WYLDA Local Area Agreement Event 24th June 2008 Feedback

Introduction

On June 24th Voluntary Action Wakefield District arranged a sub regional event on behalf of WYLDA, funded through the Capacity Builders Consortium Projects Programme. Early in the planning stages it was agreed that the event should focus on a “hot topic” for the VCS – at the time Local Area Agreements. The event started with talks about the LAA in Leeds and Calderdale from Leeds Voice and the Calderdale LSP Support Team. These talks were followed by two workshop sessions, one to discuss the experiences of the voluntary sector in the renegotiation of the District LAA’s and one to identify how organisations could work better in future.
Summary
From the discussions it is clear that the VCS has already made significant steps engaging in the LAA process. The VCS in each District needs to continue to lobby and engage with the process to increase opportunities for the future and to raise awareness and understanding of the VCS in statutory organisations. Although much of this needs to be done at a District level some sub-regional engagement will also be required. It is important that an organisation takes the lead on facilitating, supporting and co-ordinating this work. An element of overall co-ordination will ensure that links are made with the WYLDA modernisation projects, particularly those around commissioning and partnerships.

Recommendations

It was clear from the discussions that although each LAA is different there are some common experiences amongst voluntary sector organisations and there are some areas where sub-regional working would be beneficial. A number of suggestions were produced from the workshops that fell into five categories:

1. Working together more closely

1.1. VCS workers in each district doing same/similar work could come together to share experiences and support each other. Sub-regional thematic meetings could also be set up to produce examples of good practice/case studies/link into WYLDA, CVS’s or GO, CEN
1.2. Some of the LAA indicators will have been chosen in more than one District. Organisations need to share good practice around these indicators.
1.3. The VCS needs to identify and share information about what is best for end users and what works
1.4. Representatives of the lead LAA partners already meet subregionally. The VCS should try to become involved in these meetings.

1.5. Leeds’ Beacon status for community empowerment means that it will be used as a demonstration LAA. This provides an opportunity to filter ideas/good practice and challenges directly in to Ministers
2. Representation/Lobbying/Consultation

2.1. Concerns about when measuring NI7, the national survey will be inadequate as it will continue to lack robust information about the shape and breadth of the sector. Responses might be low as VCS groups may feel there is little benefit to them in responding. The VCS should be lobbying to raise awareness of this issue early
2.2. Using numerical based data for indicators could lead to LAA delivery groups pulling in 1 large voluntary organisation and contracting with them to easily, cheaply and efficiently meet targets. The sector needs to be aware of this risk and address it with their local LAA delivery group
2.3. If services are not being reviewed regularly this needs to be challenged, to ensure that opportunities for the VCS (in terms of service delivery) can be identified. A possible model is the Children’s Trust guidance which specifies when services need to be reviewed
2.4. Scrutiny is important. It should be possible to identify the VCS organisations involved in each LAA delivery plan so that they can be engaged in development and consulted on key issues.

3. Organisational Development
3.1. Work needs to be done to support the sector to be more businesslike. This will help it to deliver on priorities and provide evidence that the VCS can deliver services “better”. Other funding must be available however as forcing organisations into a commissioning and business focus can result in them losing their focus on delivery. Consortia building could be an answer but we need to consider whether VCS organisations REALLY want to “share”?
3.2. Many commissioning opportunities can only be delivered by larger organisations. Consortia can be established to address this but time is needed to build consortia. Delivery mechanisms and commissioning processes need to be decided early so that this can happen
3.3. Full cost recovery needs to be recognised. Commissioners need to acknowledge and build the cost of organisational and staff development into contracts. This might take money away from infrastructure organisations and lead to organisations only being commissioned if they meet competencies
4. Publicity
4.1. The VCS is good at attracting and hooking resources into the partnerships and needs to sell this message and capitalise on it
5. New opportunities
5.1. The sector needs to think about how it can be proactive and how appropriate VCS organisations can engage in new areas of service delivery
5.2. Local authorities are reducing their staffing levels. The VCS needs to be ready to fill the void
5.3. Money for meeting stretch targets should be coming in to the LAA pooled budget. The VCS needs to ensure that it gets its share of this funding rather than the money being routed off elsewhere. 
