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National Coalition for Independent Action (NCIA) 
is an alliance of individuals and organisations who 
believe that now, more than ever, we need to unite in 
independent voluntary and community action.

Protect our role and our future

Be it stamp collecting or social reform, the liberty to 
join together to pursue shared interests, even when 
these might bring us into conflict with others, is a 
crucial part of democratic society. For centuries, 
what we now call the voluntary and community 
sector (VCS) has been a haven for innovation and 
action and a way of holding governments and other 
powerful interests to account.

Under the previous New Labour government, local 
voluntary sector organisations were pressured to 
sacrifice their autonomy and operate, alongside 
the private sector, as a delivery vehicle for public 
services: competing for contracts, meeting 
government targets and following rigid performance 
management systems. In many organisations, 
these measures forced ways of working, such as 
undemocratic hierarchies and managers who don’t 
understand the frontline activity, which contradicted 
their charitable ethos. 

Time to fight for independence
●  Are you angry about cuts to our public services?
●  Are you cynical about plans for a ‘big society’?
●  Do you feel free to speak out and act on what matters to you?
●  Are you worried your organisation is losing sight of its purpose? 

The government’s programme of continued 
privatisation of public services is intensifying this 
pressure. The losers are the historic mainstay of 
the UK voluntary sector: smaller, service-focused 
groups, rooted in communities. The modest, 
demand-led grant programmes they previously 
used to support their own identified local needs are 
disappearing. At the same time, the bulk of voluntary 
action – small unfunded community groups helping 
to hold communities together or campaign for social 
justice – continue to be patronised and ignored. The 
‘big society’ is a big, de-regulated market place, 
with no plan for democratic renewal beyond telling 
people to do it for themselves. Services for and 
accountable to vulnerable or marginalised people 
and anything that cannot be run on a profit-making 
basis will have to be provided by volunteers or will 
disappear. This, combined with public service cuts, 
will disproportionately affect the less well off.

Get talkinG 

It is surprising how little debate there has been in 
the VCS about these changes. Are there things 
that you are asked to do at work which offend your 
values or which will damage your organisation or its 
users? Are their others in your local area you think ➜
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you should be linking with in solidarity instead of 
competing against? Does your community group 
still find itself without the resources or help that 
would allow it to do the things you think are needed 
in your area? Tell your stories, mobilise people 
and campaign locally for what you want. If your 
independence is already compromised and being 
directly oppositional is not possible, there are more 
subtle ways of using your influence. Insist on an 
equal relationship with your funder, negotiate and 
design your own service and monitoring systems. 

act toGether

Your arguments will be stronger if you look for 
allies. Involve your users and colleagues in other 
organisations and other sectors. Involve concerned 
people and the press. Link with trade unions and 
anti-cuts campaigns. Find out what others are 
facing. If networks don’t already exist, the effort to 
put them in place can be well rewarded and can 
remind you you’re not alone.

SPeak uP

‘Second tier’ support groups or infrastructure 
organisations, such as councils for voluntary 
service, need to link meaningfully with their 
members to make sure their views are represented. 
They need to make it clear to funders that their 
representational role is central to their existence and 
cannot be sacrificed. At national level, federations, 
membership organisations and trade unions can 
research and report on threats and damage to the 
sector and speak plainly about what must change. 
They can refuse to conspire with policies and 
practices which threaten independence.

SuPPort our caMPaiGnS

NCIA has three linked campaign areas.

1. Public services and privatisation
We are gathering people’s stories about their 
experiences, tips on local campaigning, negotiating 
with commissioners and ways of funding 
independent action. Contact us for our paper on 
the effects of privatisation, cuts, ‘big society’ and 
localism. Get in touch so we can link you with others 
speaking up in your local area or field of work. 

2. Managing for independence
Being well managed in the voluntary and community 
sector is more than just being efficient in providing 
services, it is about changing society for the better. 
We want to promote appropriate management styles 
for voluntary organisations so they can keep their 
purpose and soul intact. We want to stop inspiration 
drying up in the face of heavy handed performance 
management practices that should never have been 
adopted. Ask us for our leaflet on this subject and 
share it with your colleagues or help us to trial our 
‘independence audit’ for organisations. 

3. Supporting activism
We are seeking ways to support initiatives by people 
and groups for social change and justice, and to 
speak out against policies which threaten it. We are 
working with organisations who use values-based 
approaches to develop people’s skills for collective 
action. We want to talk to activists about what 
would help them with their actions and to people 
who support activists about how they do it. Get in 
touch if you’re doing this or wish that you were!
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If you would like to know more about NCIA and 
get involved, please have a look at our website:  
www.independentaction.net (you can sign up 
to our newsletter there) or contact us at:  
info@independentaction.net


