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Voluntary Sector Training (VST) is an independent charity working to support the development of a strong, effective and diverse voluntary and community sector in Essex.

It was originally formed in 1999, in response to a need identified by CVS Uttlesford in the ten preceding years, with the aid of a grant from the Community Fund to provide local, affordable, relevant training for voluntary organisations in the Uttlesford district. During the first three years of operation it was very successful. It was clear that there was demand for such a service, not only from Uttlesford groups but also from organisations in adjacent districts. 

Joining together

In December 2001 the Uttlesford team invited neighbouring CVS to join together and obtain funding for a joint project to provide training in Uttlesford, Chelmsford, Braintree and Harlow. The NW Essex CVS Partnership Voluntary Sector Training was formed. Funding was successfully obtained from the Essex Learning and Skills Council  (LSC) with ESF (European Social Fund) co-financing to provide training for the period November 2002 until March 2004.

A number of challenges had to be faced when changing from an organisation operating in a single district to one operating across CVS districts. 

Equal partners

To ensure that all the CVS had equal input into managing the direction of the change, each CVS Director was made a trustee with additional representatives from their management committees. An existing member from the Uttlesford project agreed to be Chair and manage the finances.

The geography needed to be considered as the project now covered a very large area. This area is predominately rural with small towns and villages, but also includes Chelmsford (the county town), very urban Harlow, and the fast growing Braintree. One of the reasons for the original training project in Uttlesford was the rural isolation of some of the voluntary organisations and their reluctance or inability to travel long distances. By expanding this area it was necessary to ensure that courses were distributed fairly throughout the districts because accessibility using local transport was often not a feasible option.

Suitable venues also needed to be located in these areas. In many locations venues were not appropriate due to their lack of disabled or other facilities but VST has now built up a core of suitable venues.

Supporting the courses became a serious issue; support workers who could be flexible enough to work on different days weekly and travel to out-of-the-way venues were required. At the start of the project local CVS and VST staff needed to cover the shortfall.

Delivering the goods

But despite all the challenges VST delivered  what it set out to: high quality affordable training for voluntary organisations working in the four districts. In the 12-month period April 2003 to March 2004, 125 courses were delivered to 1382 delegates form 177 different organisations. These courses included a variety of subjects e.g. computing skills, volunteer management and manual handling in addition to tailor-made courses put on for specific voluntary organisations at their request.

In 2003 VST started to look at future funding and ways to expand the area covered as other CVS wished to join the partnership. The LSC was unable to renew funding of the project as VST did not meet its new criteria, which meant in the summer of 2004 VST had to exist on a shoestring, cut courses and staff and apply for funding from a variety of sources both small and large.

Autumn 2004 brought news of successful bids, and Epping, Brentwood and Maldon CVS joined the party. The project has funding until December 2006 from various sources including East of England Development Agency (Essex Rural Renaissance Fund), Jobcentre Plus, ESF Co financing and Learning and Skills Council-Essex (Profit from Learning), Neighbourhood Fund and Local Initiative Development Fund.

A new chapter

Lessons have been learned from the expansion from Phase One to Phase Two, and for Phase Three staffing changes were needed. It was recognised that instead of one Development Officer for the project the Course Support Role could be expanded to include development in their catchment area. In addition to this, to support the increased levels of activity additional office staff were needed.

The project has now started the next chapter of its life serving the voluntary sector in seven areas of Essex. 

VST will continue to talk and work with other training providers and they are leading on Workforce Development for ChangeUp Essex, Southend and Thurrock, which could lead to improved training partnerships throughout this region in the future.

The trustees and staff of VST are very aware that they need to consolidate their strengths at the same time as managing growth. They also recognise that to continue to exist, no funding source, no matter how small, can be overlooked.

Voluntary Sector Training is a successful example of ways in which CVS can work together in partnership to provide a valuable service for the voluntary and community sector. It will continue to grow as long as funders appreciate the training it provides is vital for local voluntary organisations.

For more information on Voluntary Sector Training see: www.voluntarysectortraining.org.uk
Working together





Judy Cuddeford of Braintree District Voluntary Support Agency describes how CVS in Essex are working in partnership to provide training to the voluntary sector.
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