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Background

No-one knows what the future will bring but being informed and plugged into support will help the VCS to manage change as it occurs. 
One EM invited Nick Hurd, Shadow Minister for the Third Sector, to  give an overview of the Conservative Party’s Green Paper “A stronger society, voluntary action in the 21st century” at One East Midland Conference on the 24 November 08.  The Green Paper sets out a range of proposals on:

· giving; 
· funding; 
· capacity building; 
· social enterprise and; 
· public service delivery. 
It was a chance to learn what the Green Paper might mean for the voluntary and community sector and to gather views to feed back to the Conservative Party.

A full briefing of the Conservative Party’s Green Paper can be found on our website, www.oneeastmidlands.org.uk/policy_list.php?.

Introduction
At One East Midlands’ conference held on the 24th of November, Nick Hurd, Shadow Minister for Charities, Social Enterprise and Volunteering gave an overview of the Conservative Party’s Green Paper “A stronger society, voluntary action in the 21st century”.  
A range of delegates from various backgrounds attended the event including members of local VCS, regional VCS, regional government and BME and disability organisations. Delegates then participated in a discussion where they were asked 3 questions:
· What does the paper mean for the sector?
· What do we want to say to the Conservative Party about their view of the role of the VCS?
· What might we do locally, regionally and nationally to prepare for a possible change in power? 
This is a brief summary of some of the views expressed by delegates during the discussions that took place.

What does the paper mean for the sector?
Participants felt that the raw message of the paper was positive and welcomed its recognition of the sector and acknowledgement of its value.   In terms of what the green paper means for the sector, participants noted the shift in policy away from organisations to focus on ordinary people getting involved. 

What do we want to say to the Conservatives about their view of the role of the 3rd sector? 
This is a summary of the main points that were expressed by delegates during the course of the discussion:

Volunteering becoming a social norm
Discussions favoured encouraging the attitude in society that volunteering is something that everyone should be involved in, i.e. it should become a social norm. Whilst there was broad agreement that there has not been enough emphasis on this from the current government, and welcomed the green paper’s commitment to this it was noted that the green paper does not state how this will be promoted and achieved. The group suggested linking volunteering with education and work experience and to raise the profile of volunteering more generally.
Infrastructure
Participants questioned whether the need for infrastructure organisations was understood by the Conservative Party. Infrastructure organisations were seen by delegates as being needed as they can take an objective stance and act as an interface between those who understand the issues and those on the ground. Other points were made regarding the importance of infrastructure including that infrastructure can support increasing the skills and the capacity of the voluntary and community sector.
Grants and commissioning
Participants were positive about the emphasis the Conservative Green Paper put on grant funding. However, participants felt that there should not be a “one size fits all” approach and a mixed offer encompassing varied ways of funding the sector should be worked towards. 
Localism

With the trend to move towards localism, there may be a greater need for infrastructure support, particularly because there may be a lack of awareness of policy at a local level. Questions were raised over what localism meant, whether different Local Authorities would have different targets, and how this would affect their relationship with the VCS. There were concerns that the green paper showed a lack of support for regional organisations. 
What might we do locally, regionally and nationally to prepare for a change of power? 
A key point was the need for continued dialogue between the Conservative Party and the sector. The sector needs to be prepared for the possibility of a change of government at the next election. If the Conservative Party does gain power, the VCS and Third Sector need to have open and clear channels of communication with government. 
Early Recommendations regarding changes to the Green Paper
· raise the profile of volunteering;
· offer incentives for volunteering;
· link volunteering to education and work experience;
· gather evidence of Local Authorities working well with the VCS and evidence the impact;
· reward achievement, recognition for outstanding voluntary organisations;
· have people close to the need, setting priorities for commissioning;
· more detail and factual evidence for changes to the Big Lottery and detail on how the Conservative Party will change it; 

· a combination of grants and contracts.
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