Government for large contracts with private sector firms to deliver employment support masked the fact that these generally involved sub-contracts to VCS organisations.

emda does not make best use of its relations with large firms with regard to employment support and work and placement opportunities for workless communities and individuals. emda does not build upon the corporate responsibility of these firms.  Whilst the Regional Economic Strategy is acceptable on the social agenda there is little evidence of implementation and coordination.  The group suggested that economic and social issues were linked but that emda  saw the economic role in isolation.
The role of emda in preventing job losses/redundancies was raised as a gap in activity.  The reality of the recession and long term unemployment manifests itself at the community and neighbourhood level but emda and associated funders (ERDF mentioned) do not operate at the grassroots level.  Likewise most Government support provided short term funds and approaches to long term challenges.
3.
VCS role
More positively the group considered that the VCS had the insights, skills, creativity and local presence to make a real difference on the worklessness agenda.
VCS can take programmes and make them bespoke to local and individual circumstances.  There is very little opportunity however for VCS to put forward new ideas and thinking.  There was a demand to devolve decision making on contract and grant awards to the local level where the pace of decision making can be increased to match the changing circumstances on the ground.

The group highlighted the strengths of the VCS in addressing worklessness.  The sector often provides the One Stop Shop at community level that can address myriad issues for those seeking training and/or work. 

The VCS is exceptionally good at linking people to job opportunities but there is little contact with emda on this.  In the current circumstances the VCS has the opportunity to disseminate positive messages about available support and a more general “don’t give up” message to hard pressed communities.

The long term workless certainly require additional and alternative approaches to mainstream provision designed to deliver them into training and/or work.  Only the VCS is in a position to do this.

4.
Worklessness – the way forward
Increased and improved relations between emda and the VCS were called for.  This included other public sector funders and it was suggested that the expertise and innovation of the sector might best be harnessed through a call for proposals that was less prescriptive than the usual approach.  If the public sector wants to tackle worklessness the commissioning of activity should leave room for alternative and innovative approaches from the VCS.
SNR was welcomed as a step toward devolution of decision making on the procurement/commissioning of activity, but it was suggested that the whole process could be simpler and friendlier.

VCS needs better dialogue with emda and champions of its expertise on worklessness etc.  emda  and other funders might be informed by a cost:benefit analysis on the use of local versus regional and national suppliers to the worklessness agenda. 
emda might invite the VCS in the region to apply for grant to deliver support to workless communities. 
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