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1. PURPOSE AND METHODOLOGY

The aim of this research was to provide an overview of the experience of the third sector in the East Midlands, in negotiating Local Area Agreements and beginning work with partners to address National Indicator 7.

The research was carried out as follows:
· Key third sector contact(s) were identified in each LAA area who were involved in LAA negotiations and/or delivery of NI7.  These individuals were identified by contacting the Infrastructure Consortium lead/co-ordinator or equivalent.
· A structured interview was carried out with each contact, using a standard set of questions (included as Appendix 2).  Where timescales and geography allowed this was a recorded, face to face interview.  However, where this was not possible a telephone interview took place. 
·  Interview responses were then written up and sent to each local contact for checking.

The obvious limitation of this approach is that it is based on the perceptions of a small number of individuals. As such, the findings are necessarily subjective and form the basis for further discussion, rather than a full picture.  An additional limitation is that it was not possible to carry out an interview with the Leicester contact in the time available, so the experience of Leicester is not included in this document.  
The document has been structured around common themes/issues which emerged  rather than a narrative for each area, although specifical examples and case studies are drawn out where this illustrates the point being made or where it is useful to describe a particular response to an issue.


2.  BACKGROUND
Local Area Agreements

A Local Area Agreement (LAA) is agreed between central Government and a local area (the local authority, Local Strategic Partnership, and other key partners).  LAAs simplify some central funding, help join up public services more effectively and allow greater flexibility to find local solutions to local circumstances.  Delivery of the LAA is based around a series of 198 performance indicators.  Each LAA has to agree 35 improvement targets from this list (plus 17 statutory education/early years targets).  Partnerships can also include additional local targets, which can either be taken from the national indicator set or be something devised locally to meet local circumstances.
Comprehensive Area Assessments

Comprehensive Area Assessments are one of the independent was of assessing the impact of Local Strategic Partnerships and Local Area Agreements.  This is led by the Audit Commission.
What is National Indicator 7?
National Indicator 7 (NI7) is one of the national set of 198 indicators from which the 35 targets in each Local Agrea Agreement are drawn.  Performance against NI 7 will be measured and reported in every area, whether or not it has been included as an LAA priority.
The purpose of NI7 is to:

 “measure the contribution that local government and its partners make to the environment in which independent third sector organisations can operate successfully…NI 7 is designed to capture the overall contribution made by local statutory agencies to the environment in which third sector organisations operate.” [1] 

According to the Government’s briefing note on NI7:
“A stronger third sector would be an asset to every local authority area, and the fastest route to achieving this would be to make NI 7 a specific LAA priority. Unlike some other indicators, NI 7 is both an end in itself, and a means for LSPs to achieve other ends. It is cross cutting in nature, and could be used to support a much broader programme to transform local services.” [2]
N17 has been included as a government priority in the National Indicator set in recognition of:
· The importance of the third sector to strong, active and empowered local communities. 

· The value of the third sector to responsive and effective local government. 

· The role played by local government in shaping the environment in which third sector organisations operate. [3]
National Indicator 6
Another indicator of particular relevance to the third sector is National Indicator 6 (NI6) which measures levels of regular participation in formal volunteering (the percentage of respondents who participated in formal  volunteering at least once a month in the previous 12 months).
NI6 indicator has been included as a government priority in the National Indicator set in recognition of:

· The importance of volunteering in empowering individuals. 

· The importance of volunteering in contributing to strong communities.

· The importance of volunteering in adding value in the delivery of public services. [4]
How will NI7 be measured?
A National Survey of Third Sector Organisations was commissioned by the Office for the Third Sector and carried out by Ipsos MORI.  The aim of the survey was to: 

· build a picture of the effectiveness of partnership working between the third sector and local authorities in England and set the baseline from which progress will be measured in 2010 

· enable third sector organisations to have their voice heard on what their local operating environment is like 

· help local areas to do better in supporting the third sector by providing the information with which to evaluate their progress and identify key areas for improvement 

· provide national government and researchers an unrivalled picture of the local third sector and what affects its success. [5] 
104, 391 questionnaires were sent to registered third sector organisations in England during September  - December 2008.  Nationally, a total of 48,939 third sector organisations responded to the survey  (a 47% response rate). 

‘Registered third sector organisations’ in this context includes: Registered charities, registered Community Interest Companies; Companies Limited by Guarantee and Industrial and Provident Societies in England that serve social, cultural and environmental objectives (public benefit); housing associations.  It excludes unregistered and informal third sector organisations which do not fit into any of these categories.  This decision was taken as local lists of these ’under the radar organisations’ were not consistently available.  However it does mean that a significant part of the sector did not have the opportunity to take part in the survey.
Organisations were able to complete the questionnaire on paper or online.  It had 40 questions, and the paper questionnaire ran to 16 pages.  Some questions asked for factual information about the organisation (beneficiaries, purpose, role, income/turnover, number of employees, number of volunteers, source and type of income).  Other questions were perception based (e.g. expectations of future success, satisfaction with funding opportunities and relationships, satisfaction with support provided, relationship with local statutory partners).  
The key question, which forms the basis for measuring NI7 is:  “Taking everything into account, overall, how do the statutory bodies in your local area influence your organisation’s success?”  An area’s NI7 ‘score’ is based on the percentage of organisations who responded “positive influence” or “very positive influence” to that question.  The survey will be repeated in 2010 in order to measure any change.
Headline data for each area was published in February 2009. [6] This includes the NI7 baseline ‘score’, target increase and some local contextual data.  A summary of headline results for local authorities in the East Midlands can be found in table form as Appendix 1. The full reports are due to be published in April 2009.
Nationally, the average NI7 ‘score’ was 16.2%.  Scores for East Midlands LAA areas range from 11% to 20%. Initial results also indicate that over half of all respondents (51%) said they felt that public sector bodies had no overall influence on their success. [7] So public sector bodies have more to do to improve their contact with and support to their local third sector.
3.  NEGOTIATING THE INCLUSION OF NI7
Of the 9 Local Area Agreements in the East Midlands:

· Five (Derbyshire, Northamptonshire, Nottingham, Nottinghamshire and Rutland) have NI7 included as one of the ‘up to 35’ priority indicators.  
· Three (Derby, Leicestershire and Lincolnshire) have NI6 in their LAA– although Derby only has it as a local indicator.  
· One (Leicester) does not have either of these two indicators.  
· No area has both NI6 and NI7 (although in Lincolnshire the local authority is recognising NI7, and work will be taken forward through the development of a VCS Strategy).
	Local Authority area
	NI7
	NI6

	Derby
	No
	Yes*

	Derbyshire
	Yes
	No

	Leicester
	No
	No

	Leicestershire
	No
	Yes

	Lincolnshire
	No
	Yes

	Northamptonshire
	Yes
	No

	Nottingham
	Yes
	No

	Nottinghamshire
	Yes
	No

	Rutland
	Yes
	No


* Included as a local indicator
In most areas, a pragmatic decision was taken that it was realistic to lobby for the inclusion of either NI6 or NI7.  The timescales allowed limited opportunity for consultation with frontline organisations, so this decision was often a ‘judgement call’ by particular individuals or organisations involved in negotiations, in consultation with other third sector colleagues (for example, discussion at the infrastructure consortium).
Each area had a rationale for their choice.  For example, in Lincolnshire NI6 was linked to wider community cohesion agendas, as a way of bringing people from different backgrounds together through participation in community activity; in Derby the CVS felt that volunteering would attract wider support from public sector partners and give the sector a better lead into the wider partnership.  In Derbyshire, members of 3D strongly felt that NI7 would be of broader benefit to all parts of the third sector.
In some areas the local authority was keen to include NI7 from the start and committed to it without any pressure from the third sector.  In Northamptonshire, in particular, this ‘freed up’ third sector representatives to engage in negotiations about wider LAA priorities (see below).  Others were responsive to lobbying and persuasion – for example in Derbyshire 3D members successfully lobbied the County Council to include NI7 rather than NI6.  Some others had to negotiate hard for their indicator.  In some cases, third sector reps had to fight to keep it included throughout the process of ‘horse trading’ between different partners to get the number of indicators down to 35.  
The level of third sector involvement and influence varied.  Although the final decision was in theory made by the LSP, in practice a lot of negotiation had gone on before this stage.  In some cases the third sector was not involved in the process or only had one representative.  However, lobbying by third sector representatives was, in most cases, successful (although Derby only managed to get NI6 included as a local indicator, and even then it was almost, by an oversight, missed out of the final document).  
Some people acknowledged the role played by GO-EM in supporting third sector involvement and supporting the case for inclusion of either NI6 or NI7:  “Without that, we’d have been stuffed, as it wasn’t a high priority [for public sector partners]”.  
	In Northamptonshire, third sector involvement in deciding the 35 priorities was much broader than negotiating NI7.  Two Challenge Groups formed.  One set out to look at all the indicators from a third sector perspective and to question what choices were being been proposed and where a thriving third sector would fit in or not fit in.  An Equalities Group did the same for equality issues.  The‘challenge’ took place at the different sub groups on which there was third sector representation, as well as at full meetings of the Public Service Board (equivalent to a county LSP).  


Responsibility for NI7
In most cases, overall responsibility for NI7 lies within a Stronger Communities Board or equivalent.   One exception to this is Derbyshire, where it sits with the Culture Board. 
In both Nottingham and Nottinghamshire, NI7 delivery groups have been formed by widening multi-agency partnerships working on Compact.  Derbyshire has formed an NI7 Action Group made up of representatives from infrastructure organisations, Derbyshire County Council, the Culture Board and GO-EM.  In Lincolnshire the local authority has established a group to develop a Voluntary Sector Strategy, which will address particularly communication with and widening influence of the sector, and is making funding available to deliver key actions.  Northamptonshire and Rutland are at the early stage of planning, but expect progress in the near future following the recent appointment of key staff at Northamptonshire County Council and Voluntary Action Rutland.  
To date, no area has a full NI7 delivery plan, although Derbyshire and Nottingham have draft documents laying out issues which need to be addressed.  In Nottingham a Risk Assessment exercise was carried out on its list of identified objectives to create a hierarchy of priorities.  Nottinghamshire’s Thiriving Third Sector Group is a development of the multi-agency group working on Compact. A Visioning Event for this group at the end of April will look at:  Clarifying understanding of  what ‘third sector’ means; creating a vision of what the sector should look like; and starting to plan how to achieve that.
There was little evidence that significant additional resource has so far come into the sector via the LAA for delivery of NI7.  However most areas were at the early stages of developing a delivery plan, and did not rule this out.  In many cases, third sector infrastructure organisations were making significant investment in addressing some of the issues, either by attracting additional funding (e.g. Big Lottery, Capacitybuilders) or through realigning their own work and priorities.

Consultation with frontline organisations
Few areas had specifically consulted with frontline groups on National Indicator 7, though many had drawn intelligence on sector needs and issues from other consultation activities and events.  For example, Nottingham had carried out extensive consultation with frontline organisations around Compact the previous year and issues emerging from this have directly informed NI7 delivery planning.  
Other areas were planning to carry out consultation once there was a more concrete delivery plan.  For example, Nottinghamshire’s Thriving Third Sector Group is planning a visioning event which will result in a consultation document and this will be rolled out the sector for responses: 
“It will be interesting to see whether frontline organisations agree that we have identified the right issues.  As well as involving frontline organisations in that process we also need to involve frontline public sector staff – for example community development workers ‘on the ground’.”
	In November 2008 an event in Derbyshire titled Focus on National Indicator 7:  How can we all create an environment for a thriving third sector? was organised in partnership with the Culture Board, the Voice Project and 3D – Derbyshire’s Infrastructure Consortium.  A range of third sector organisations was invited by 3D members to contribute to the development of an action plan around NI7. 
Representatives of 47 third sector organisations joined members of the Culture Board to hear presentations about the indicator, the size and scope of the third sector, what might contribute to a ‘thriving third sector’ and how good partnership working can have a positive effect on all sectors. Discussion groups were then invited to discuss what has helped or hindered their organisation in regard to the following themes: Partnership arrangements; Funding relationships; Ability to influence decisions; Support from 2nd tier organisations.

Issues identified at this event were used as a starting point for the NI7 Action Planning Group.  Preliminary notes from this group’s discussions have been circulated to 3D members so that they can be used as the basis to consult with their membership (Have we identified the right issues?  How can we address them?) Once an NI7 Delivery Plan has been drafted, a follow-up event will be organised to discuss it with those who attended the initial event in November 2008.  There will also be wider consultation with frontline organisations via 3D membership and the Voice Project.


4:  WHAT WILL CREATE ‘AN ENVIRONMENT FOR A THRIVING THIRD SECTOR’?

Full findings from the National Survey of Third Sector Organisations will inform answers to this question (though as noted above, only from a relatively narrow range of organisations). However these have not yet been published.  Despite this, most respondents felt they had a clear sense of what issues were facing the sector in their area, and many had begun to address them. 
The issues identified fell into six broad categories:

(a) Understanding and evidencing the sector 

(b) Representation and communication

(c) Funding relationships

(d) Support to frontline organisations

(e) Implementing Compact

(f) Impact of the economic downturn

(a)  Understanding and evidencing the sector

Some respondents felt they lacked a clear picture of the sector and the state of the sector in their area,  which made it difficult to evidence both its contribution and its needs.  One respondent commented that public sector partners assume they hold comprehensive, coherent, readily available data about the sector – in fact, this is far from the reality. Some data is captured through local infrastructure organisations (for example CVS databases), but this is patchy.  One issue reported was inconsistency, even within subregions, about what information is captured, through what methods, and in what format. Another is that infrastructure organisations struggle with poor response rates, and with lack of resources and/or expertise to carry out robust research. 
Another concern was the lack of clear mechanisms for the third sector to evidence its contribution to the whole range of LAA targets and public sector priorities.  Information about how the sector is funded and from what sources would also provide evidence to public sector partners about the ‘added value’ of the sector.  
It was noted that the intangible side of the sector can get lost.  It is very difficult to measure the role and impact of small community groups, and of the third sector as a whole – and to evidence what the effect would be if it did not exist.  For example its links to neighbourliness, community cohesion, a thriving economy, a healthy democracy.

Finally, some respondents raised concerns about the Comprehensive Area Assessment and lack of clarity how evidence from the third sector would inform this.  Background information published by the Audit Commission as a starting point for the process was reported to be inaccurate, out of date, and lacking a fair reflection of the third sector’s role and contribution, and this had affected confidence that it would play a meaningful part in the CAA process. 
	In Nottingham, the CVS is leading on work to pull together a single, general database of third sector organisations in the county.  This will be web enabled for the public to access.  However it is also acknowledged that it may never be possible to have a single, universal database that meets all needs.  So another aspect of this work will be an effective communications strategy which signposts to sub sectoral or specialist organisations who have greater reach/expertise about their communities – knowing who to go to, in order to contact which groups.


	Nottinghamshire Infrastructure Consortium is commissioning a local survey which will take questions from the National Survey of Third Sector Organisations and put them to smaller, local voluntary and community groups using an online survey tool.  It is a partnership project:  Social enterprise Purple Zebra will set up the online survey and collate the data; it will be promoted to frontline organsations via NIC members; and the research team at Nottinghamshire County Council will interpret and analyse the data.  The survey will use sampling techniques to analyse data according to themes (type of organisation) and geography (district by district).  Although the timing and methodology don’t exactly match the the national survey, it will be interesting to see what kind of picture emerges – and how this differs from the picture presented by the national survey.


(b)  Representation and communication

A number of issues fell under this heading, all of which attempted to deal with the question of how such a wide, diverse and dispersed range of organisations can be fully engaged, consulted and involved in policy formulation and decision making.  
Generally, representation on strategic partnerships fell to infrastructure organisations and larger frontline organisations.  Most areas were considering the best ways to link in smaller frontline organisations, as well as ensuring that third sector representatives are accountable to and linked with the wider sector.
Some representational partnerships were seen as more responsive than others to third sector involvement.  Children and Young People’s Partnerships were mentioned by several respondents as relatively effective, as third sector representation is both built into the structures and resourced.  One obstacle to inclusion on some partnerships is that third sector groups who would want to engage are also providers and this can mean a conflict of interest – smaller groups can’t easily split policy and providing arms in the way that public sector agencies can.  It was also noted that the environment is not static – in some areas the third sector had worked to align itself to one set of representational structures and developed systems of representation, only to find itself having to adapt to changes to these structures.
Questions were raised about the role of infrastructure organisations in representing the sector (and the possible perception by the wider sector that they act as ‘gatekeepers’).  As representational structures develop, change and in some cases proliferate, the capacity of second tier organisations to represent sector becomes stretched.  Some areas were also beginning to question whether this model was appropriate. Perhaps infrastructure organisations can’t fully represent such a diverse range of organisations and interest groups, or be expected to be an expert in every issue.   In some areas work is taking place to build the skills and knowledge of frontline organisations to engage in representational partnerships.  Aligned to this is the development of systems and protocols for election/selection, consultation, reporting and feedback so that representatives advocate for, and are accountable to, the wider third sector.  
Part of this debate is also to clarify the limitations of this role and preclude misunderstanding. For example, acknowledging that it involves ‘advocacy’ for the sector, or ‘reflecting’ a range of sector views, rather than claiming to ‘represent’ the whole third sector.  
However, it was also noted that it may never be realistic to expect some third sector organisations to engage directly with these kinds of structures, so it is important to provide opportunities for them to influence in other ways.  There is a need to address different levels of understanding and engagement.  Some groups have very limited understanding about representational partnerships and the terminology is a barrier – for example ‘third sector’ as a concept is still alien to some.  So different levels of and types of engagement are needed to be fully inclusive – including local/district level activity.  
Finally we can’t (and perhaps shouldn’t) force people to engage if they don’t want to – if they don’t like the structures or processes that have been put in place they will go off and do something else  - that’s the nature of the sector!  The impetus to engage with these kinds of agendas often comes from public sector and to some extent third sector infrastructure –rather than from frontline organisations themselves.
Another issue was the need to develop mutual understanding between the public and third sectors.  The public sector needs to understand the strengths and limitations of the way the third sector works.  For example, that its diversity is one of its strengths, but that this also means that no one person or agency can directly represent it, and so proper consultation requires time, imagination and resources. Also, the need for information that is clear, appropriate, relevant and easily understood.  The need to protect the freedom of the sector to campaign and lobby was also raised as a concern.  
Equally, third sector organisations would benefit from better understanding of the constraints within which the public sector operates, so that they can respond to that in an appropriate way.  For example, working togther to develop clear, coherent arguments and recognising the need to provide robust evidence to support its arguments.  Part of this is being addressed by infrastructure organisations working togther better.  
A linked issue was a wish to see the third sector setting and driving its own agendas, rather than just responding to other agencies’ agendas. 
	Nottingham CVS is looking at developing an LAA Reps Network (possibly a  virtual network) so that third sector representatives can support each other and champion NI7 work as a cross-cutting issue.


	Voice for the Voluntary Sector in Derbyshire is a 3 year, Big Lottery Funded project developed by 3D, the infrastructure consortium for Derbyshire. It aims to help frontline voluntary and community sector groups to engage better with Local Strategic Partnerships and other representational partnerships. The project works jointly with local infrastructure organisations such as CVS to reach frontline organisations across the county.  The work includes policy interpretation and dissemination, information and training to help frontline organisations understand representational partnerships and the LAA and how they can make their voice heard.  The project has a section on the 3D website which includes information about the role of different partnerships and contact details of their third sector representatives on LSP boards and sub groups. The Voice Project also organises networking opportunities and opportunities to talk directly to policy and decision makers.  


	Northamptonshire Infrastructure Consortium has been working to address issues around communication and representation of the sector.  A Northampton Third Sector Partnership Agreement includes plans for a Third Sector Countywide Forum for frontline organisations, which will link to and from 7 district forums.  This body will appoint third sector representatives on countywide bodies such as LAA. A Third Sector Wider Partnership will draw together representatives from the Countywide Forum, Northamptonshire Infrastructure Consortium and other stakeholders such as statutory and business sector to discuss/agree cross sector matters.  The Partnership Agreement includes terms of reference for the different structures and an election and selection process for third sector representatives.


(c)  Funding relationships

The impact of changes in funding relationships was reported as a key issue in most areas.  In particular, the shift to commissioning and a more competitive environment, as third sector organisations faced competition with each other and with private sector providers for contacts. The importance of a ‘mixed economy’, offering different types and levels of funding to the third sector was emphasised. In particular the need to convince public sector partners to protect grant funding, and the need for commissioning processes and thresholds that do not exclude smaller third sector organisations (for example, by a shift towards large, centralised contracts).  The issue was not understood as malicious attempts by funders to decimate the third sector, but a failure to understand and consider the potential impact of decisions being made.  There is also a need to make the case to commissioners about the added value provided by the third sector.  This is not just about delivering public services on the cheap (private sector organisations are equally competitive), but about emphasising the added benefits that third sector organisations can offer – for example that they can retain a public service ethos, rather than just seeking profit.  
Linked to this was a need to develop third sector organisations’ own skills and knowledge so that they were able to respond to the changes, make informed choices, and take advantage of new funding opportunities. For example, funding advice, and capacity building around business planning, evidencing impact and becoming ‘contract ready’, as well as encouraging a social enterprise approach which would help to make the sector both more sustainable and more truly independent.
	Nottingham CVS’s Community Network Team is leading on work with public sector commissioners to improve funding arrangements and help them understand the third sector better.  For example: Protecting grant funding; promoting full cost recovery; reducing barriers to commissioning; raising awareness of the benefits of contracting with the third sector and giving the sector credit for this when scoring applications; raising awareness of the benefits (such as local knowledge, local jobs) of using local providers, including smaller third sector organisations.  Finally, encouraging joint commissioning and the use of similar paperwork and processes, which would reduce the administrative burden on third sector organisations. 


(d)  Support to frontline organisations

In some areas, consultation with frontline organisations had identified that the support services available were perceived as patchy, confusing or under-developed.  The Change Up process has forced subregional consortia to address some of these issues, and all have been funded to write and implement a development strategy for infrastructure services in their area.  In some subregions this has led to significant structural changes  - for example, in Leicestershire, the county council has shifted from funding several local infrastructure organisations to a single contract for a countywide infrastructure service.  
	In Nottingham, work is taking place to pull together group development workers from across the city and from public and third sectors, to ensure better co-ordination of services and resources offered to groups. 


	In Rutland, the main issue is that the sector is relatively under developed and infrastructure support has been poorly resourced.  Some organisations don’t see the need to develop formal structures and policies which would help them to develop or expand.  Funders report a lack of applications from Rutland, and/or that applications often fail.  In the past, this problem has been compounded by a perception that Rutland is uniformly a wealthy area.  Rural isolation, transport, an ageing population and access to services all present challenges for people within the area, particularly those on low incomes.  The current priority is to build the quality of infrastructure support to local frontline organisations.  Voluntary Action Rutland has secured significant investment from a range of sources for the next 3 years, and the organisation  faces a period of growth and development – this feels very positive.  It will enable the organisation to develop a range of services and support– training, mentoring, small group support, business planning, support around tendering for contacts, volunteer development, a skills bank, and developing its website


(e) Implementing Compact
Most respondents emphasised the link between NI7 and Compact–– that is, if Compact and its Codes were fully implemented, this would address most of the changes needed to create an environment for a thriving third sector.  In Nottingham and Nottinghamshire the implementation groups working on NI7 evolved directly from groups working on Compact, by widening the remit and membership of these groups.  In Nottingham, issues identified in consultation with frontline organisations around Compact were used as a starting point for setting NI7 objectives.  Derbyshire’s draft NI7 action plan includes as one of its priorities the need for work to make sure Compact is fully implemented.  

In some cases, Compact development had provided the sector with an opportunity to build credibility and develop relationships with public sector partners.  For example, in Leicestershire, relationships and trust built through the process had led to significant investment into the sector via the LAA to lead on the Stronger Communities agenda: “Compact opened the door and so we were in the right place at right time”.  
(f) Impact of the economic downturn
Most respondents felt that it was too early yet to have any clear and tangible evidence of the effect of the economic climate on the third sector.  Speculations on what the future impact might be included:

· Concerns that funding pressures on the statutory sector will lead to savings at the expense of third sector organisations. There was a perception that grant budgets and funding for infrastructure support are particularly vulnerable to cuts.  However commissioning might also be affected: In one area there had been redundancies within the local authority and a freeze on recruitment; as a result, commissioning timelines had slipped; and there was a greater reluctance to commission services currently delivered in-house.  Or alternatively, concerns that there will be a shift towards large single contracts which are cheaper than numerous smaller contracts, but less easily accessible to smaller third sector organisations.  
· The impact of falling investments.  While this might have the most direct impact on larger national charities, it will also have a knock on effect on the wider sector (as grant making trusts and community foundations will also have to deal with a fall in their income.  
· Respondents differed on the potential impact on donor funding – some speculated that this would fall, others pointed to the latest Red Nose Day and their experiences in previous downturns, which anticipated a poor response but found that people were more willing than ever to give.  
· An increase in volunteering, or changes in patterns of volunteering were anticipated by some, as a response to increasing unemployment and redundancy .  However this had not yet led to a reported increase in Volunteer Centre use.
· Increased demand on services is another issue.  Advice agencies are already reporting an sharp rise in demand.  Others are likely to follow – for example, organisations dealing with homelessness and housing, worklessness, domestic violence and emotional resilience (such as counselling services).  Coupled with falling incomes, this has a direct impact on individuals needing to access support: 
 “I would suggest that we faced a substantial decrease in funding levels starting about 2 years ago, which many organisations have had to accommodate.  In relation to levels of demand for service then it is clear that there have been substantial increases in levels of demand, the key issue here is that many services were already over-stretched and so it will tend to increase the queues/waiting lists.  As there seems little likelihood in an increase in levels of funding then it would suggest that this is going to have an impact on individuals”.
· Another potential impact on individuals is the effect on community cohesion – e.g. 
as jobs become scarcer, potential conflict between sectors of the community based on who is perceived to be getting those jobs. Some also expressed concerns that poorer, more deprived and rural areas would be disproportionately affected by the downturn, so third sector organisations in these areas would be put under greatest pressure.
A response to these economic downturn is being discussed both at LSPs and within infrastructure consortia, and some activity is already taking place.  For example,  Northamptonshire Infrastructure Consortium has commissioned Northamptonshire Community Foundation to carry out a targeted phone survey of 100 organisations – to find out how they are faring financially.  This will also inform where the Foundation targets future funding.   In Derbyshire, the sector is leading on a piece of cross-sector work to develop a countywide Financial Inclusion Strategy.   In Leicestershire, the County Council has put an extra £100k into Citizens Advice Bureaux. CAB in Rutland have received additional funding to extend their opening hours.

5.  WHAT WILL DETERMINE THE SUCCESS OF NI7?

(a) In some places, third sector partners were weighing up the benefits of being allowed to lead, steer and control the agenda against concerns that it would be held accountable if targets were not met.  Some expressed a concern that NI7 could easily be (mis)perceived to be a narrowly ‘third sector issue’, and hence sidelined.  NI7 is about how the public sector creates an environment for the third sector to survive – not a measure of how the third sector is performing (or even, whether or not it is thriving).  However, it was not always clear that public sector partners fully understood this.  
(b) ‘Buy in’ from public sector partners is a linked issue.  Statutory sector organisations are huge, complex structures which only come together at the top level, and are not always ‘joined up’ at the different levels.  So there is a need for support from public sector partners at the most senior level to ensure that actions are implemented and issues addressed in a cross cutting way.  However to ensure long-term change, there is also a need for understanding and buy-in from staff at all levels, including frontline staff – and from elected members.
(c) Some respondents pointed out the challenge of achieving real change without substantial extra investment. In many areas it was not yet clear whether and what additional resources would be made available to support the process.  
(d) One respondent expressed cynicism about the level of influence the third sector can ever really expect to have:  
“As a partner we are always going to have limited negotiating power. For example, the total turnover of the whole sector is tiny compared with the kinds of budgets that the public sector has at its disposal.  And that limits the level of influence we can have.   Even if [the CVS] could claim to represent the [third] sector, with its disperate and diverse turnover of around £2 million a year, that has to be set against public sector partners with £250 million under the control of 2 men.”
(e) The effect of the economic downturn presents another challenge, as it may be hard to sustain current levels satisfaction– let alone bring about a measurable increase.  As a range of economic and political changes hit the sector (funding cuts, spending review, impact of commissioning) groups might actually feel much less positive in two years time about the environment in which they operate.

(f) Some respondents felt that NI7 should be treated by the third sector as a means to an end rather than an end in itself: 
“I don’t feel like we [the third sector] own the national indicators.  We sign up to this because that puts what we’re doing on an agenda... So a better approach might be to operate within the resources we’ve got, try and get things on the right agendas, not worry about achieving targets.  In other words, forget the survey!  We will take a lead because it helps us to position ourselves where we want to be – that is at the right meetings to talk about broader issues”
(g)   Limitations of the NI7 measure and the National Survey
Most people had misgivings about how NI7 was measured and the methodology of the National Survey.  The general response was that the survey findings were of some, but limited use:  

“Any data is useful because we have so little, and hopefully the more detailed data from the survey will identify issues that need more work which will inform the development of NI7”.  

Most people were pragmatic about the survey’s limitations.  Few people expressed surprise at the headline reports for their area.
An obvious weakness, raised by most respondents, was that the survey was only sent to a limited range of organisations. Some respondents stated that the majority of their membership was excluded by this decision. Another concern was that the methodology (a long questionnaire) would lead to a further bias in favour of the most engaged or best resourced organisations, as these would be most willing and able to spend time on this type of activity.  

Because of this, there was a feeling that the survey would present an unrealistically rosy picture, as these kinds of organisations were more likely to give a positive response.  To some extent this is backed up by findings in the headline reports that “third sector organisations that stated they have greater direct dealings with local statutory bodies were much more likely to give a positive or very positive rating.” [8] 
Another criticism is that the survey only measures organisations which are established at the time of the survey, and re-surveys the same organisations two years later. The view was expressed that an ‘environment for a thriving third sector’ should equally be one that supports new groups to emerge and develop. 
One dilemma for work around NI7 is the possibility of ‘hitting the target but missing the point’ – for example, work targeted at improving the operating environment only for larger or more formal third sector organisations might lead to positive results in the re-survey, but hardly benefit the wider sector.  Conversely, it would be possible to make significant improvements in the environment for new or smaller groups without seeing any impact on the NI7 ‘score’.

6.  REGIONAL RESPONSES

(a)  Limitations of a regional approach

One caveat to a regional response was the social, economic and geographical differences that exist between subregions. This means that the third sector is very different in different types of areas. One respondent expressed a lack of commonality with other parts of the region, which made engagement with regional structures and debates of limited value.
A further issue for One-EM is that the regional agenda is perceived to be ‘off the boil’ so there is no immediate and pressing need for a sector voice at regional level.   However the point was made that this had been a high priority in the recent past, and things might change again (for example,  if Multi Area Agreements ‘take off’, if City Regions start to emerge).  So One East Midlands at least needs to be there so that we don’t have to reinvent it later on.”
(b)  Facilitating discussion and information sharing
There was general support for regional policy or issues groups, bringing together networks of people doing similar work to share ideas, knowledge and progress and learn from what is happening in other areas; or just to be aware of what other people are doing:

 “This would help helps us have a sense of how we’re progressing and also have comparisons that could be used as a ‘lever’ in our own area”.
“It would be helpful to have some discussion with colleagues in the region about what implementation looks like – we are all going to have to deliver on NI7 anyway, so it would be interesting to consider whether some level of regional co-ordination is possible.  The issues may not match up, but it would be interesting to explore this”.  
Local Area Agreements are necessarily just that.  So some respondents felt that in the longer term, this could not be more than an arena to share information and good practice.  Opinions differed on the format this could take.  There were suggestions that it could be a virtual network, with have occasional meetings. Even just a list of contacts of colleagues doing similar kinds of work or addressing similar kinds of issues would be useful.
(c)  Policy response

A number of people suggested that One East Midlands could offer the sector a stronger voice with GO-EM, and through this relationship influence and raise third sector concerns with local authorities. There was a feeling that while guidance coming down from central Government is good, this (like Compact) is not necessarily being implemented locally.  So there may be a role for working with GO-EM (and in particular regional third sector policy officers) to influence local authorities.  
More generally, to give the sector a louder voice on policy issues, to consult with the sector at subregional level on policy issues and represent those views.
(d)  Leadership and developing a common approach
“When the LAA was being negotiated it would have been helpful to have some regional leadership for the sector.  For example, that we should all be pushing for this, or giving us some sense of what was going on in other areas.  I don’t know what’s happening in other areas, who has got NI7 and who hasn’t, and how they got there.”
One suggestion was a mechanism to have sector reps on working groups monitoring LAA priorities was suggested (similar to the joint improvement service which brings together people involved in Children’s Trusts and services as a group once each quarter).  National guidance exists on the role and remit of these groups, which could be drawn on.

Another possibility relates to Comprehensive Area Assessments: 
“Helping us to engage in that process and share our experience with other areas.  Desktop research published by the Audit Commission as a starting point did not capture sector involvement, and we have had to correct that.  So something around the mechanics/process of how the Audit Commission carries out the CAA and how the sector can engage with that”
(e)  Further research

There were mixed reactions to the suggestion of regionally co-ordinated ‘state of the sector’ research.  Some respondents felt that research to ‘dig under’ the national survey would be useful, to survey smaller voluntary and community groups and compare the findings with the survey results from the national survey.   This could be survey materials rolled out locally (via local networks) but co-ordinated, collated and analysed regionally.  Others were less convinced that this would be useful – there would be a significant ‘time lag’ with the national survey, and some respondents expressed a ‘so what’ factor – what new information would you get, and what would you do with it?

One repspondent noted that at one time EMDA had proposed a regional database of social enterprises, and a database of the third sector.  One-EM could co-ordinate a reponse to this - either to say firmly that it isn’t possible/appropriate; or if it is possible to co-ordinate how it is developed.
Another suggestion was to look at differences in the political make up of different areas and how (or whether) this affects the issues faced by the third sector.
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APPENDIX 1: National Survey of Third Sector Organisations: Headline Results for Local Authority Areas in the East Midlands

	Local Authority
	2008 NI7 Score
(%)
	Target Score

(%)
	Target increase

(%)

	Derby UA
	20.0
	26.1
	6.1

	Derbyshire
	14.3
	18.0
	3.7

	Leicester UA
	19.6
	25.2
	5.6

	Leicestershire
	17.3
	21.3
	4.0

	Lincolnshire
	16.2
	20.0
	3.8

	Northamptonshire
	12.9
	16.6
	3.7

	Nottingham UA
	19.1
	24.1
	5.0

	Nottinghamshire
	19.1
	16.2
	4.3

	Rutland
	11.0
	17.2
	6.2

	National
	16.2
	n/a
	n/a


	Local Authority
	2008 

NI7 Score
	Very positive influence
	Positive influence
	Neither positive nor negative influence
	Negative influence
	Very negative influence
	Don’t know/ No answer
	Respondents
	Response rate

	
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	%
	number
	%

	Derby UA
	20.0
	2
	19
	48
	12
	7
	13
	202
	36

	Derbyshire
	14.3
	1
	13
	56
	8
	3
	19
	573
	54

	Leicester UA
	19.6
	1
	18
	44
	16
	4
	17
	269
	36

	Leicestershire
	17.3
	2
	16
	51
	7
	4
	20
	530
	53

	Lincolnshire
	16.2
	1
	15
	51
	9
	4
	20
	595
	55

	Northamptonshire
	12.9
	1
	12
	54
	10
	5
	19
	546
	51

	Nottingham UA
	19.1
	2
	17
	52
	9
	6
	14
	321
	42

	Nottinghamshire
	19.1
	3
	17
	51
	6
	4
	19
	518
	50

	Rutland
	11.0
	1
	10
	55
	11
	0
	23
	88
	57

	National
	16.2
	1
	15
	51
	9
	5
	19
	48,939
	47


Local contextual data
	
	Registered third sector organisations
	Third sector employees (FTE)
	Third sector trustees/directors

	Local Authority
	Number
	per 1,000 capita
	Number
	per 1,000 capita
	Number
	per 1,000 capita

	Derby UA
	555
	2.37
	2,790
	11.94
	2,558
	10.95

	Derbyshire
	2,154
	2.88
	4,078
	5.46
	10,817
	14.47

	Leicester UA
	827
	2.87
	2,721
	9.45
	3,371
	11.70

	Leicestershire
	1,778
	2.83
	3,133
	4.99
	8,235
	13.12

	Lincolnshire
	2,310
	3.40
	4,048
	6.02
	11,726
	17.28

	Northamptonshire
	2,204
	3.38
	9,897
	15.18
	10,287
	15.78

	Nottingham UA
	896
	3.21
	2,910
	10.44
	3,848
	13.81

	Nottinghamshire
	1,916
	2.51
	4,101
	5.38
	9,603
	12.59

	Rutland
	155
	4.16
	1,043
	27.96
	858
	23.00

	National
	170,552
	3.38
	640,198
	12.69
	772,173
	15.31


Source:  http://www.nstso.com/results/  (February 2009)

APPENDIX 2:  INTERVIEW QUESTIONS
1.  Decision to include NI7

· Who lobbied for the inclusion of NI7 as a priority indicator? How did it come about?

· For areas which don’t have NI7 – why/ how was the decision taken not to include it? 

2.  NI7 Delivery

· Which partnership/theme board/agency is responsible for delivery of NI7

· How has planning for delivery of NI7 been approached?

· How is the planning progressing? 

· Who has been involved? 

· How have they been involved? 

· What stage is the planning at now?

· What issues have been identified?

· What are the main action points within the plan?

· Has any additional funding/resource been made available to deliver NI7?

· How does it link to Compact?

3.  Consultation

· Have frontline organisations been consulted or involved in the planning?

· At what stage?  Using what methods?

4.  National Survey of Third Sector Organisations
· What do you think of the findings of the headline report for your area? 
(e.g. Any surprises? Has it influenced your approach?)

· Any comments on the survey and how it was carried out (methodology, sample, etc.) 

· How useful do you think the full results will be and how will you use them?

· What local research/intelligence (if any) will you use/commission in addition to the National Survey?

5.  Current economic climate

· What impact do you think the economic downturn is going to have?

· How are you addressing this?

· Has it led to any changes in your NI7 plan?

6.  Issues and regional response
· What are the main issues which will determine success/failure?

· Is there anything which could be addressed at a regional level?

· Is there anything you would like One East Midlands to do?
(e.g. lobbying, research, co-ordinated response, policy groups)
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