Bristol Event: Compact Compliance & A Thriving Third Sector

1.00 – 4.00pm Thursday 05 November 2009
CREATE Centre, Smeaton Road, Bristol BS1 6XN

Question Time with Commissioners & Voluntary Sector
· Deborah Lee, Director of Commissioning, NHS Bristol


· Sue Bandcroft, Senior Commissioning Manager, Safer Bristol

· Rebecca Cross, Strategy Leader, Health and Commissioning Children and Young People's Service
· Jane Taylor, Service Manager, Communities and Adult Skills, The Park Centre

· Jean Smith, Director, Nilaari
Ben Barker (BB), Chair of the panel reminded delegates that photographs were being taken and requested that anyone who did not want to be included should notify a member of staff.

He also indicated that this part of the session would be minuted and asked delegates to state their name and organisation when contributing.
BB introduced the panel.

Q1. 

Leon King, Care Forum

Asking question on behalf of Group 1

How will devolving budgets to Neighbourhood Partnerships affect smaller voluntary sector organisations?

Deborah Lee

Devolving budgets is a Bristol City Council initiative and is not the route that the NHS will follow.  The benefits of the approach are that communities will see the big differences a relatively small amount of money can make.  This will enhance the power of local innovation and energy, which is especially important as we are going into a constrained climate financially.  The Voluntary Sector has a good record of being cost effective as well as innovative.

Jane Taylor

Devolving budgets could work extremely well, but there are a couple of points to remember.  If services are designed to work from the bottom up and provide local needs this is one way of creating this.  Secondly, smaller organisations need a commissioning process that is flexible to be able to survive the process, something like an innovation fund.
Rebecca Cross

This must be a positive thing for smaller Voluntary Sector organisations which are really important.  Local small Voluntary Sector Organisations are truly addressing the needs of local groups.  Devolving money to neighbourhoods will be a way of meeting local needs and could work well in Bristol which has many very different areas with very different needs.  This can only be a positive thing.

Sue Bandcroft (SB)
It will be very interesting to see what money is in the pots that are devolved.  Bristol City Council wants to be a commissioning service which is a very different approach to giving out pots of money to local control.  There are two different ends of the spectrum and the Council need to think ‘how do we make this work?’  The ambitions and the visions need to be brought together.

Jean Smith

Agreed with SB.  Nilaari is one of the small Voluntary Sector groups that went through a huge set of challenges when the commissioning process started.  It is about making sure smaller groups are well supported and there needs to be a mechanism in place to help them survive.

Keith Haughton, Bristol City Council – added comment:

The concept of commissioning is about buying things through grants not just about commissioning and tendering to provide services.  These two things can work in relationship with each other; it’s just about making sure there is the balance.

Question asked on behalf of Group 2

How do small and medium size organisations engage with the commissioning process?  They do not have the capacity to fill in forms or knowledge of what is needed.  How can they participate and contribute? A good liaison is needed to be able to participate.
Jane Taylor 

Emphasises with problem of age cutting across children and young people’s services mentioned by questioner.

There is some evidence that the best way to engage is through Voscur.  Voscur is currently hand-holding organisations through the Bristol e-procurement system.  Voscur training took place recently and smaller organisations that took part and through that are now hoping to work in a consortium to place a bid.

Wendy Stephenson, Voscur – added comment:

This process is a grants application process and smaller organisations need access to a simplified grants application process.

Jane Taylor

The idea that senior managers can outline every priority will mean missing out on a ‘bottom-up’ service provision.

Rebecca Cross

The challenge of working in consortia is recognised and the Council are aware of this.  There is a timescale to ensure that the process has some philosophy and smaller organisations may go bust before they have a chance to get an application in as they do not have the capacity to fill in the forms.  The Joint Commissioning Team made sure that forms were robust to ensure that the Council would get good value for money services that were needed.  But there is a need for a transparent process and one that does not become too narrow a field.  

It is a challenge resource wise to share information.  A lot of Partnership Meetings have been held and have tried to have a Voluntary Sector Rep present who can state what the issues are.  Concern is how can the Voluntary Sector help the Voluntary Sector feel really engaged?  Because they do have important things to say.
Sue Bandcroft

The Voluntary Sector needs to organise and support each other.

Comment from audience:

This will never happen!

Sue Bandcroft

Then need to realise that you are in competition with each other.  Things that can be done collectively need to be done in this way.  Groups that do not look to see who they can work with will find it hard.

Jean Smith

Felt the process had a positive effect on Nilaari. It is only through working with other groups that Nilaari have survived.  It was a hard learning curve but did learn from this.

BB was asked the questioner if he would like to respond to the answers given.

If the commissioning process does not allow for core funding then there will be a transition problem.  Core funding lasts until March 2010.  Traditional services have a big problem adjusting to this commissioning process and do not have the time or staffing for the necessary liaison.
Nigel O’ Malley, Bristol Citizens Advice Bureau Project 
Asked the question on behalf of Group 3

There are a range of myths around the Voluntary Sector being less professional how can the Sector ensure that it is seen as professional?
Sue Bandcroft

The record at Safer Bristol speaks for itself with the percentage of money awarded being much in favour of Voluntary Sector organisations.  The proof of the pudding will be in the delivery of outcome based services.  Historically, the Voluntary Sector has been seen as the ‘cheaper than’ but professionally it is just a matter of proving that the sector can best deliver services.

Jean Smith

The Voluntary Sector is not a cheap option and is very professional!

Rebecca Cross

How is professional defined?  The Compact asks for professional services and not just the cheapest option but the biggest value for money option.  There are some really good Voluntary Sector organisations that need to be ‘business aware’ to stop them from disappearing.  These groups often deliver niche services to important groups so are very much needed.  There is a weakness amongst Voluntary Sector organisations to keep themselves afloat in the business world.  People who work in Voluntary Sector organisations often enter with the passion and not necessarily with a business mind.  
Jane Taylor

Asked delegates if anyone present had any experience of managing a Learning Skills Council (LSC) Contract?  The requirements for such management are immense and groups have to pass OfSTED inspection.  Bristol City Council have set out to commission the Voluntary Sector to deliver these services e.g. adult learning.  In Bristol in 2005, some of the feedback showed directly provided provision was a Grade 2 (good) but observed that provision was stuck at Level 3.  A decision had to be made to walk away from this service provision or to stick at it.  The Council invested in a programme of Professional Development.  The Voluntary Sector was up for this process and now the provision has achieved a Level 2.  The answer lies in investing in professional development and this is a funder’s responsibility.
Nigel O Malley

Will the Compact help people who do not have business acumen build it?

Wendy Stephenson, Voscur

The Local Authority has just gone through a needs analysis process to ask what support was needed.  The Council intend to invest in providing this support and business support may be a need.

Wendy Stephenson, Voscur

Asked the question on behalf of Group 4

Is there a dual standard in terms of the monitoring of service contracts for statutory and voluntary sector organisations?

Rebecca Cross

We are on a journey within NHS Bristol and are tendering out Child Community Health Services.  We have a good idea of what we expect from the service provision, possibly a better idea than bodies that have not had these dealings before.  The NHS is a lot further down the line then the Council at the moment.

Jane Taylor

It is not the same standard, but it should be.  The statutory sector talk in terms of business units and good models.

Deborah Lee

Probably due to the grant philosophy there has been a lot less extraction of the expectations of Third Sector organisations.  There is still a need to chose and make decisions on what is the important stuff to monitor.  Voluntary Sector organisations would not be chosen to deliver the contract if they could not bring something unique to the table that the public sector could not bring.  

Jean Smith

It is a huge jump but once the process is started and if there is a good dialogue between the service provider and the groups commissioning the services, then it can be a good experience.  As a group Nilaari were accountable to members so felt it was the right step to make and a move in the right direction to enter the commissioning process.  Do not feel as if it is over monitored.
Sue Bandcroft

There was a need to apply some processes to the Statutory Sector and the Voluntary Sector and to apply these did take a lot of unpicking of previous ways of working.  It is a tough time for everybody and as the Council move towards separating commissioning and grant funding as the NHS have done the processes will become more equal.

BB thanked those who answered the questions and those who asked them.  
​​​​​​

Some notes were also collated from Myths/Challenges discussion and can been seen below, along with additional questions that did not get asked due to time constraints. These will be copied to the Compact Steering Group.
Myths/Challenges Session discussion notes:

· There is a perception that the Voluntary Sector is not able to deliver quality services
· It’s wrongly assumed Voluntary Sector is a cheap option

· It sometimes appears Statutory Sector always go for cheapest quote

· It’s difficult to contact the right person during bidding period and getting a response.
· There needs to be forward planning of commissioning opportunities and funding, to inform Voluntary Sector of intentions.

· There is a lack of understanding of Voluntary Sector’s diversity.

· It is wrongly assumed grants are no longer a funding option.

· It is wrongly assumed that the Statutory Sector is unified

· It is wrongly assumed that the Voluntary Sector is always dependent on statutory funding.

· Services seem to be dominated by huge companies, leaving little room for innovation.

· Voluntary Sector needs to show they have clear representative structures.

Additional Questions:

1. Could Bristol have an annual debate on the Compact?

2. How will the Council go about tackling myth amongst some public sector staff that everyone one in the Voluntary Sector is a volunteer?
3. Will the Compact ever have any teeth/backbone?

