Minutes of Voscur Assembly
At Knowle West Media Centre
Date:

Tuesday 15 December
Attending:

Name



Organisation

Paul Dielhenn


Bristol Association of Neighbourhood Daycare (BAND)
Joanna Holmes


Barton Hill Settlement / Voscur Board

David Masters


Care & Repair

Leon Quinn


Care Forum

Amanda Boyd-McLaughlin
Cherry D

Mike Shotter


Support Against Racist Incidents (SARI)

Sally Walker-Cousins

Serenity House

Isabel Livingstone

South West Forum

Jessie Wainwright

Survive and Thrive Network

Alex Kerr



Unseen

Alan Eaton



Peninsula

Vince Spalding


Easton Multi-Agency Project

Bethany Crowe


Knowle West Health Association

Apologies:
Name




Organisation
	
	Action

	1. Voscur Staff will be offering one-to-one advice sessions.  Drop in and get your advice with:
· Help during the recession – Ruth Pitter

· Funding Advice – Eva Pollard

· Workforce Development and Training – Sophie Bayley

· Representation – what matters to you?- Matthew Symonds

· ICT Advice – Sean Kenny

Jenny Idle from Volunteering Bristol will provide information and answer volunteering questions.

Alan Eaton From Peninsula will provide information and answer questions on Voscur and Peninsula’s employment protection offer.


	

	2. Bristol City Council’s infrastructure support services strategy 
Proposes changes to the ways in that support is offered to front-line groups in Bristol.  Voscur’s Board will register its interest in Voscur becoming the ‘single main provider’ of infrastructure support services in Bristol.  This means that Voscur will wish to work with others to provide a range of services. Discussion at this meeting around:
· What does this mean for Voscur members?

· What opportunities does this create?

· What issues does this raise?

Wendy Stephenson (WS), Voscur thanked everyone for staying for this part of the meeting.  Round of introductions.

Alan Eaton (AE) from Peninsula spoke about the offer that Voscur and Peninsula are jointly promoting at the moment.  The offer to provide discounted employment advice for Voscur members.

· WS had asked AE to come along today talk about the services that Peninsula provide

· Peninsula have been providing support for Voscur for many years now including Human Resources (HR) services

· Peninsula has also set up a scheme with NAVCA to provide locally based organisations with employment advice.  The organisations access this support by approaching NAVCA.

· This scheme has been duplicated by local Councils for Voluntary Sector (CVS)

· Organisations need assistance with HR and employment law for three main reasons:

(1) The level of employment law has increased significantly in recent years and the management responsibilities have subsequently increased, making it more difficult to keep on top of things and up to date.

(2) The number of employment tribunals have increased significantly and the workplace has become much more litigious.  Peninsula provides prevention rather than cure.  But if matters do end up in Industrial Tribunal, Peninsula will work to end the dispute.
(3) Peninsula Work with large numbers of charities and voluntary groups and have made special arrangements with NAVCA and Voscur because it is realised that the voluntary sector need slightly different support.  It may also be the case that because of funding issues organisations may not be able to commit to a long term contract.
· AE will leave his contact details at the meeting or groups can contact him through Voscur.

WS thanked AE for attending today.

Voluntary Sector Infrastructure Strategy
· WS asked if attendees were familiar with the infrastructure support services strategy and gave a quick background
· At the moment Bristol City Council spend about £400,000 a year on buying support services including networking and representation from the Black Development Agency (BDA), Voscur, the Care Forum, Avon and Bristol Law Centre, Bristol Community Accountancy Project and Volunteering Bristol.
· The Council also spend around £40 million on buying services from voluntary sector organisations, so this means that 1% of the money is spent on infrastructure services
· Voscur has been funded by the Community Development Investment Budget for some years now and have had one year rolling contracts for about the last four years
· Bristol City Council have been looking at how it can rationalise infrastructure and improve infrastructure services 
· The Council have conducted a needs analysis with 219 voluntary sector organisations and ran focus groups
· From the results of this, the council have produced a strategy describing the support the Council wish to buy over the next five years
· The strategy also specified three different models the Council are considering as options to deliver services these are:
(1) To fund infrastructure as in the past 

(2) To fund organisations working together in a consortium
(3) To fund a single provider who sub-contract other organisations from providing services
· Option (3) is the Council’s preferred option
· This would devolve the responsibility of managing contracts from the Council to one single organisation
· There is no extra funding for contract management
Joanna Holmes (speaking as) Voscur Chair 

· It is a difficult time for everyone at the moment
· The Board see Voscur as coping with two roles, drawing views from its members and deciding the best option for Voscur’s own future.
· Voscur have registered an interest in becoming the single main provider
· As of yet, the Council’s consultation is still ongoing
· Voscur are participating in a session on Thursday (17 December) to with ChangeUp Consortium members to see how to take this forward
· The Board have considered the single main provider option from a risk assessment point of view
· There may be big, national organisations bidding to be the single main provider
· Voscur wants to retain the best possible local service 
· The Board is mindful that Voscur has to consider what is best for its members, as the members are who they have prime accountability to.
· Being the main provider is not to say that Voscur want to ‘do it all’
WS

· There may also be a conflict of interest, as some members may want to bid to be the single provider, or to provide sub-contracted services.
· How do Voscur deal with issues such as these?
Jenny idle, Volunteering Bristol

What areas of service do the Council want more done on?

WS

The community development wrap around service.  Previously the Council had 14 Community Development Workers.  The Team was then split into the Community Cohesion Team and the Community Engagement Team. There is a gap in community development support that the council wants to fill from the infrastructure contract.  

The idea is also to provide more practical support, which involves more evening and weekend availability.

Paul Dielhenn, BAND

Is this a cost cutting exercise by Bristol City Council?  This can be positive in managing how groups work together but could also be because the Council want rid of dealing with lots of organisations and have one to point the finger at, if things go wrong.  Have they indicated that there will be a reduction in the money?

WS

Not yet, but the Council are not aware of their own cuts they will need to make yet.

Mike Shotter, SARI

Including community development would mean a realistic cost of at least twice the £400,000.  Not sure, Voscur would want the contract, unless it is priced in a more realistic way.  There are also the costs of sub-contracting to be considered.

PD

Why was the first consultation postponed?

WS

Phoned the Lead Officer, Keith Haughton who said it was because he had not received an important piece of legal advice.

The tender will be written by April – June 2010, which is very quick, considering it will bring about major changes for many organisations.  Although Voscur have registered an interest, we are also still challenging the strategy.

WS asked what attendees felt about the possible conflicts of interest with Voscur becoming the main provider and sub contracting services from its membership?

Mike Shotter agreed this felt uncomfortable.

WS recognised that Voscur would need to separate its role in providing infrastructure support and its role as in contract management.

PD

BAND has registered interest as a sub-contractor.  If Voscur were to sub-contract from its membership there is the question of ‘shooting yourself in the foot’ as may not get the best services as not looking wider.
WS 

Voscur would not want to do that –  it would want to be open and principled about sub-contracting, using quality assurance systems, local knowledge etc.

Jessie Wainwright, Survive and Thrive Network 

It is a question of contracting; this is the way most local authorities are looking to go.  The concerns are universal.  How much power is there actually to turn the ship around at this point?

JH

If Voscur are successful, it will genuinely offer support to groups rather than just a model telling groups what to do and how to do it.  This kind of contract could switch the balance.

WS

The consultation closes at the beginning of January so there is still time to respond.  There is nothing to stop people also commenting outside of the consultation framework.

RP

Asked how much of an issue people within groups would have if Voscur were to win this contract?

Jessie Wainwright

Would want to know how Voscur were looking to work with partners, how will it work?

WS

Has been asked by the Voscur Board to put models together to take to the Board in January to risk assess.  Organisations have already approached Voscur to offer services.  This would need to be a clear and transparent system.

Question

Have Voscur taken advice over public law?  Public bodies have a duty to work in a transparent way perhaps The Council have breached this?

WS

Voscur have a relationship as a partner and have developed skills and resources due to support and funding from the Council.  How can a partner suddenly be ditched?  Voscur have always successfully provided services so this seems to undermine that.

JH

The Council have decided to commission services even though they did not need too and could have carried on grant funding as before.

WS
The Third Sector Select Committee met yesterday (Monday 14 December) and will meet once a month until its work is done.  The role of the Committee is to look for evidence of good and bad practice from this process.  We could approach the Committee with the impossible timescales given by Bristol City Council.

Leon Quinn, the Care Forum

Where does the delivery model come from?  Is it the idea around a one-stop shop?  There seems to be no causal link with the needs analysis that was very detailed.

Question

How much flexibility will there be around this option if it is the one the Council go for?  Perhaps a consortium is better than a single provider?  Could Voscur set up a consortium that would satisfy the Council’s model?

WS

A consortium implies a group of equals but to sub-contract the provider would only want to buy services, not necessarily enter into a relationship with the complete organisation as in a partnership.

Interest in a consortium may mean discussions around preserving organisations and not solely around providing services.  This would not open the market for new provider groups and would not be healthy.

Someone has to be the contract manager and this cannot be done as peers.

Questions invited:

Amanda Boyd-McLaughlin, Cherry D

Has a concern that groups are being asked to deliver much more than before and the level of funding has not yet been confirmed.  Cherry D has registered an interest as a sub-contractor as it is better to be on the inside of this process rather than the outside.  It is a shame that the meeting yesterday did not happen.

WS thanked everyone for their useful contributions.

	

	3. Any other business
Matthew Symonds (MS), Voscur

· From February, Neighbourhood Committees will be making decisions over devolved budgets including community buildings and recycling.  Voscur will hold a meeting in January for VCS groups who are interested in finding out how to get involved.  Information about this meeting is on the Voscur website.
· The Voscur Assembly on Wednesday 20 January will be run jointly with Clinks at the Southville Centre.  The meeting will focus on the relationship between the voluntary sector and the justice system.  Information about this meeting is on the Voscur website.


	

	4. Close 
WS thanked everyone for coming and for the helpful discussion.  If people wish to add further comment they can contact: wendy@voscur.org
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