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1.

INTRODUCTION

The value of the Voluntary and Community Sector (VCS) in the North East and Northumberland was evidenced in the Consultation Strategy and this
information is reproduced in Appendix A. The value of the VCS to Northumberland County Council is evidenced within key elements of A COUNCIL
THAT WORKS FOR EVERYONE - Corporate Plan 2018-21, which explicitly stress the importance of working in partnership with the VCS.
We also want to be seen as empowering. ……….. We also appreciate that our networks of parish and town councils, and
voluntary and community sector organisations are best placed to deliver certain services and activities. We will work with
both to ensure that community-led solutions and approaches are taken forward
Community participation also extends to pursuing shared hobbies and interests; keeping fit and playing sport; and being
creative through music, drama and the arts. We see this as vital - it binds us together, gives us self-worth, and improves our
well-being by giving us a welcome release from the pressures of modern life……….we trust you will continue to passionately
support and run the clubs, societies, and venues that bring our communities to life
Community-led regeneration is fundamental to our approach. Projects that are built in the community by the community for
the community are powerful in that they bring about real change that lasts and grows over time.
An effective relationship between the Council and the VCS is core to the Council’s operating principles and also in continuing to maintaining the
Strategic Aim of developing a vibrant, independent and sustainable sector that will work in partnership with the Council and other partners to
ensure the best outcomes for individuals and communities of place, interest and identity in Northumberland. The Council has proposed that this is
best achieved by providing support for:
BUILDING CAPACITY IN THE VOLUNTARY SECTOR
Aim - The VCS within Northumberland are supported to ensure they are well governed, managed effectively and supported to be as sustainable as
possible.
VOLUNTEERING AND BUILDING THE CIVIC CORE
Aim - Working in partnership with NCC to create the conditions under which volunteering activity can develop and flourish.
HEARING THE VOICE OF THE THIRD SECTOR
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Aim – Support the Northumberland VCS Assembly to increase and strengthen the collective voice of the voluntary and community sectors in
influencing and shaping decisions that are important to the sector.

2. CONSULTATION
The Council has spent £136,000 per annum over the last 4 years on a service that will provide support to VCS organisations in Northumberland to
achieve the aims outlined on the previous page. In light of budgetary pressures the new Administration wanted to conduct a consultation with the
sector on:
● The efficacy of this service,
● How it should be delivered in the future
● What services were considered the most important
● What budget was appropriate.
Having a fuller understanding of the extent of the actual benefits and outcomes of this commission would help inform future discussions around
budgets for 2019/20 and help shape the outcomes of any possible future commissions.
A Consultation Document was produced, within the document we included a number of questions to provoke thinking, then at the end of the
document there was a survey available in a range of formats to capture opinions.
We worked with the VCS Assembly to make as many people, organisations and town and parish council's aware of the consultation and used a
variety of means to encourage people to respond. This included, websites, social media, attending Assembly and Network meetings, local radio and
online TV station.
Meetings were also held with the following audiences
● VCS Assembly Executive
● Area Networks
● Members - through the VCS Liaison Group
● Key Stakeholders e.g. Northumberland Sport
The Consultation period lasted for 8 weeks from 8th January to 2nd March.
85 responses were received, these came mainly from VCS delivery organisations,
but also some individual responses and 4 parish and town council's. Although
not a huge number it is double the response we had to the previous consultation
3

in 2013/14
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3. KEY FINDINGS
3.1 Satisfaction with Support Services
There were very high levels of satisfaction from users of the services. The
average Satisfaction (combining Very Satisfied and Satisfied) level across all
services was 87%, they ranged from 96% for Funding Fares, closely followed by
94% for the Ebulletin. Average Dissatisfaction (Combining Very Dissatisfied and
Dissatisfied) was 1%
Singling out numbers of respondents who were Not aware of the services shows
numbers are low, average of 4%. However it is not a very large sample size and
those completing would potentially be more engaged with the sector.

All services have high levels of satisfaction. Funding
Fairs and the E-bulletin score the highest. Volunteer
management training is the lowest at 75%. It would be
good to understand service users perspective in more
detail as support for volunteering is an area that could
potentially grow in prominence.
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3.2 Other Services of note
Respondents were asked to provide information on any other services they had used but we had not asked about. Most comments highlighted the
value of the NCVA staff and their helpfulness with a wide range of queries and support. One area that was mentioned by quite a few respondents
was National/Regional and Local Policy information and in particular the General
Data
Protection Regulation (GDPR) Blog

Staff have attended funding
workshops and reported an
exceptionally high standard of

The ongoing support and
help provided by the support
services team is second to
none.

delivery with excellent

Very satisfied and hear from those groups that they
have been really well supported e.g. they accessed
fundraising training/trustee training/support to
constitute as a group/became linked to the VCS
network in the county

supporting materials.

3.3 Any Other Services that Should be Provided
There was one area that was mentioned a couple of times - Support for Buildings. The current commission has worked with and supported some
community buildings particularly in the South East of the County. However Community Action Northumberland (CAN) are funded by DEFRA to
provide this service in Northumberland, particularly areas classified as rural (70% of population). We are keen to maximise all funding and avoid
duplication so feel current arrangement is workable, however if DEFRA funding was cut it is something any future commission would have to look at
and consider it as an area they would want to include.
There was an interesting suggestion with regard to a business fair to connect the voluntary sector with the private sector. This also came up at an
engagement session with the South East Northumberland VCS Network. At this session it was suggested that a skills share type service between the
VCS and businesses could be worthwhile. There are some good examples such as Northumberland Community Voluntary Action (NCVA) have had
very good support from Sage.
We have funded such a service in the past, it was valued by the organisations who accessed the service. It worked successfully with around 10
organisations but found it very difficult to get any further groups interested. Exploring links with Business in the Community could be an aspect that
is included in future work.
6
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3.4 Involvement with the VCS Assembly1
There was fairly good awareness of the Assembly from respondents, 4 years ago 61% of respondents were not aware/users of the Assembly in this
survey only and average of 16 % were not aware/involved. Of those respondents that were, satisfaction rates were good. The highest scoring
aspects are; As a structure for engagement and Enabling the sector to come together. Again need to be cautious as numbers are relatively low but
this is encouraging. Being able to bring the sector together and engage with VCS organisations on a geographical or thematic basis is an essential
aspect to working in Partnership with the Council. The lowest scoring aspects were the improving relations with other sectors, which touches on the
private sector suggestions mentioned in the previous section and the ability to influence. There is a need for the Council to also examine how it
receives information, evidence and opinions from the sector. There are some good examples but perhaps could be better which would then improve
satisfaction with this aspect. One of the comments quoted in the next section highlights the risk if the informing/influencing role of the Assembly is
not supported within the Council.

Comments Regarding the Assembly
There were roughly twice as many positive comments
than negative but clearly not everyone is a fan.
“The VCS Assembly has at long last provided a means
for consultation as well as a voice for the sector. The
network meetings are excellent for local groups to
attend, knowing that the information provided can be
fed into a more strategic group. The VCS Assembly is
now being recognised as the "go to" entity for
signposting, information and advice. It has a
democratically elected board, that can take its place
on a number of boards, including the Health &
Wellbeing Board, something that has never been
possible before. “

1

See Appendix 2 for a full outline of the Northumberland VCS Assembly
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“Very effective communicator and well integrated and influential.”
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Comments on VCS Assembly Continued Although mechanisms are in place to liaise between the sector and the Local Authority, it is not clear that this actually goes up to the
Cabinet/Portfolio holders. Therefore there are two issues, firstly although there is liaison between the two can we be confident that this is listened to
in the right place. Secondly, it then is a concern that the LA claim involvement and partnership but can the sector really be confident that they can
influence decision making and the plans of the Council. The worth of the Assembly will ultimately be diminished if the sector views the influence as not
being sufficient to effect change.
Do not feel the VCS Assembly is representative of the VCS In Northumberland and do not feel it has any influence with local statutory bodies.
Seems to have its agenda supplied by NCC and is not VCS led

3.5 Prefered Option for Delivery

There is a clear preference for any future commissioning to
retain the status quo of a single countywide Commission.
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3.6 Top 10 services for any future Commission
There are currently 24 different activities that are monitored as part of the Performance Management of the current Commission. Respondents
were asked to identify the 10 most important.

Support for funding and bringing the sector together particularly with a view to influence are seen as most important. Training, availability of
resources and the E-bulletin also feature. One of the more unexpected result is Engagement with Town and Parish Council's, featuring in eighth slot.
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Total rankings for all 24 are shown in the table below
Ranking
Networking opportunities

1

Funding fairs

2

Feed in to VCS Liaison Group

3

Training courses

4

Ad hoc funding advice

5

Funding training sessions

6

Signpost other agencies

7

Engage with Town & Parish Councils

8

Web-based resources

9

Produce e-bulletin

10

Promote good practice

11

Improve volunteer resources

12

Improve engagement with other sectors

13

Local volunteer database

14

Influence future strategy

15

Volunteer fairs

16

Ad hoc governance advice

17

Volunteer management training

18

Address issues that affect all sectors

19

Organise 2x Assembly events

20

12

Increase Assembly membership

21

Management committee training

22

Engagement of Health in Assembly

23

Health-checks for volunteer organisations

24

3.7 Budget
There is strong support to retain the budget in full with a quarter of respondents
asking for an increase.
Below are a sample of comments from respondents relating to the budget
options
“As the public sector withdraws and reduced services there is increasing
dependence, especially in sparsely populated parts of the county, on the support
and assistance provided by the vcs. Given the relative cheapness of these services
it is essential that these services be promoted and protected in the interests of the
wellbeing of the people of Northumberland. Important to use the ABCD approach
and to share it across council functions - also as well as encouraging health in all
its guises to participate - further education, LEP, etc etc and to take account of
changes emerging through Borderlands and North of Tyne authority etc.”
“We would implore the council not to reduce or cut this budget further The value of this work to the wider sector is priceless”
The sum of money that makes up the commission has been dramatically reduced since the first commission. The bare minimum position is that the
funding should not be reduced and preferably increased. If properly utilised the sector can provide substantial support to the objectives of the Council,
but withdrawal, or reduction will make the level of support so poor as to be worthless. The Commission, using the Council approved social value
engine, has produced £5.16 for every £1 invested. The current commissioning body, the sector and the Assembly have worked well with officers within
the council, this needs to be nurtured rather than curtailed. In areas such as Health and Wellbeing the sector is not being fully involved and utilised,
this needs to be addressed by all parties concerned
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The VCS Support Services contribute to the capacity, sustainability and impact of a thriving voluntary and community sector. The statistics in the
consultation document indicate a high level of value for money - eg between 2014-17 groups supported by NCVA raised in excess of £6.9million. The
investment of £137,500 for this level of return seems very good value for money.
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4. CONCLUSIONS
4.1 Conclusions
High satisfaction with existing services
All services scored high levels of satisfaction. The more “niche” services of Trustee Training and Support for Volunteer Management were the lower
scoring service (but still around 75% satisfied)

Generally range of services are what people want
There is a high level of satisfaction amongst users of services with the range on offer. There were three areas of note when it comes to areas not
covered by the NCC Commission. These were:
● National/Regional and Local Policy information and in particular the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) - however with regard to
GDPR there is ongoing work with regard to this and evidence within the consultation that this was very well received.
● Better engagement/involvement with the private sector
● Community Buildings - however NCVA do provide this support but need to recognise another organisation is funded to provide this service
within Northumberland and purpose of NCC commission is to maximise funding and to compliment not duplicate services.

Assembly The Council needs to be pragmatic in its approach to the Assembly. The Assembly is never going to to be able to bring all organisations under its
umbrella and get them to speak with one voice. As with any membership or network setup, some organisations deliberately sit outside due to
personalities, history or preference. What we are aiming for is something that works for most of the people most of the time. Whilst still room for
improvement there has been significant progress through NCVA’s supporting role. Satisfaction with and awareness off the VCS Assembly were much
increased and mostly very positive. However there is still work to do in communicating effectively and work needed with the Council to support the
weakest area of being an effective influencer.

Option for Delivery of the Commission
There is little appetite for change to how the commission is delivered with ione countywide commission being clearly prefered. This does ensure
maximised resource for delivery and variations across the county can be understood and addressed.

Budget
Not unsurprisingly majority want retained with also support for increase but also recognition that times are difficult.
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APPENDIX 1 - Value of the sector to Northumberland.
We are fortunate in the North East to have the benefit of The Third Sector Trends study. This is the only large-scale longitudinal survey of the third
sector running in the UK. The study was conceived and originally commissioned by Northern Rock Foundation with research conducted by the
Universities of Southampton, Teesside and Durham. This provides a strong evidence base about the size and strength of the Voluntary and
Community Sector in the North East and Northumberland. Its key findings2 for Northumberland are as follows:
1: THE THIRD SECTOR IS A SIGNIFICANT PART OF THE NORTHERN ECONOMY
Although it is often referred to as the voluntary and community sector because it relies on unpaid trustees to govern organisations and volunteers to
provide support, the third sector is a significant employer. It is estimated that there are 37,500 employed in the North East.
2: THE STRENGTH OF THE THIRD SECTOR IS DEPENDENT TO A HUGE DEGREE ON ITS VOLUNTEERS
The majority of Third Sector Organisations (TSOs), and particularly the smallest organisations, have very limited income and do not employ staff.
They are, as a consequence, entirely dependent upon freely given time to manage organisations and deliver the work needed. As organisations
become larger, they depend much more heavily upon employees – but volunteers continue to play an important role in their governance and the
delivery of their work.
3: THE SECTOR IS CHARACTERISED BY STRONG RELATIONSHIPS, BOTH BETWEEN TSOS AND WITH THE PUBLIC AND PRIVATE SECTORS
The evidence demonstrates that TSOs are interested in developing stronger formal partnerships in future. Trend data from the North East and
Cumbria shows that the percentage of TSOs bidding for grants and contracts in partnership has increased significantly. The evidence shows that
relationships with the public sector are strong in the sense that TSOs feel their contribution is valued (90%) and that their role is understood (87%).
Furthermore, TSOs have become more likely to state that they are well informed by public sector bodies about issues of interest to them (rising from
62 to 69% since 2008). It is often assumed that the third sector has only a limited level of engagement with business. However, the evidence
demonstrates that this relationship is stronger than expected with a number of TSOs accessing businesses for support, including finance and
volunteers as well as in-kind resourcing.
4: GRANT FUNDING CONTINUES TO BE THE MOST IMPORTANT SOURCE OF INCOME FOR ALL BUT THE LARGEST TSOS
In recent years, there has been much debate about the imposition of a ‘contract culture’ on the third sector. However, the evidence shows that, for
all but the larger TSOs, contracts to deliver public services are of much less importance than grants and earned income.
5: MANY TSOS CONTINUE TO SHOW CONSIDERABLE RESILIENCE; HOWEVER, THOSE WHICH ARE MOST RELIANT UPON PUBLIC SECTOR FINANCE AND
THOSE IN THE POOREST AREAS ARE MORE LIKELY TO BE STRUGGLING FINANCIALLY
2

Chapman, T and Hunter, J (2017) Third Sector Trends in the North of England – a summary of key findings, IPPR North.
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These findings demonstrate the importance of the sector when it comes to the economy and employment within Northumberland. The sectors
ability to engage and release the potential of volunteering also has many significant benefits; economically, to health and wellbeing and to growing
the civil core of communities that leads to resilient, sustainable towns and villages across Northumberland. The relationship with the Public Sector is
extremely important with regard to funding; directly or indirectly but also in sharing the valuable intelligence that both sectors hold.
The Northumberland Picture
The Northern Rock Third Sector Trends Study3 also reported on the strength and sustainability of organisations across the NE region. It noted that
many groups in Northumberland tended to be smaller with a strong local focus: In the predominantly rural county of Northumberland, 63% of Third
Sector Organisations work only at a very local level compared with only 41% in largely urban Tees Valley and 47% in Tyne and Wear.
Table 1 - Percentage of TSOs who work only locally, within a local authority or at a wider level.
Area of operation of TSOs (2014)

Northumberland

Tyne and Wear

County Durham

Tees Valley

North East

%TSOs operate at a local neighbourhood or 62.6
village level

35.7

54.2

41.4

47.1

%TSOs operate on a local authority wide level 19.0

20.7

22.0

21.0

20.6

%TSOs operate at a wider level (from regional 18.5
to international)

43.6

23.7

37.6

32.3

The figures in table 2. indicate that the financial situation of third sector organisations in the county is healthier than for the NE as a whole. The
report suggests that this may be because the financial needs of the county’s smaller organisations may be relatively modest, making them more
resilient when funds are tight.
However we do also think that the quality of support that has been delivered over the last 4 years is also a factor. Evidence to support this comes
from feedback from some of our bigger funders such as Big Lottery who have commented on the quality and therefore resultant success of
Northumberland funding bids as opposed to applications from other areas in the North East.

3

Key findings from the Northern Rock Foundation Third Sector Trends Study in North East England: Tony Chapman and Fred Robinson August 2015
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APPENDIX 2 : The Northumberland VCS Assembly
Northumberland VCS Assembly will provide an opportunity for the VCS throughout the county to develop a united voice and ensure that
issues important to the VCS are brought to the fore. It will provide a space for the sector to come together and exchange information, ideas
and good practice.
The Assembly is based on the belief that collective action is more influential than a series of individual voices, and that co-operation between
people generates shared strength through a pooling of energy, ideas and resources.
To this end, it will be open to everyone – Board members, staff and volunteers regardless of what type of VCS organisation they are part of or
whether they are paid or not.
Vision
To ensure there is a strong VCS in Northumberland that can come together to shape and respond to the challenges and opportunities facing
the sector.
Values
Proactive – leading the way
Sector-driven – for the sector by the sector
Decision-making – being open, transparent and accountable
Partnership – working through co-operation, with a clear sense of purpose
Collaboration – uniting to represent the VCS voice
Equality of outcomes and valuing diversity – taking positive action to enable the involvement of groups who tend to be marginalised or
excluded
Learning – valuing our own learning, and learning from each other
Objectives
To provide a structure for effective communication, engagement and coordination for and with the county’s sector
To develop and embed mechanisms for the county’s sector to come together for mutual support, learning to engage with each other to build
the sector from within
To ensure the collective views of the county’s sector influence planning and policy decision in Northumberland
To provide leadership for the collective voice of the sector
To improve working relationships between the county’s sector and those operating in both the public and private sectors.
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APPENDIX 3 - South East Northumberland VCS Network 27

th

February 2018

Notes of discussion on VCS Support Services Commission
Options
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Support one commission, consistency, one point of contact
Council not the skills to deliver in house
Council officers are pulled by the political agenda
If taken in- house will be vulnerable to cost cutting in future and more likely to lose the provision, creates a lot of uncertainty
Communication becomes more difficult if split. If three areas it becomes even more problematic
No independence if part of the County Council and face to face contact would be much more difficult to achieve.
Splitting encourages silo working but need to respect local issues
Accountability much easier with one commission
Ability to deliver services questioned when funding has reduced 70% over the years. It was stated that it was necessary to work
smarter with the budget. Related to this was using technology better
● To divide up the commission when a small amount of money was not considered realistic
Activities
● Thematic networks important to consider in future e.g. employability
● Support from businesses raised and identified that support in kind, using their skills probably easier to access than monetary help.
Larger businesses it was stated did get inundated with requests for help. VCS need to identify support needs where businesses
could use their skills
● Linking into the business plans of the BID’s – Morpeth/Blyth could provide opportunities to work with the sector
● Working with the Town and Parish Council important, but concern that whilst should be supporting their areas are politically
motivated. Political agenda can cause barriers. Needs accountability where the money is going so can demonstrate where money
has been used in the community.
Gap in activities
● Support for community buildings in terms of legal advice and regulations. Currently support from DEFRA but if that was lost, it
was felt could not rely on the Council.
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