
NORTHUMBERLAND COUNTY COUNCIL 
 

VCS LIAISON GROUP 
 
NOTES of the meeting of the VCS Liaison Group held at Longhoughton Community & 
Sports Centre, Westfield Park, Park Road, Longhoughton, Alnwick, Northumberland, on 

Thursday 17 January 2019 at  10:43 am. 
 
 

PRESENT 
 

Councillor W Pattison (Chair) 
 
 

COUNCILLORS  
 

B Pidcock D Towns
 

 
VCS REPRESENTATIVES 

 
A Conway A Lyall 
R Firth M Ormston

 
J Jackson  
 

 
 OFFICERS IN ATTENDANCE 

 
H Bowers Democratic Services Officer 
K Higgins Senior Policy Officer 
J Rose Economic and Inclusion Policy Manager 
R Strettle Principal Policy Officer 
 
Also in attendance:  
 
A Atkinson Northumberland CVA 
E Phillips Chair of Trustees 
C Homer Culture, Arts and Leisure Portfolio Holder 

 
 
 
23. CHAIR’S ANNOUNCEMENTS 
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The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting and requested a round of 
introductions. 
 

24. APOLOGIES FOR ABSENCE 
 

Apologies for absence were received from Councillors Parry, Seymour, Sharp 
and Stow and S Ashmore, VCS representative. 
 

25. NOTES 
 

RESOLVED – that the notes of the meeting of the VCS Liaison Group held on 
Tuesday 23 October 2018 be received and noted. 

 
26. DECLARATIONS OF INTEREST 
 

J Jackson and A Lyall declared an interest in agenda item 7 as they had a 
vested interest in the Commission. 

 
27. SERVICE PROVISION 
 

Eleanor Phillips, Chair of Trustees, informed the group of the facilities and the 
functions of the centre.  

 
The centre was built in 2009 with funding assistance which included The 
Football Foundation, the former Alnwick District Council and Sir James Knott 
Trust. 

 
The centre offered sporting facilities and had two full size football pitches and a 
synthetic turf which were used 6 days a week from 5 pm until 10 pm.  £30,000 
of income was generated per year from the football.  

 
80% of funding had been received under the LEADER scheme to support the 
upgrade of kitchen facilities. 

 
Mrs Phillips had been the Chair of the Trustees for the last 3 years and had 
endeavoured to engage with external groups to access the centre’s facilities. 
Various exercise and craft classes currently used the centre.  Other services 
offered from the centre were lunches and community bingo. 

 
The Centre held the Hallmark 1 Award which was a national quality standard 
scheme for village halls making it fully compliant with the requirement of its 
charitable status. 
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As part of a review for Longhoughton, it was hoped that access would be 
improved for pedestrians on the west side of the village and to accommodate 
the new 66 houses near to or adjoining the Westfield Sports Centre. 

 
There were also plans for a Multi Use Games Area (MUGA) as part of the 
review with monies from a Section 106 agreement as it was hoped to make 
better use of the football facilities during the daytime. 

 
£1,500 of funding had also been received from the Co-op Foundation which 
would go towards a projector screen.  It was hoped to bring further business 
opportunities to the centre by diversification and attracting volunteers. 

 
Councillor Cath Homer, Portfolio Holder for Culture, Arts and Leisure informed 
Mrs Phillips of Village Halls Week which would be taking place later in January. 
There was also a social media campaign entitled Discover our Land which was 
aimed at increasing awareness about Northumberland as a place to live, work, 
visit and do business.  (A video was shown to those that were present after the 
meeting). 

 
In response to a member query, Mrs Phillips advised that the centre did not 
have laptops but wifi had been installed.  She was informed that 
Northumberland CVA had been working in partnership with iNorthumberland to 
identify potential venues.  

 
The Chair thanked Mrs Phillips for her presentation. 
 
RESOLVED that the information be noted. 
 
With the agreement of the Group the following agenda item was brought 
forward. 
 

28. STATE OF THE SECTOR 
 

Ann Atkinson, Development Officer and Anne Lyall, Chief Executive of 
Northumberland CVA summarised the key findings from the State of the Sector 
workshops carried out across the county. 
 
The Group was informed that organisations found the demand for services had 
increased and whilst the majority had increased the number of services they 
provided, only half had increased capacity to deliver.  As this did not 
necessarily translate to an increased income, there was no sense of financial 
security.  Challenges were securing funding and future sustainability when 
increased demand and strain on resources.  
 
Some of the key findings were: 
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● The need for collaborative working to avoid duplication 
● challenges regarding securing funding and sustainability 
● acquiring staff and trustees with skills 
● recruiting and keeping volunteers 
● challenges for beneficiaries having difficulty in accessing services and 

awareness of services particularly in rural areas 
 
The Sector had been very supportive in ensuring people in need could access 
services.  As well as raising their profile and having a voice, the Sector 
promoted the benefits of volunteers, partnership working and training and 
support. 
 
Discussions had taken place in VCS meetings in the past about the possible 
collaborative working with the VCS and NCC and the set up of a Task and 
Finish Group made up of NCC officers and VCS Assembly executive/members 
with input from Councillors, which would provide an opportunity to contribute to 
the economic strategy and community well being. 
 
Janice Rose, Economic and Inclusion Policy Manager agreed and advised as 
the Group only met 4 times a year, officers and delegates of VCS could meet 
and report back to the Group with a proposition. 
 
RESOLVED that the information be noted. 

 
29.   NORTHUMBERLAND ECONOMIC STRATEGY 
 

Rob Strettle, Principal Policy Officer provided a presentation on the review of 
the Northumberland Economic Strategy. 
 
The presentation would provide an update on  the strategy, providing an 
opportunity to explore how the VCS Liaison Group could contribute to its 
delivery. 
 
The last Economic Strategy had been published over a 5 year period to 2020. 
The refreshed Economic Strategy took account of new developments such as 
the new North of Tyne Combined Authority and the Borderlands Initiative. 
 
Elected Members had been briefed in the summer about the refresh which 
focused on delivery and the Council held a series of stakeholder events with 
business forums and sector networks.  
 
During the presentation the Principal Policy Officer emphasised that the VCS 
played an important role in the economy of Northumberland and outlined some 
key issues including:- 
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● Economic trends for Northumberland and the disparity in work poverty.  It 

was hoped that the increase in better jobs and micro businesses would 
boost performance and tourism.  Policy and funding opportunities, there 
would be opportunities  through  the national industrial strategy and support 
for businesses following Brexit and collaborative working in partnership with 
the new devolved Authority which would provide a new voice within 
Government. 

 
● The North East Strategic Economic Plan and Local Enterprise Partnership 

remained important alongside new arrangements for transport with a new 
North East Joint Transport Committee being established. 

 
● In terms of opportunities, Northumberland had a series of industrial and 

unique assets including Agritech and the unique farming sector. 
 

● Assets highlighted included Northumberland Energy Park in Blyth and the 
subsea innovation through the Offshore Renewable Energy Catapult.  This 
was a good example of where the VCS were playing a key role through the 
Blyth Tall Ship Initiative which had enabled young people to gain 
employment in the sector. 

 
● There were plans to support residents furthest from the labour market into 

work with assistance with inclusive employment.  The new NoT Combined 
Authority had held discussions regarding funding and partnership working 
to ensure employment inclusion.  

 
● Connectivity was also a priority with infrastructure improvement particularly 

in rural Northumberland. 
 
It was requested that the presentation be circulated to members of the group. 
  
Following the presentation, comments and questions were made as follows:- 
 
● What was happening with the former Procter & Gamble/Coty site?  It was 

advised that Advance Northumberland were working with the site owners to 
support the re-purposing of the site 

● The Strategy was welcomed by the VCS 
● The Voluntary Sector could help Carers back into the world of work and 

free up other resources 
● People retiring into the area came with pensions and a disposable income 

to spend in the county with considerable skills when engaging in the 
voluntary sector.  In that way, the VCS was a considerable economic 
resource above and beyond the acquisition of national grants and being a 
significant employer 
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● How was engagement with the Sector envisaged ?  There had been a 
series of engagement sessions about the delivery of the Strategy and as 
discussed there were themes where the VCS could be involved.  There 
were established partnerships with town forums where some VCS 
partnership was involved and any suggestions of other work through this 
group would be welcomed 

● In work poverty was a major concern.  The review was the third since Local 
Government Reorganisation and this review would give the opportunity to 
drawn down funding and gave a better chance to shape and influence the 
county. 

 
The Chair thanked Mr Strettle for his presentation and it was RESOLVED that 
the information be noted. 

 
 

30.   VCS INFRASTRUCTURE SUPPORT SERVICES COMMISSION 
 

Kevin Higgins, Senior Policy Officer provided an update on the strategic aim of 
the commission. 
 
The VCS Support Services Commission contract would come to an end in 
March of this year.  It had been agreed in October by Cabinet for a further 2 
year contact from April this year for £100k p.a. 
 
The commission would deliver the strategic aim ‘To maintain the continued 
development of a vibrant, independent and sustainable sector that would work 
in partnership with NCC and other partners to ensure the best outcomes for 
individuals and communities of place, interest and identity in Northumberland’ It 
would have a broader/strategic remit than the previous commission.  The 4 key 
objectives were to: 

● Support VCS organisations capacity to operate safely and legally  
● Improve the confidence and ability of VCS to secure funding  
● Ensure comms with VCS, public and private sectors keep organisations fully 

informed of key issues and opportunities  
● Manage the Northumberland VCS Assembly  and promote awareness of VCS 

issues with NCC 
 

Whoever won the commission would be responsible for supporting the VCS to 
access funding, particularly the new Shared Prosperity Fund and North of Tyne 
Combined Authority funds. 
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The Big Lottery Northumberland Bridge programme was a large scale VCS 
partnership for which NCC acts as accountable body.  The project wis due to 
end in September 2019 but had potential for £2.2m extension to June 2022. 
Part of the remit was to increase capacity in the VCS, and the successful bidder 
of the commission would be expected to work with Bridge to maximise the 
resource. 
 
The commission was currently being procured, with a closing date of 23rd 
January, to be awarded in February for an April contract start date.  
 
RESOLVED that the information be noted. 

 
31. UPDATES: 
 

● North of Tyne Combined Authority Developments 
 

Janice Rose, Head of Economic Policy and Regeneration informed the group of 
the North of Tyne Combined Authority developments. 
 
This was now in place and an election would take place in May for a Mayor. 
 
The Combined Authority was working with the Government to put in place an 
Economic Strategy.  An Inclusive Economy Policy Statement had been 
published but dialogue was needed on how to take it forward. 
 
The VCS had a large role to play within this and as such she confirmed that 
further engagement meetings with the wider VCS were being planned by the 
Combined Authority to take place over the next few months.  
 
● Universal Credit Rollout 

 
Abi Conway, Citizens Advice provided the group with an update on the 
Universal Credit Rollout. 
 
Universal Credit been successfully rolled out across all eight JCP sites. 

 
The Universal Steering Group had reported that existing lives service claimants 
had been successfully transferred or contacted and the process for migration 
had gone smoothly particularly in Ashington where there was a large number of 
claimants.  It was not known how the online journal of full service would be 
coped with. 
 
Of the issues people were facing, the major issue related to initial claims, in 
particular, eligibility, entitlement, calculations and advance payments.  Other 
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issues that were prevalent included, housing and disability elements, 
deductions, conditionality, income and expenditure and budgeting. 
 
Of the clients seen by NCAB, 13% were disabled and 41% had a long term 
health condition.  Of those 54%, 27% mental health, 28% physical impairment 
and 21% multiple impairments. 
 
The Universal Credit Steering Group had mapped and recorded information to 
understand what support was working and where there were gaps in order to 
target support and mitigate any negative impacts of Universal Credit in 
Northumberland. 
 
The Minister’s announcement and decision had been welcomed to slow down 
the managed migration of legacy claimants on to Universal Credit to a small 
cohort and with a view to measuring the impact before the wider migration but 
the concern still remained for the large numbers (4 million nationally) who were 
being naturally migrated due to a change of circumstances with no transitional 
protections to their benefits. 

 
Anne Lyall, VCS representative stated that Northumberland VCS ran a job club 
which had been inundated with people requiring access to laptops, broadband 
and wifi.  Ms Conway stated that the Steering Group had given presentations to 
organisations to make people aware of what information was needed.  The 
problems usually began when people did not have all the documents they 
needed. 
 
Some discussion took place regarding in work benefits and it was advised that 
Universal Credit support had been delivered since April last year.  
 
In response to a query regarding housing, it was advised that Social Landlords 
were well informed on payment arrangements  
 
● Future Funding Opportunities 

 
Kevin Higgins, Senior Policy Officer informed the group that there was still an 
amount of European Social Funding to be committed through the LEP.  At the 
end of the month there would be a meeting across Local Authorities to decide 
some of the priorities and there would be further funding opportunities. 
 
It was reported that Karbon Homes also provided the opportunity for community 
partners to apply for funding for initiatives which supported community 
investment priorities.  The funding was available in 3 forms - small grants up to 
£1,000, the Investing in Communities Fund, up to £15,000 and Karbon Partners 
funding which would depend on the individual project. 
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RESOLVED that the information be noted. 
 
 
32. VCS ISSUES ARISING FROM NETWORK MEETINGS/EVENTS 
 

It was reported that Northumberland Domestic Abuse Service would be closing 
as the bid to continue the service had not been successful. 
 
Northumberland CVA had offered support to the Trustees of the Briardale 
Centre in Blyth but no response had been received. 

 
RESOLVED that the information be noted. 

 
33. NCC ISSUES THAT MAY IMPACT ON THE VCS 
 

Delivery of the Economic Strategy, as part of the North of Tyne Combined 
Authority engagement events where the VCS could be involved. 
 
RESOLVED that the information be noted. 

 
 
REPORT OF THE SERVICE MANAGER - DEMOCRACY 
 

(i) VCS Liaison Group Work Programme 
 

Future agenda items would be discussed at a pre-meeting. 
 
34. DATES OF FUTURE MEETINGS 
 

The next meeting is scheduled to take place at East Bedlington Community 
Centre on Thursday 4 April 2019. 

 
RESOLVED that the information be noted. 

 
 
 
 

COUNCILLOR W PATTISON 
CHAIR 
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