Cuts, Austerity and Hard Hit Communities - The CVS role

CVS Speak Easy – Friday September 13th, 11-3.30pm

Main points from the discussions

Setting the scene & a critical view of now

A sketch of what’s going on in local areas - for local people and voluntary/community groups (good and bad).

Firstly.... What’s Happening to Local People?
· Rural and urban food banks and the impact of benefit cuts. Many areas are hard hit. In some areas, there are sub-groups looking at this. A business model is being applied to food banks, as a model for expansion. Do we want to expand food banks? No! The impacts of cuts on disabled people are particularly felt. Some CVS trustees are involved in these areas.

· Example of a community group taking over a local library. Many councils see voluntary groups as useful as cuts take effect. What can community activism be? Can CVS be involved? 
· The people with whom small VCS groups are working are poorer so more support is needed. And there are more public spending cuts on the way. Cuts to public services are increasing the inequalities in affluent areas eg. in rural areas.
· Healthwatch is relevant, as it links to individuals. Will CVSs running Healthwatch have the capacity to deal with the demands made by campaigners such as disability rights activists?

· Homelessness  and other social problems are growing. In one area, the CVS put on a “Call to Action” event. In another, there is a community-led campaign to save their local hospital, with the support of the local council, which is leading a judicial review.
· Day centres are closing. Other community services, such as community transport , are being tendered, with the council competing against voluntary groups. 
· Volunteering activities provide a link with local people.
· Financial inclusion: BIG Local 40% - social investment.

Secondly.....What’s happening to local groups & CVSs?
CVS 1: Bigger voluntary organisations are busy with commissioning and contracts, social enterprise and management-speak. There is no recognition of tensions implicit in this. The CVS is not close enough to residents.

CVS 2: the local Community Empowerment Network not working on campaigning, but works instead with the statutory sector. The CVS is not working close to ground. CVS clients are local groups who do know what is happening on ground. It is the CVS role to report.

CVS3: The council is the main funder of the CVS, whose sees its role to provide evidence of what is happening to local people. There are mixed views of this locally: that what is being reported by the CVS is too political; while others say the CVS is too close to the council.

CVS4: There has been a push for local agencies, including the CVSs and CABx, to merge. This can mean that resulting larger/county wide groups lose a local voice and connections. It is difficult to engage with large merged VCS organisations which are not interested in small local areas. The council initially pushed for a merger of CVS, but an “adult dialogue” about why it was impractical. This resulted in the council withdrawing from this approach for CVSs. For smaller groups, less money and more volunteers can lead to more autonomy. 

CVS5: The trustee role is important as a way to raise difficult questions with staff. There are different internal views about role of CVS. Some staff think a CVS should stand alongside community activists; others think its role is to build relations with, and educate, the council and not take sides.  There have been merger talks with the local volunteer centre. This is causing disruption and distracts from grass root connections.

CVS6: The CVS has had a very stable recent period. But it is too cosy with the council, and gets the majority of its funding from the council. This has caused the CVS to sit on the fence politically. But now the public sector cushion is going. At a ‘call to action’ event, groups decided not to go back to what they’ve always done. Community organisations need to talk to the council directly, especially in context of move away from grants to contracts. Recently, the Compact was used to challenge the council.

CVS7: A few years ago the CVS was closed down. A few of the staff have set up a workers co-op to deliver CVS functions.  Previously the CVS was not a voice of the VCS: they didn’t support other groups to speak directly to the council, but amassed funds for in-house projects. Current priorities for the co-op is funding for community groups and volunteer recruitment. There was a “Hardest hit “ local demo recently. And this raised the question of “What does CVS stand for?” There is still a lack of CVS engagement with local VCS organisations. This is the result of the CVS not doing representative work effectively. But what is emerging is: the lack of council funding seems to be linked with increasing community activism. Does this mean that paid workers offer less passion and community engagement?

CVS8: Is a new CVS, set up through council support. It may be seen as ‘in council’s pocket’. It was not originally designed to be “bottom up”, but now trying to work in this way. There is a joint bid with the volunteer centre rather than a competitive tender. Youth services are now back in house with the council. The CVS is now closer to grass-roots groups through new forums which create different voices, rather than direct CVS representation. There is an independent mayor, who takes a strong interest in what gets funded. Funding has not been cut but the priorities change, e.g. less welfare advice, more community groups. The Compact was used by the CVS to challenge a delay in grant. The CVS wants to be less dependent on council funding in the future. The CVS has two large programmes: TLI and ESF and wants to ensure that this involves small VCS organisations.

CVS9: It is more difficult for community groups to get funding, who are all told to become social enterprises. There are local forums which bring groups together with the council. Cuts are actually reducing demand, which is interpreted as less need. The funding pots are smaller, and the competition greater. The CVS feels as though it is working for the council and the job centre; and it is not campaigning. The CVS is not resisting harmful changes and supporting communities under pressure.

CVS10: There was a local government re-organisation whereby seven district councils merged. The authority wanted the 7 CVS s to merge. This didn’t happen and the CVSs didn’t get TLI. Since the current government came to power the local authority area based grant was cut by 50%, with resulting CVS cuts, leading to CVSs closures, redundancies, changing their purpose and financial instability. There is shrinking staff to deal with greater need. What scale should or can CVSs work at?

CVS11: The CVS has hugely changed over the last decade: from 15 FTE to 3 FTE staff. There is a difficult relationship with the Conservative majority council; fewer connections with local forums and other VCS organisations. There is no clear purpose for CVS: with most local organisations focusing on their individual funding relationship with council. At a recent event run to discuss the cuts, the CVS was criticised by some groups for engaging with the subject. 
CVS12: There is a Labour majority council, with a long-serving Independent mayor. There is almost no relationship between the council and VCS. There is no funding for advice or social work activities. Most funding is from the NHS. Many services are provided in-house by the council. The CVS is not funded by the council. What is the future for infrastructure support, in the context of increasing competition for funding? There is not one voice, to organise and represent, but lots of voices eg. for mental health, ESOL. Collaboration is at the heart of the CVS role. A clear work programme with learning elements and developing voice. Although the CVS is very small, it has a commitment to develop and support networks in different areas; and to increase the strength of the VCS.

CVS13: A previously long established and close relationship with a progressive council, has been replaced by a different regime, from across all the political parties: ambitious politicians; wanting to control the VCS; and not accepting dissent. The CVS has been reduced from 30 FTE to 15 PTE; and now only supports frontline service delivery. The contract with the council focusses on developing a market. The council attitude is only do what is in the contract, even if funding comes from elsewhere for other activities. The generalist CVS model is no longer working. Networks are gone so the CVS is no longer connecting with community. There is more council consultation; but the contracting culture means the council is designing VCS services. The current focus is: social enterprise and micro-volunteering. Councillors and officers are censoring CVS newsletters. In this context, it is difficult to influence the council at political levels or for the CVS to support local campaigns. There is some activism amongst small groups, with campaigns being reported in the local press. There is some involvement by the unions but this is weak. 

CVS14: this CVS was set up in 1943 but appears to have little impact on local voluntary action or the council. Groups are generally small, with a large proportion faith groups.  Grant  funding  is gone, with only contracts available. One such contract came with a 80 page contractual guidance. Payment is made in arrears. Even when contracts are won, there is much less money available. For example, the CVS recently won a contract but with 40% less funding than previously. The council wants to encourage small groups to deliver local services but it is not working in practice, indeed it is getting worse. A recent council lease on a community centre required the group to pay over 50% of their profits, as part of the conditions. The council has little understanding of the use of contracts and wants to use voluntary groups for ‘entrepeneurialism’ ie social enterprises. However, people want jobs, not to set up charities. The borough has a high percentage of new start businesses. 

Taking control of the future: what’s the future job and organising that is needed to tackle community pressures? What’s the realistic shape of organisation? What’s the philosophy and culture needed? Where are the seeds to encourage?
Some pointers for action:

· Some of traditional CVS roles need to be put back: supporting volunteering and one-to-one funding advice.

· Local people wanting to set up their own voluntary enterprises will need support.
· Generating income may offer self-determination: eg. a previously “free” development worker is now working as a paid consultant.
· Public service money is going to large global private companies, which increase poverty and reduce environmental sustainability. It is the CVS role to mobilise against privatisation, whether through private or voluntary agencies. CVS capacity building  work in public service contracts, to make groups ‘fit for the market’, is not fitting and a waste of time and money.  CVSs will ultimately lose out. 

· ‘Voluntary’ and ‘Action’ are important. More volunteers reduce dependency on council funding. Professionalism and marketisation do not suit voluntary groups, whose aim is for everyone to gain rather than to encourage a competitive world with winners and losers.
· Each area is different from the next and requires a particular response. A CVS needs to be clear about the change it wants to make in its local area. Critically, on social justice: all CVS need to be thinking about where they stand on this and what they will do practically.

· CVS need to take national work on inequality and distribute this; adopt an educational role; protest about more people being forced to rely on charity; work with unions and protest groups; join and support local consortia of organisations organising opposition to cuts and austerity.

· Trustees need support to look at, and organise around, social justice. Staff are compromised as they want to keep their jobs. Trustees can be more independently minded and can engage the wider community beyond the larger voluntary agencies. CVS should look at who sits on board – how can we widen experience and engage local communities?

· The current CVS model – to work only with organisations, and not with individuals or networks of individuals – can separate the CVS from some local people acting to remedy community pressures. 
· Voluntary Action should support community activism. The old way of organisational capacity building, fundraising and governance is not suitable to create positive change and resist the negatives. Why do people set up organisations? To make a change. It is the change that CVSs needs to support. In the future, CVS may need to support a different type of organisation and actions. 

Some questions to consider:
· Is there a new world coming? Are we driving the area we’re working in and what energy are we using – sail, which became marginalised during the industrial revolution, but remains a sustainable source; or steam? There is already evidence that a marketised CVS is not sustainable.
· Are people already using alternatives to CVS to support their activities? Mutual aid models are springing up, particularly in the activist worlds.
· Is CVS funding just keeping jobs going? Where is the evidence that CVSs advance social justice, equality and environmental sustainability? If there is no funding from the local authority, what is it the CVS should be doing?

· Can change only happen through insider working?
· The current form and function of CVS is not radical: how can we support a 21st century form to bring people together to campaign?
What does all this add up to? Any follow up, action or connections?

· More collaboration, links and joint actions are possible across adjoining boroughs or areas.

· Sharing information on CVS activities and responses, eg from the event, is an additional resource for local responses.

· CVS to support, where useful, meetings for activists; and assist in gathering evidence and developing positions on policy that affects local people.

· CVS to facilitate sharing campaign skills across activists e.g. Freedom of Information requests, door-to-door work, tactics, legal knowledge, use of new technology and social media.

· Create a mechanism so trustees can think about these issues.

· Participants to feed back to other colleagues and CVS members; and keep in touch with each other on how this progresses.

· Create a “Civil Society Champion” in every CVS, who role is to take the CVS back to the principles of social justice, equality and environmental sustainability. 
· Find a mechanism to create alliances of insiders (subversives) and outsiders (activists), so both can contribute to a collective endeavour; and identify strategies to combat the effects and causes of cuts and austerity. 
· Decide how best to use the material from the event more widely, including how it can contribute to the NCIA Inquiry into the future of public services.

· Build a network of CVS organisations to look at these issues.
Alison Blackwood [LVSC] & Penny Waterhouse [NCIA]
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