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1 Introduction

NACVS is the growing network of over 350 Councils for Voluntary Service (CVS) and other local infrastructure organisations (LIOs) throughout England. We promote voluntary and community action by supporting our member LIOs and by acting as a national voice for the local voluntary and community sector.

An LIO is a voluntary organisation that is set up, owned and run by local groups to support, promote and develop local voluntary and community action. LIOs support their members by providing them with a range of services and by acting as a voice for the local voluntary and community sector. Usually funded by the local authority and other local statutory agencies, there is an LIO working in almost every district and city in England. Individual LIOs differ in character and size, although they usually work to the same geographical boundaries as the local authority. They also differ in name. Many are called CVS, while others are called Voluntary Action or Voluntary Sector Council.

In June 2006 NACVS will change its name to NAVCA (the National Association for Voluntary and Community Action) to reflect the growing diversity of its membership.

NACVS membership criteria require an LIO to provide support that will underpin the functioning and develop the capacity of local voluntary and community groups. The work of LIOs is rooted in the local community and driven by the needs of local communities.

2 The role of LSPs and Sustainable Community Strategies

LSPs, Sustainable Community Strategies and LAAs

1: Do you agree that the key role of the LSP should be to develop the vision for the local area, through the Sustainable Community Strategy and the 'delivery contract' through the LAA (as set out in figures 1 & 2)

NACVS fully supports this proposal but it must be more than a paper exercise. It must lead to a widely shared vision for the area to which all partners are fully signed up and to a clear understanding of the LSP’s priorities and each partner’s role in helping to realise the vision. Partnership must be seen as a means of placing the interests of local people at the forefront of all local planning and activity, rather than the interests of individual organisations. 
It will not be enough for one partner – most likely the local authority – to develop the Sustainable Community Strategy in isolation. The LSP and all its partners must have ownership of the entire process and their individual corporate and organisational plans must reflect the Sustainable Community Strategy and vice versa. The LAA priorities must be to provide a coherent mechanism for delivering the vision set in the Sustainable Community Strategy.
Regional/sub-regional engagement

2: We believe it is important that LSPs reflect regional/sub-regional plans where relevant in their Sustainable Community Strategy priorities and that regional organisations and partnerships take account of key local needs. How can this greater co-ordination best be facilitated?

We agree with the need to make sure that there is greater co-ordination at all levels. To assist this it should be a requirement for the LSP to consider the Regional Economic Strategy and all other regional and sub-regional plans covering the LSP area when developing the Sustainable Community Strategy and local service plans. It should also be a requirement of regional and sub-regional agencies and partnerships to involve all LSPs that fall within their remit in the development of their plans, making use of LSPs’ community engagement mechanisms to encourage active community participation.
Links to local plans

3: Would a requirement on bodies producing theme or service-based plans to ‘have regard’ to the Sustainable Community Strategy in doing so and vice versa, increase the LSP's ability to take the over-arching view in an area?
If citizens are to benefit from integrated and coherent local services there must be much greater consistency between the development and implementation of all local plans. Service plans should set out how they will help to deliver the objectives of the Sustainable Community Strategy, and the Sustainable Community Strategy should clearly state how and where each partner’s service plan will contribute to the implementation of the strategy. 
It is essential that local strategies and plans enable citizens to gain a clearer understanding of why individual service decisions are made and how they contribute to the overall vision for the area. A coherent and widely understood local service planning framework would go a long way to making the LSP accountable to local people. An inability to provide such a framework would suggest a failure on the part of local partners to fully join up their activities with the long-term vision.
Government Offices have a key role to play in ensuring that there is a co-ordinated approach to local service planning and should take this into account when assessing the fitness for purpose of the LSP.
Sustainable Community Strategies

4: Are the proposed steps in the development of a Sustainable Community Strategy correct? (See box on page 18) 
NACVS welcomes the evidence-based approach set out in this section. It is essential that there is robust and verifiable quantitative data to support the Sustainable Community Strategy. In doing so it is essential that evidence is collected on the needs and priorities of disadvantaged communities in the area and that they are fully understood and given priority. The voluntary and community sector is a key link to many disadvantaged citizens and communities, and their specialised knowledge, skills and expertise should be used to enable the most disadvantaged to participate fully in the development of the Sustainable Community Strategy.
We believe that Government should require LSPs to ensure that consultation is comprehensive and participative, so that all local people and voluntary organisations and community groups have the opportunity to contribute to the development of the community strategy and each subsequent review. This should embrace the Compact principles by ensuring a 12-week consultation period. Analysis of responses should be widely available and it is vital that feedback is provided to all those involved. LSPs should be encouraged to consider innovative ways of involving local people in the process and examples of different methods of community participation need to be promoted.
It is important to recognise that the production of the local evidence base must provide a clear picture of the strength of the local voluntary and community sector (VCS). The development of Area Profiles by the Audit Commission has demonstrated the value of a sound baseline of information about the local VCS. However, it is important to note that those areas that provided resources to enable the VCS to develop a comprehensive baseline have gained the most in terms of intelligence about the strength and nature of local voluntary and community activity. NACVS believes that Area Profiles are a key element in the construction of a local baseline but the work of VCS local infrastructure organisations in supporting their development must be properly resourced and supported by the LSP.
5: What more could be done to ensure Sustainable Community Strategies are better able to make the links between social, economic and environmental goals and to deal more effectively with the area’s cross-boundary and longer-term impacts?
First of all the LSP must be clear from the outset about the social, economic and environmental goals for the area. It is crucial that these goals are shared by all partners. It is equally important that there is a wider understanding of the activities that contribute to their achievement. An increasing  number of organisations now appreciate the benefits of assessing the wider value of social, economic and environmental activities using a practice known as Social Return on Investment (SROI). As the new economics foundation puts it, SROI:
“has great potential to improve the way organisations work and how resources are allocated, as well as illustrating the value of social and environmental impacts…….. Calculating SROI depends on having an understanding of stakeholders’ objectives and of an organisation’s impacts – both of which are essential for good management. SROI also depends on collecting information, which can take valuable time and resources to gather.

NACVS believes that the use of SROI should be promoted as a means of helping the LSP to develop a more effective approach to achieving its social, economic and environmental objectives. 
Neighbourhood Engagement

6: What should be the role of the LSP in supporting neighbourhood engagement and ensuring the neighbourhood/parish voice, including diverse and minority communities, is heard at the principal local level? 
The LSP should be required to promote community engagement. This should include neighbourhoods, as communities of place, as well as communities of identity and communities of interest.  
A focus on neighbourhoods risks excluding the voices of BME communities, faith groups and other communities that may not be concentrated in a geographically small area.
Neighbourhood and parish plans should inform the planning of the LSP. In many places the local VCS is well placed to assist with this as it is trusted and has networks that can tap into local community and neighbourhood experience.
The LSP provides an opportunity for all partners to work together to increase their individual agencies’ knowledge and awareness of minority communities by pooling resources for locally based work and joint training. This is particularly important in areas where there are small and geographically isolated pockets of deprivation.

7: In two-tier areas, is it most appropriate for the responsibility for neighbourhood engagement to rest with the district level LSP?

It is vital that neighbourhood engagement respects the local dimension, indeed it is often at district level that networks and local knowledge exist. There is a danger that a county-wide approach will lead to a ‘one size fits all’ solution that takes no account of local circumstances. The county does however have a vital role, promoting good practice and sharing of information and expertise, for example in working with minority communities.
It may also be the case that implementation of the LAA will require a local dimension, with district level theme-based partnerships working closely with their county-wide equivalent.
Links with Local Development Framework

8: How can spatial planning teams best contribute to Sustainable Community Strategies through the LSP and ensure that LDFs and Sustainable Community Strategies are closely linked? 
No comment
9: How could revised guidance and accompanying support materials best ensure that Sustainable Community Strategies and Local Development Frameworks join up effectively?
No comment
Two-tier areas

10: Should every local authority area have its own LSP? 
NACVS considers that the local nature of voluntary and community activity makes it essential that the LSP operates at a level that enables effective community participation. A large geographic area such as a county will have a variety of different and discreet communities that face very specific local circumstances. There is a danger that particular local needs will be lost in the inevitably wider all-encompassing discussions that take place at county level. A district level LSP will be much more able to respond to local circumstances and local need.
11: Would the establishment of a greater delineation of roles between county and district LSPs as suggested be sensible? (See paras 65 to 69)
It is clear that whilst it is vital to ensure that there is a local dimension to the development of a county-wide Sustainable Community Strategy and the various service plans, there is also a need to ensure effective co-ordination across the county. NACVS believes that a synthesis of the ‘aggregated’ and ‘added value’ models is the appropriate approach. In developing the county-wide Sustainable Community Strategy we would favour an approach that aims to combine the essential elements of local strategies and enables better co-ordination across the county, whilst retaining the distinctive nature of each locality.
3
Governance of LSPs

LSP as the partnership of partnerships

12: We believe that it is important that the LSP is made up of the thematic partnerships in the area together with an LSP board. What is your view?
The LSP is the umbrella that should encompass all local partnerships and given the linkages between Sustainable Community Strategy, LAA and service planning it makes no sense for any local partnership to fall outside the locus of the LSP. 
We agree that the relationship between Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnerships (CDRPs) and LSPs is critical. It should be resolved so that it is clear that the strategic role rests with the LSP and service delivery decisions are the responsibility of the CDRP. 

13: We believe that a rationalisation of local partnerships would help the LSP executive take an effective overview. Would clustering partnerships around the four LAA blocks be a sensible way to achieve this?
Whilst the LAA blocks have created a focus for partners’ activity there is a danger that they may create an entirely new set of silos. The key is for LSPs to continuously review all partnership arrangements through a rigorous performance management framework to ensure that they are helping to achieve the objectives set out in the Sustainable Community Strategy in a consistent and coherent manner across all organisations in the partnership. The key success factor must be the impact they have on the lives of local people.
14: We believe that the geographic boundaries of partners within LSPs is important. What do you see as the opportunities for, and barriers to, co-terminosity shared geographic boundaries? 

There is a danger that where a single organisation’s remit crosses boundaries, resources and commitment will be spread too thinly.
15: Within the LSP framework and its established priorities, would the creation of single delivery vehicles to tackle particular issues be helpful?
With a clear remit this may be a mechanism to achieve greater pooling of budgets amongst delivery organisations.
Ensuring wide representation

16: How can the neighbourhood and parish tiers be involved most effectively on the LSP on a) the executive and b) individual thematic partnerships?
LSPs should be required to provide evidence of their effective involvement of all local communities. Government Offices should be empowered, where necessary, to advocate on behalf of the voluntary and community sector to ensure that representation is adequate at all levels of the LSP and its thematic partnerships. 
The Government’s framework for community capacity building, Firm Foundations, makes a strong case for community anchor organisations to “provide a crucial focus and support for community development and change in their neighbourhood or community”. In some places this work is done by voluntary and community sector local infrastructure organisations (LIOs), in others there will be other organisations providing this support. Whatever the local circumstances, funding will be needed to enable the LIO to support a network of neighbourhood and community based organisations. Adequate funding for this work is vital if communities are to inform and influence LSPs’ decision-making.
17: How can the private, voluntary and community sectors be involved most effectively on the LSP as a) the executive and b) individual thematic partnerships?

Voluntary and community sector representatives must be treated as equal partners in the LSP and the themed partnerships.  
LIOs have a central role to play as the voice of the local sector. However the demands of partnership mean that limited resources are often stretched. For instance the proliferation of partnership activities generated by LAAs has often led to senior LIO staff being pulled in two different directions, between their strategic role in representing the local VCS and their other day-to-day work. Inevitably this results in one, or often both, areas of work suffering from insufficient attention as resources become increasingly stretched. 

A key aspect of an LIO’s role as the strategic voice of the local VCS is the need to be close to the local grass roots organisations. This in itself requires the investment of considerable time and resources. Our research suggests that some far-sighted LSPs, often at the prompting of the local authority, realise the benefits that a well resourced LIO brings to the delivery of an integrated community engagement strategy and are making specific resources available to support this work. NACVS believes that local partners should be required to demonstrate that they have given full and serious consideration to how the community engagement strategy will be resourced, perhaps using a combination of ChangeUp and statutory partners’ resources to support this vital work. We are clear that, as with other aspects of local partnership, the delivery of the community engagement strategy must be subject to a rigorous performance management framework.
It is also important that local groups are enabled to participate in thematic partnerships with expenses or backfill costs being available as appropriate. Failure to properly resource participation will result either in limited VCS engagement or in the use of charitable, grant or contract funding for work which is outside the scope of the funding. 
A single VCS representative tends always to be at a disadvantage and can be marginalised; their role is much more effective where there is more than one to represent different constituencies of interest. Attention to access, accessible paperwork, avoidance of jargon and acronyms are all vital. These aspects are important to ensure full participation by VCS and also other representatives such as businesses and parish councils.
Providing a legislative foundation

18: Would a duty to co-operate with the local authority, in producing and implementing the Community Strategy, help to set LSPs on a firmer footing and better enable their enhanced delivery co-ordination role?

NACVS believes that a duty to co-operate would be a significant step to improving the co-ordination and the quality of local services.

If this approach is taken by Government it is important that sufficient recognition is given to locally determined models of partnership. We believe that Government Offices are best placed to offer support and apply pressure in areas of poorly performing partnerships.
It is important to recognise that voluntary and community sector members of LSPs are – like private sector members – able to offer a unique perspective on behalf of a highly diverse sector. 

It needs to be clear that individual partners’ strategies and business plans must take account of the community strategy, and also feed into it. 

19: If so, what obligations, such as attendance, financial or staff support, would be useful to place on partners?
We have made comments elsewhere in the response about the need to resource the involvement of the VCS.
20: If so, which public sector agencies would the duty be most sensibly placed on?
NACVS believes that, in any area, there are a number of key organisations that should be represented on the LSP. It should be for local partners to agree precisely which organisations should be involved, although all the local public bodies delivering services to local people should be expected to participate. What is vital in all circumstances is that each partner should be represented by a figure senior enough to make binding decisions on behalf of their organisation. 

However the LSP is constructed, it must be balanced to reflect the important contribution that all sectors make to the locality and must certainly not be unduly weighted towards the public sector. It is also important that thematic partnerships involve the voluntary and community organisations best placed to make a contribution to community engagement, social capital and civil renewal and service delivery within the partnership’s remit.

21: Should there be a statutory duty on local authorities and named partners to promote the engagement of the voluntary and community sectors in the LSP?
We believe that such a statutory duty is essential. The requirement for local partners to include a statement of the involvement of the VCS has already had a marked effect in the levels of VCS engagement with LSPs, but there is still confusion in some areas about precisely what this entails. A clearly defined statutory duty would ensure that those less motivated to work with the VCS will need to act positively.
NACVS believes that the introduction of LAAs has created the necessary climate for stronger local partnership. A strong and well networked VCS is vital to:

· effective community engagement – developing a voice for communities to enable them to participate more effectively and to increase the accountability of service providers within local authorities;

· building social capital and civil renewal – to increase the confidence and ability of individuals and groups to get involved in activities that hold communities together;
· improved service delivery – to ensure that local communities can properly influence and, where appropriate, deliver services on behalf of local government.
4
Accountability 
Accountability between partners

22: Should each partnership be encouraged to produce protocols or ‘partnership agreements’ between partners to ensure clear lines of accountability for the delivery of agreed outcomes?
NACVS believes that LIOs and other non-statutory representatives must be accountable to those they represent. This can be through appropriate voluntary sector forums, inter-faith council or community anchor organisations. They may need support to develop forums and partnerships if there are not existing local infrastructure organisations in the VCS and business communities.

LSPs should locally negotiate these matters, with the support of their Government Office. It may be helpful to require LSPs to themselves agree what obligations their members are signed up to. 

We would also favour partnership agreements for the supporting themed partnerships.
23: We believe that if partnership working was included as part of other key agencies’ assessments it would be effective in securing greater commitment from other public sector agencies. What are your views?
There is currently a strong performance management framework in place for the Neighbourhood Renewal Funded LSPs, which includes an assessment of fitness for purpose. NACVS believes that as all LSPs assume greater responsibility through the management and implementation of LAAs, some form of accreditation is required for LSPs. 

To assist any external evaluation of partnership working, whether of the LSP or individual statutory partners’, NACVS believes that there are number of crucial questions that should be asked and upon which all partners should be assessed:
· Does the LSP provide a range of opportunities for citizens to participate in delegated structures and public decision making? 
· Can the LSP demonstrate that citizen engagement has led to improved services and quality of life for local people? 
· Are citizens aware of the different opportunities for them to get involved in decision making? 
· Can the LSP demonstrate how it communicates information to its residents about opportunities to engage? 

· Does the LSP provide support and capacity building for individual citizens to get involved in a range of civic activities?
· In the view of the VCS, does the LSP uphold Compact principles? 

· Do VCS members of the LSP feel listened to?
· Does the VCS feel that the LSP is actively addressing the capacity needs in the sector? 
· Does the LSP have in place mechanisms to assess and address the capacity of the sector? 
· Do the statutory partners on the LSP know how much they spend on building capacity in the voluntary and community sector? 
· Do the statutory partners identify service areas where the local VCS want to deliver more, and monitor the extent to which the VCS is a provider in each of these areas? 

· Do the statutory partners monitor the total spend through the voluntary and community sector?
Involvement of local councillors

24: What do you see as the key role for executive councillors within LSPs?
Locally elected members offer a unique democratic mandate and should be recognised as an important link between local people and the decision making structures of an area. Executive councillors have an important strategic role in making sure that local resources are focused on improving the quality of life of all citizens.
25: What do you see as the appropriate role for backbenchers particularly in ensuring a high quality of local engagement? 
Local councillors have a vital role in ensuring that the LSP invites the participation of citizens and community groups in the areas they represent. It is important that councillors use this opportunity to build links with local voluntary organisations and community groups so that local concerns about the process can be fed back through the local authority to the LSP.
It is also important to get the respective roles of elected councillors and community representatives agreed in order to avoid unnecessary tension and confusion. In some areas councillors and community representatives have successfully developed complementary roles. Local authorities and the VCS should consider how they can agree effective and collaborative solutions that reflect the local situation.
26: What would make councillors' powers of overview and scrutiny more effective in scrutinising the 4 blocks of the LAA?
The involvement of the local VCS in overview and scrutiny would enable councillors to get grass roots feedback on the success or otherwise of all elements of the LAA.
Involvement of Members of Parliament

27: What would be the most appropriate way for a Member of Parliament to be involved with the LSP and how can we ensure that it is complementary to the role of local councillors?
No comment.
Involvement of Communities Served
28: How can we promote effective community engagement and involvement, from all sections of the community in shaping local priorities and public services?

NACVS believes that LSPs should be required to develop and adopt a comprehensive community engagement strategy that complements the local compact. The LSP must then ensure that thematic and service plans demonstrate how they will implement the community engagement strategy and provide evidence of how it has shaped policy and practice.
The recent reviews of community participation conducted by the National Audit Office
 and the Neighbourhood Renewal Unit
 offer a useful insight into the success factors for Community Empowerment Networks (CENs). The Government should encourage all LSPs to consider the recommendations and good practice set out in these reports. Where there is no CEN, LSPs should establish a mechanism for community engagement that is owned and run by the local VCS. Whatever the formal mechanism for community engagement, it will require funding if it is to function effectively. LSPs should be required to offer long-term funding based on the outcomes set out in the community engagement strategy. 

LSPs should be required to provide evidence of the effective involvement of communities. Government Offices should be empowered, where necessary, to advocate on behalf of the voluntary and community sector to ensure that representation is adequate at all levels of the LSP and its thematic partnerships.

Use of existing partnerships and forums to consult and inform their members, especially voluntary and community groups, can help to involve hard to reach groups. District and parish Councillors also have a responsibility here. Community development based consultation events can also be used, targeted in particular communities.

29: How can we maximise the opportunities for joint policy and joint activity on community engagement, including the LDF, the LAA and the Sustainable Community Strategy?
No comment
30: How can accountability to local people and businesses be enhanced?

We have dealt with this elsewhere in this response.
5
Capacity issues
31: What are your LSP’s key support/skill gaps?

It continues to be difficult for many organisations to fully engage with the LSP because there is a significant opportunity cost in devoting time to the LSP. Many areas do not have a secure, adequately staffed and funded LIO. 

32: What extra or different support would be most helpful in shifting to a more delivery focused role? 
No comment
33: How would LSPs prefer to receive information and support; through guidance, toolkits, sign-posting to existing information, practical learning opportunities etc?
No comment.
34: How can LSPs ensure that adequate learning and support provision is available to build the capacity of communities to engage with the LSP and its partners at the various levels?
The strength of local communities and of local community activity has enormous implications for their sustainability. The aim must be to build cohesive communities where people feel they have a stake in their locality and are positive about local services and institutions. There are a great many factors that can contribute: the accessibility of VCS funding and small grants programmes; strategic community resources; the attitude of public sector institutions. The key is to invest in the local VCS to support the range of activities set out in Firm Foundations. Indeed, NACVS believes that each LSP should be required to set out how it will address these issues in its Sustainable Community Strategy.
35: What learning or development do you feel is required by LSPs in order to delivery sustainable communities that embody the principles of sustainable development at the local level?
NACVS believes that LSPs must make every effort to provide the VCS with the support it needs to maximise its contribution. Such support could include: 

· Organisational capacity building: skills, finance and performance systems, IT. Many small VCOs need simple quality management systems to secure delivery and generate monitoring information for the GO and LAA;
· Adequate and secure resources to enable the recruitment and retention of quality staff;
· Budget for the costs of continuing involvement e.g. in governance and monitoring;
· Enhance the accountability and transparency of voluntary and community organisations delivering services on behalf of the LSP, by funding and supporting VCS networks and accountability arrangements;
· Invest in community development activities to build the local activities and neighbourhood groups that increase social capital and make it more likely that local people will get engaged with public services and local politics.
� Social Return on Investment: Valuing what matters by David Aeron-Thomas, Jeremy Nicholls, Sarah Forster, Andrea Westall, edited by David Boyle and Mary Murphy, nef, 2004 








� Getting Citizens Involved: Community Participation in Neighbourhood Renewal, NAO, 2004


� Research Report 15 – Making Connections: An Evaluation of Community Participation Programmes by Marilyn Taylor, Mandy Wilson et al, ODPM 2005 





· Advancing local voluntary and community action
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