What freedoms and/or support does the voluntary sector need to deliver the Big Society "vision"?

David Cameron's Big Society vision has come under pressure over the last two weeks, with key voluntary sector figures such as Dame Elizabeth Hoodless (Executive Director of CSV) claiming that funding cuts to the voluntary sector are undermining the Big Society agenda.

As part of BVSC's voluntary sector funding cuts survey, we have also been asking voluntary and community organisations in Birmingham for their thoughts on what freedoms and/or support the sector needs to deliver the Big Society "vision". It is clear that many organisations feel that they are already delivering the "big society" and feel that to cut funding to voluntary sector organisations would have a detrimental effect to the Big Society "vision". Some thoughts are listed below:

· The Big Society seems to be about providing 'free community support'.  It is very important for David Cameron to realise that 'voluntary' does not mean 'free'.  Support has to be available for volunteers to protect the volunteers and the families they visit.  Support and training are not free.

· Continued support from the Local Authority to fund the work. Funding the Voluntary sector is value added. For every pound the city provides, voluntary sector organisations can raise more money to enable services to be provided for vulnerable and under represented groups. It should be a partnership between Local Government and the voluntary sector. That partnership is being ended under the current plan. You cannot provide the range of services currently provided on goodwill and volunteering.

· Stop measuring all the outputs so closely  Let us get on with what we know works, have more pooled money rather than set money for set criteria. Be honest but engage with us

· Lot of rhetoric, but little substance.  In order to build a big society approach the voluntary sector needs to be strong and vibrant.  Funding cuts will ensure that few are able to participate.

· Contracts based on outcomes/outputs which allow us the freedom to deliver in the way best suited to us and the communities/individuals we serve i.e. not so prescriptive and number based.

· We are already delivering this vision.  It is an insult to pronounce Big Society and then make all these cuts! Also, the Transition Fund does not help services - it leads to more money being given to private sector consultants.  The voluntary sector is critical to the Big Society aims but it is being decimated

We will be publishing the findings from the survey in due course, however it is clear that many organisations are concerned about the impact that the funding cuts will have on their beneficiaries and services. One of the key themes of Big Society is to support charities, social enterprises, co-operatives and mutuals in the running of public services. Whilst this statement is very positive, organisations in the sector will need some form of public money and support to deliver this vision.

Whilst researching the Big Society, I have come across a very useful 8 page guide published by the Chartered Institute of Public Finance and Accountancy (CIPFA). The paper also reflects on a range of government policies that now draw on the Big Society vision such as:  Office for Civil Society Initiatives, Localism, Health and the new approach to commissioning. A copy of the paper can be downloaded below.

The Third Sector Research Centre have also produced a working paper exploring the debates about "below the radar" (BTR) community groups and their assumed role in delivering "Big Society". It argues that the motivators for community action are, and have been, ill understood in policy circles. Further, there is and has been little systematic analysis of the power relationship between the state (both locally and nationally) communities and neighbourhoods which can inform meaningful debate on devolution and localism. The paper examines the implications of the new policy environment for small community groups and asks can such activity, which has often been independent of, and operated outside the state, be co-opted to deliver particular government policy objectives? You can access the paper here: http://www.tsrc.ac.uk/LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=OMbpEZaAMKI%3d&tabid=771 
