Camden’s Voluntary and Community Sector (VCS) Investment and Support Programme.

A Response from Voluntary Action Camden.

VAC recognises the Council is facing unprecedented cuts in funding from central government and welcomes the commitment to the voluntary and community sector set out in the Investment & Support Programme. 

The sector is keen to work with the Council and other partners to work to combat inequality and to protect the quality of life in the Borough, particularly that of  the most vulnerable. This commitment is reflected in the sector’s current efforts ranging from working collaboratively, both within and across sectors, and developing new models of service delivery through to securing new funding streams and a range of volunteering opportunities.
The key points VAC wishes to make on the Investment & Support Programme report are set out below.
a. Volunteering.
VAC welcomes the addition of a specific volunteering theme with a budget attached. It is important however to recognise that volunteering does need an infrastructure to support and broker opportunities and promote good practice. This may be the intention but it is an intention that is not clearly stated.

b. Cuts Falling Disproportionately on Front Line Services. 
This has been well documented in adult social care and is a big concern in relation to the Investment and Support Programme. The merits of spending £750,000 on a council team to administer a programme has to be set against an agreed strategy of protecting front line services. Advice, for example, is a front line service and a priority of this administration. The budget for advice is £900,000 (reduced from £1.4 million). Community Centres, again front line services, are to have funding capped at £100,000 per annum. Has the Investment & Support Programme struck the right balance between administration and the delivery of front line services?
c. Removal of Discretionary Rate Relief (DRR).

Throughout the consultation it was made clear that the Council intended to make fundamental changes to DRR but no detail was given. On the 25th January it was announced that DRR would only be awarded to organisations that are not funded by the Council, whose activities are focussed at Camden residents and are delivering services against priority themes. When the report, now under consideration, was placed in the public domain the priority themes were identified as economic inclusion, equality, access to work, training and childcare related to these priorities. A cap of £2,000 was also announced. 
The argument for excluding organisations funded by Camden Council from DRR is that the sums involved should be costed into funding bids and contracts. This has not been the practice followed by the Council in the past and, in the context of the current funding climate, the likelihood of it happening in the future seems remote. If full cost recovery is honoured then to secure the full amount of DRR from council funding organisations will have to apportion the total cost of DRR . This means that one contract or funding arrangement is very unlikely to meet the full cost. With the number of Council funding opportunities dwindling this is likely to be a very common occurrence – hence a deficit in meeting the costs of DRR will appear.
Independent funders will refuse to fund DRR as it is effectively a cut in statutory funding which they have made very clear they will not pick up. In all of the scenarios the removal of DRR is in effect a cut in funding. A further cut that may undermine the viability of organisations. In the past this is the reason why the DRR budget has been increased, a commitment that no longer seems to be in favour. So, on one hand the Council may be funding an organisation but on the other hand does not see its works to be a high enough priority to award DRR. 

In terms of non Council funded groups doing excellent work, for example bereavement counselling run by volunteers, under the existing priority categories the organisation would not be eligible for DRR. Is this really what the Council wants? If it was eligible and had a DRR bill of £5,000 where is the logic in capping the award to £2,000? Where did this figure come from? What significance does it carry? 

Looking at the issues raised VAC urges the Council to consult with the sector on DRR during the window that is available between now and December 2011 with particular attention to the criteria, the priority areas and the proposal to cap awards.
d. Innovation & Development Fund.

This Fund is an interesting initiative. In taking this work forward VAC urges the Council to work strategically with the sector and its private sector colleagues in the establishment of a Camden Community Fund. The Community Fund could also be the most suitable vehicle through which the Innovation & Development Fund is delivered. The Community Fund will involve local residents, councillors, local businesses and voluntary and community groups working together to invest monies and award financial support to Camden groups – an excellent example of collaborative working in action with respective partners working to their strengths as opposed to in isolation.
e. Organisational & Development Offer
A strategic approach and an integrated programme of organisational and market development support is welcomed. Concern surrounds the need for Council funded organisations to have access to independent advice. It is common practice in all advice and support services to acknowledge the possibility of, and a need to guard against, a conflict of interest. It is commonly accepted that a potential conflict exists where a funder also advises an organisation. There is also an issue around the skill and knowledge base of the funder not always being suited to the advice required. The report states that, ‘the council team would focus primarily on providing support for organisations that are funded by the council’. If primarily is a form of reference to access to other forms of independent advice this is to be welcomed. An intention that needs to be made clear and catered for.
f. VCS Rent Policy & Leases.
Rent Policy

The development of a dedicated rent policy for tenants in Council owned buildings is welcomed. There is some concern that a shortfall may occur if the level of rent grant is agreed and a subsequent rent increase occurs. Where will responsibility for meeting this increase sit? 
VAC urges the Council to also consider the position of organisations that are not housed in Council owned buildings as currently they will be at a disadvantage when bidding for funding and contracts as the full cost of rent will have to be costed into their bids. 

Leases
The commitment to develop a model lease document for the voluntary and community sector is welcomed. Concern surrounds the requirement that to be eligible for rent relief organisations have to sign an agreement that the property they occupy could be subject to development. At present it appears that organisations will be asked to sign the document with no clear idea of time scales or what the final plans may look like. Is there a danger that this proposal could produce the equivalent of ‘planning blight?’ For example the Big Lottery and other independent funders may not be keen to invest in an organisation or its building if such a provision exists. It is also important that any documentation is developed with the sector as opposed for the sector.
g. Cumulative Impact.

It is recognised that a lot of effort has been put in to developing a coherent framework for the Council’s relationship with the voluntary and community sector. Unfortunately funding for adult social care appears to have fallen outside of this framework and it is proposed to close many voluntary and community sector preventative services within the next few months. The impact of this on existing service users has been well documented elsewhere. The key point here is the extra pressure that will come on remaining organisations, and is already in evidence, to meet the support needs of those that are not judged to have critical and substantial needs. VAC also shares the concerns noted in the report on the possibly disproportionate effect of the budget cuts on equality groups.
There is also concern about the loss of specific funding streams in the new Culture & Environment offer e.g. employment, arts and health. The perception in the sector is that this change  happened with little if any strategic dialogue within the Council on how best to manage this whilst doing the best possible to safeguard priority services. VAC would welcome further dialogue with the Council on this area of concern.  
Summary
VAC is very interested in working with the Council, officers and members; to develop what is termed in the report to be a ‘clear vision for the future of the sector’, a future that will be central to the quality life in the borough. To this end the Council’s commitment to enter into dialogue and to agree to jointly lobby the Government to convey the massive negative impact of the current programme of cuts and the need for re think in policy would be welcomed.
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