Consortium Communique to the third sector in the SW
A learning and skills consortium for third sector organisations in the South West is preparing to bid for a European Social Fund (ESF) contract.  The consortium is appropriately cautious as to its prospects, and advises interested stakeholders to also be circumspect at this early stage.
On 6th June, South West Forum invited Damian France, chair of a Mersey-based learning and skills consortium (Voluntary Organisation Learning Association, VOLA), to independently facilitate discussions between stakeholders. The following organisations were represented at the meeting: Community Council of Devon, Cornwall Learning Partnership, Exeter CVS, Learning Curve, South West Forum, South West ACRE Network (SWAN) and Voluntary Sector Training Alliance (ViSTA).  The outcome was a consensus on the consortium’s objectives, an agreed organisational structure, and a short-term action plan.
Objectives

Consensus was reached on both long and short-term objectives for the consortium. Acknowledging that a business opportunity exists to compete for an ESF Skills Funding Agency contract in late summer in the South West (excluding Cornwall, which is administered differently for ESF), the short-term objective is to bid for this contract. The long-term objective of the consortium is intended to be broader than ESF: to compete for mainstream skills and learning contracts in the South West. 

Structure of the consortium

In order to achieve the short-term objective of the consortium, a bid-writing team will be established, consisting of Cornwall Learning Partnership, Learning Curve, South West Forum and Voluntary Sector Training Alliance (ViSTA).  This is a task and finish group, with the mandate of bidding for the ESF Skills Funding Agency contract in late summer.
Guiding the bid-writing team, and acting as guardians of the consortium’s longer-term objective, a Steering Group will be established. The Steering Group’s membership will balance organisations with technical expertise in skills and learning bid writing, with infrastructure bodies that can reflect the diversity of providers in the South West. The Steering Group will also provide representation for the wider membership of the consortium.
Within the consortium, ‘members’ will be different to ‘delivery partners’. ‘Members’ will be all third sector organisations who meet basic requirements in terms of skills and learning delivery.  ‘Delivery Partners’ will be those third sector organisations who ‘fit’ with aspects of the contract specifications (once they are published), and actually come to play a part in delivery of a contract.
Short-term action plan
The short-term action plan is focussed on bidding for a 2010 ESF contract for the South West Competitiveness area. On behalf of the consortium, Learning Curve will function as the lead and accountable body. In developing the bid, additional technical expertise will be provided by ViSTA, Cornwall Learning Partnership and South West Forum.  South West Forum is responsible for communication with the sector, and to this end invites expressions of interest from third sector providers interested in consortium involvement.  The specifications of the ESF contract are expected to be released in late summer. 
All communications regarding the consortium can be directed to Simon Charters at South West Forum, on simon@southwestforum.org.uk or 01392 247 901.
