Campaign priorities and work programme 2010-on

(revised version following Planning Group of 25/2/10 and other discussions)

The Coalition is not a lobby group. We do not have the resources or inclination to influence the policy or practice of government or state agencies. Our interest is in arguing and encouraging, as practically as we can, voluntary and community sector groups and organisations to adopt and pursue Coalition perspectives and ideas regarding the freedom and independence of voluntary action. Our focus is both on working directly with VCS groups individually and on influencing the practice of second tier and other support agencies. Indeed we regard the latter as important because they often have the structures, connections and resources to support the kind of organising that is needed within the sector.

We have debated and agreed the main priorities for our campaign work over the coming 12-18 months. These are:

· Challenging current policy on the role of the voluntary sector in the provision of public services with particular stress on the damaging and regressive intentions and effects of privatisation (both for public services and for an independent voluntary sector), and the need for new understandings about the proper role of voluntary action and mechanisms for state funding;

· Reasserting one of the historic strengths of the VCS – inclusive, participative, non-bureaucratic styles of organisation and management, and to defend these ways of working in the face of a management orthodoxy imported from the private sector;

· Promoting and trying to safeguard the community sector, especially local action by local people, as a counterpoint to the increasingly tight focus of the sector ‘leadership’ on the more professionalised, service-providing voluntary agencies.

Some of this campaign work will be taken forward as part of the continuing core work of the Coalition, that is:

· Promotional and issue-raising work, often at national level (website, newsletter, speaking, articles etc)

· Policy work – developing our position on issues of relevance to our themes (leading to leaflets, pamphlets or placed articles), organising around these themes, and monitoring other people’s positions

· General networking and responding to approaches (answering queries, meeting with and putting people in touch with one another, maintaining a social network, etc.)

· Building the alliance and keeping the show on the road (supporting the Planning Group and Assembly, servicing the CIC, managing the money, fund raising and general administration).

In addition, we aim to take specific pieces of work forward as ‘projects’ which will be undertaken as resources and capacity allows. Our shopping list of projects is currently:

Work on funding regimes
A report of the work with Adur Voluntary Action will be available soon. The material is very strong, respondents indicating serious problems arising from commissioning strategies in West Sussex. This can feed into our general critique of funding regimes and can also be linked to Jan Crawley’s work in the S.W Foundation, where the thrust is on identifying what positive approaches we want from funders. The work will focus on identifying funding and resourcing which supports rather than undermines independent action. 
[From Planning Group notes: Adrian would like work to continue in West Sussex. This could take the form of a longitudinal study to follow the story there for the next two years. A more active alternative would be to fund and support active organising in the area against the changes taking place with commissioning. There is some rustling in the undergrowth, partly as a result of the work we have already been doing there. We could continue this. Again, an important part of this is to focus on the alternative demands, develop the models and promote them (and this should be more than just arguing for a return to grants). We should also be clear what the Tories may be proposing (called ‘The future for Voluntary Action’?’ or similar). We should connect with the Local Grants Forum and try to ensure that their work complements ours.]

The role and function of voluntary action and the impact of the recession
Much of the work on funding relates to that part of the sector now working under contract to statutory bodies. 2010 will see the beginnings of expenditure cuts and many of these agencies are likely to get caught up in this. This can provide the opportunity to encourage VCS groups to review their involvement with the privatisation of public services. We need to do some framing of the issues involved, make links with whoever is already active (e.g. the unions) and agree ways in which we can best create opportunities to influence the scene. We have been granted £3,300 by the Network for Social Change, as a contribution to this work (which will include a focus on the community sector as well).
[From Planning Group notes: these two aspects are related but also separate. There was a concern expressed that we need to be more explicit about the threat to advocacy and campaigning as a proper role. How can we keep this in? There is room for research, identifying where people are doing it right and for work (e.g. training) to equip people to do it better. Chris thought that this kind of work would fit the guidelines for City Parochial Foundation and he is happy to draft an application. It was clarified that our involvement would be to shape and determine the direction of this work rather than necessarily to undertake it all ourselves (for example mounting training courses would be best done with other locally based agencies). Dorothy suggested linking this with work that Colin Rochester is doing in Islington.]
The impact of management styles on voluntary action
This work is already in hand, the next step being the workshop in Nottingham on the 27th February. One output will certainly be a policy paper on the issues, but we will look for other ways to introduce our perspective to the sector. Discussions have already started and elements of a campaign plan are emerging: sparking debate within workplaces; working with unions; a focus on pay differentials, as a critical factor influencing the move to managerialism; exploring the idea of ‘independence audits’ – working with individual agencies and groups to help them identify how independent they really are.
Continued involvement with local action on advice issues
We need to finish off the existing work with AUK and review future possibilities, but one might be extending the work to other areas, bearing in mind what we have learnt so far about this. This might or might not involve continued work with AUK.
Action on local second tier roles and functions
We have agreed that generic (like CVSs) and specialist (e.g. homelessness, community care) second tier agencies are key to mobilising at local level. We need to find more effective ways of linking into progressive work amongst these agencies and influencing the rest. This is one area where we may be able to work up an application to City Parochial (this would need to be work that has relevance to London, though it need not all be based around London groups). Work aimed at influencing the national second tier agencies would continue to be included in the core work, e.g. via the newsletter. This work may create opportunities for dialogue and maybe even some joint working with the national agencies (the recent Compact action is an example of the approach in action).
Supporting and promoting the community sector
We are at the beginning here and need to take advice and views from others better placed to see the best role for us to play (e.g. Matt Scott at the Community Sector Coalition). We’re not sure at this point what would be the best way forward, so we need a piece of work to shape our approach here.
[from Planning group notes: it was noted that NAVCA and FCDL (Federation for Community Development Learning) have got some money to do a survey of community action (further details not known).]
Personalisation or Self Directed Support
[from Planning Group notes: it was suggested that we should add a further area of work here. The changes are about to commence (April) and the issues are very complex. On the one hand the idea that people should be able to control directly the way their support needs are met is very good. On the other hand, the changes are likely to wreak havoc in the care landscape, introducing fierce competition, stressing sales and marketing techniques and assumptions, abrogation of quality issues (the market will decide) and allowing statutory bodies off the hook of being responsible for what happens. Given how people are aerated about all this the Coalition should have a position and probably be active in the area. This could connect with thinking that is just beginning (Penny is co-ordinating) about our involvement in health and social care generally.
The loss of advocacy and campaigning
An important casualty of VCS agencies taking contracts, especially to run erstwhile public services (home care for example), is the loss of the potential and inclination for these agencies to undertake advocacy and campaign work. We want to spotlight this situation and find ways of supporting the re-creation of this work where it has disappeared or become emasculated.
Building a critical research facility
We are constantly being asked by Coalition activists for evidence they can use in their own areas to back up their arguments (e.g. on the effects of commissioning, or effective models of joint working with the statutory sector). We need to create useful and practical links with academics and researchers who have this information, or who are well placed to find it, but which never gets out of their own orbit. We are in touch with academics in Birkbeck College, Roehampton, Nottingham Trent, and Essex Universities and want to encourage them to develop a critical research network that will service and add independent to action on Coalition issues and agendas; 
Communications and reaching out to our constituency
This could be a ‘project’ of its own as we have already clocked the need to be more specific and focussed in this area. So a strategy for getting our policy papers and other lessons from our work out to people, using social networking more effectively, or building the database could be examples of work that we could put in hand.

Specifically, there has been some support for the idea of a national conference as a way of raising the Coalition’s profile, building solidarity amongst supporters and as a means of consulting about the focus and direction of the Coalition’s work. If it is agreed to go ahead with this, then judging the right moment will be vital. It will also need a substantial lead-in time in order to stimulate interest and participation. On present reckoning a conference may be appropriate for the end of this year/early 2011.
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