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What is Big Society?
Big Society was a policy idea presented in the Conservatives’ 2010 election manifesto. The aim is to change the relationship between citizens, the voluntary and community sector and the state by giving local authorities more control over decision making in their areas and by giving citizens more control over what happens. It’s also about encouraging more people to get involved in local community action. 
There are three key strands for the Big Society agenda:
· Social Action – supporting a new culture of volunteering and philanthropy. 
· Public service reform – more devolved powers and opening up of public services to new providers like charities, social enterprises and private companies.
· Community empowerment – creating communities who feel that they have an influence and can get involved to change things in their neighbourhood.
What is happening now?
Since the election, some detail has started to emerge:

· National Citizens Service – this is a new social responsibility scheme for school leavers that will be delivered through a mix of volunteering and personal development activities. This will initially be piloted on a voluntary basis in a few local areas. 
· Big Society Communities – four areas of the country have been designated as pilot areas, with a commitment from the government that they will give these communities all the support they need to achieve their aims. The communities will be looking at issues such as a community buy-out of a local pub, participatory budgeting, boosting volunteering at a number of key museums, and establishing greater freedom to implement sustainable transport schemes.
· Big Society Bank – this will be funded through dormant bank accounts and is planned to open next April. This will provide funding for independent funding bodies such as charitable trusts and social investment organisations to cascade to voluntary and community sector organisations.

· Communities First – another funding stream with few details at the moment. It is expected to replace Grassroots Grants and will support the development of new community groups in deprived areas.
· Pathfinder mutuals – a number of public sector projects are being supported to be taken over by public sector staff as mutuals and social enterprises.

· Big Society Network – this is an independent organisation (although very close to government) which aims to become a support mechanism for communities setting up new organisations – on a paid-for basis.

· Big Society deregulation taskforce – a government taskforce has been set up to look at reducing some of the burdens that fall on small voluntary and community sector groups, for example around responsibilities of trustees and directors, employment law and contractual arrangements 
· Decentralisation and Localism Bill – this will devolve greater powers to councils and neighbourhoods and give local communities more control over housing and planning decisions. It is expected to be presented in the autumn.
What does this mean for local voluntary and community groups?
It’s still early days but now is a good time for local groups to start considering whether Big Society may present any opportunities that they can take advantage of. There will be new powers for groups to bid to take over state-run services like schools and libraries – is this something that you might want to do and if so, do you need to change your structure or access support to do this?
Groups may also want to ask themselves some questions:

· How can volunteering be easier to get involved in and accessible to more people? Can you remove some of the barriers that people face or change your volunteering opportunities to better fit their needs?

· How can your group work towards the aims of Big Society in a vastly different funding environment? Can you become more self-sustaining or work in partnership, sharing resources with others?

· Can you help to shape the Big Society agenda? What would you tell the government about how the sector can deliver these ideas and the support that will be needed? Can you contribute to any consultations or discussions?

Infrastructure organisations also have some big questions to consider. The support that groups will need in the future may differ from what is currently being provided. Where will funding for infrastructure come from when the government doesn’t appear to place much value on organisations which support the sector?

Is anything happening locally?
Lots! Nottingham already has a vibrant voluntary and community sector, active volunteers and a range of mechanisms for citizens to influence the city council and other public bodies. Big Society is already happening here – even if we haven’t called it by that name before – so we’re currently compiling a series of case studies of groups that are contributing to our local Big Society. 
One East Midlands is looking at Big Society across the region and are putting together a series of briefings and events. You can find more information on their website by searching for ‘Big Society’.
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