CVS critical issues raised in discussion with Penny

I talked to most people attending the event, to find out about the range of interests. Here are some of the questions and issues raised which struck me. 

Whose agenda are we dancing to?

· Are we government led or community led?

· Business models are taking over from social action and justice.

· Local consultation is on statutory interests not community interests

· What are we doing to help ourselves?

· Who speaks out on behalf of local people?

Specific stuff going on

· Healthwatch role – contractual stresses, the patient’s voice

· Localism Act – a paper tiger? Offloading community liabilities

· Impact of benefit cuts, especially the bedroom tax

· The dilemmas of volunteer-run services eg.library take overs

· But good things happening too – mergers that were needed, bringing people together, loss of money increasing freedom of action, good councils, community development work.

What’s happening to CVSs & what does the future look like?

· What money is available, for what, under whose conditions and where is this leading us? Networking is diminishing. Contracts are too small or too immense to be of any relevance to most groups.
· Much of CVS work continues to be organisational development and governance, as well as a representational role for VCS. How well does this work and how relevant still?
· The question is not “what services do you deliver?” but “what are you – really?” What are we there for? What principles underpin CVS activities? What is the CVS’s political vision and values? Are there any “lines in the sand” which it would not cross?
· What do we stand for? Who do we stand with? We can’t ignore poverty in the area and take a neutral stand. What can we do about it?

· Why do CVSs model their structures on local authorities? What effect does this have on their culture? How does culture affect activities and ways of operating?
· Can we do without money? Should we charge for what we do? What’s the role that CVSs can realistically play given the resources available?

· The future will be volunteer-based, not paid professionals. How much work will remain with contracted agencies?

· How brave can we be? What are we allowed to do? What’s our capacity to support dissent?
· How well do trustees serve local community interests?
· How well does NAVCA serve its members’ interests and those of local people?
· To what extend should or can we be bound by the NAVCA definition of what a CVS is?
What’s happening to our members?

· The differences are no longer between voluntary and community groups, but between contracted voluntary services and others with little or no money

· There are tense relationships between groups, especially within consortiums and lead bodies. How well do CVSs deal with conflict within its membership?

· How are voluntary services held to account: for the quality of their services; and the way they behave?

· What are the strategic forums and connections for local voluntary action – with whom, for what, who benefits and who gets left out?

· Where do local campaigns and activists fit into our membership? We mostly deal with groups not individuals or informal networks – this is a flaw in working with local people.

Relationships with Councils and other statutory bodies

· What’s the nature of the relationship with the Council? Dissent is part of this but how does this get negotiated/understood?

· Strategic forums – with whom, about what and who benefits?

· What does “representing the VCS” mean? How does the CVS get called to account for what it says/does on behalf of voluntary groups?

· Is there lobbying and engagement with the political process? Is this the CVS job, or is their job to assist local people/groups to do this directly?
· Where a council is hostile, damaging to or refusing to have engagement with voluntary action, would principled exit be of greater benefit?
What’s the job that needs to be done?

· A service for the community, not for organisations

· Not capacity building or governance but community development, tackling community pressures, skills sharing, speaking out and acting with others

· Based on values, principles and purpose to channel anger and frustration with what is going on

· But......CVSs are not radical agencies and are constrained by their membership, funding and charitable law.....

What’s the organising that’s needed for the job?

· Building relationships and bringing together different contributions and roles - insiders, outsiders, volunteers, activists, subversives, statutory and voluntary workers, trade unions
