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Communication/Engagement working group
Meeting 3 minutes, 17th June, 2008
Norfolk Council for Voluntary Youth Services
Attendees
Dennis Mawson, Voluntary Norfolk
Richard Middleton, YMCA Norfolk

Sheila Mathias, Garden Science Trust
Ros Czarnowska, NCVYS

Toby Cullingham, Norfolk Unites

Apologies

Stephanie Brittan, United Response

Discussion
Overall

· Local authorities do not always ‘openly tender’ – need to liaise and to proactively seek relationships.  Jo Clapham of Voluntary Norfolk is doing similar work on this, re: commissioning with local authorities, of which training may be a part.  A need to effectively connect with this work (TC, as Norfolk Unites, has already met with Jo in recognition of this importance)

· A logical yet flexible approach appears to be required – across regional this could present difficulties
The problem

How can the VCS access those larger contracts?

· Awareness of contract holders and back down to the providers – two way flow

Clusters

Identify potential funding stream/opportunities and passing that info onto those groups only – e.g. everyone not receiving all information sent to 300 organisations in Norfolk.  A need to be able to ‘flag up’ importance by sending selective information to selective organisations.  This can be done through Norfolk Unites Directory where organisations ‘register their interest’ groups.  When information arrives from the regional matching this, this can then be sent onto those group only.

Do clusters take the lead in this or is it facilitated by Norfolk Unites?  Depends on resources at the core.

Overall

· It was felt that a more firm ‘model’ was required within which to work.  Concerns to whether it was worthwhile Norfolk setting up a consortium, what is the USP (unique selling point)?

· Need not just communicate, but also following up – needs to be active, not passive

· Concern arose as to Unite 3 – would there even be anyone there? What does Norfolk Unites have to ‘sell’?

Directory

Participants reviewed the proposed questionnaire. TC responded to concerns by saying this was not a formal approach to all those non-VCS bodies but more in testing the water and getting a broad overview of how they perceive the VCS and what they want from VCS training.  The Directory will be held electronically on the Norfolk Unites website with organisation able to input their own details, reducing maintenance issues for the central hub.
The Model

TC broke down the tasks of a consortium and as a group we tried to tackle that, looking at how those functions can be met and where.  The fluidity of the model, which at this stage had not been written down, created great difficulties into then moving on to think about writing a Communication Strategy/vision etc.  As a result, this was not achieved.  As regards this, a point was made that we had not met the project outcomes whereas someone like Cambridgeshire, having set up as a legal consortium and with business plan and membership agreement in place, had achieved the positive result in comparison to Norfolk and that we would now have to feed into them for regional contracts. TC emphasised that they would be one body who could hold contracts in the Eastern Region, but not the only one.  Norfolk could present 5 or 6 lead bodies as potential contract holders whereas perhaps Cambridgeshire would want to work through just that one.  The Finance/Legal working group had deemed a Norfolk consortium to not be financially viable, so we had to look at alternatives.  TC emphasised that it is not as black and white as it may appear and that the ‘consortium’ does not necessarily mean one body that holds all contracts and is permanently there.  Consortia can be responsive to contacts, being created on basis of those contracts and getting staff in place to service them, as happens at ACER (Association of Colleges in the Eastern Region).  Norfolk Unites as a process or approach rather than a solid ‘thing.’ There were concerns from within the group as to how this could actually be achieved, whether this was actually a model which we could demonstrate sufficient work had been undertaken on (what had we actually done?) and how this was in relation to the original brief from the LSC.

Challenges of the Communication/Engagement working group

· Model issues have determined work much more than originally anticipated so that the original brief became less appropriate, ultimately:

· The thing that we were tasked to do did not enable us to achieve what it was we wanted to achieve
· Concern was raised as to the trueness of this work aligned to the original Terms of Reference for the group. TC accepted that in many ways they were a long way from that (although, again, the term ‘consortium’ could be viewed more flexibly) but that also we could perhaps only achieve the ultimate aims of the work if we approached with that flexibility.  There would obviously need to be ‘buy-in’ from other counties as to our findings, to include the VCS Eastern Region Skills Strategy Manager (Nikki Bennett at COVER).  TC acknowledged that follow up of this work and a true understanding and justification of this work, how we came to be where we were, would be required.
Issues from evaluation forms

General recognition of sound facilitating in sometimes difficult situations but concern as to approach of the work, strategic direction, being able to see an actual product emerging.

Facilitator’s comments

Frustrations were apparent from both sides in this final group as we were not able in this last session to ‘run with’ the Model proposed and therefore unable to nail down any form of communication strategy etc.  It is acknowledged that due to the developmental nature of the work, this working group has faced the biggest challenge insofar that it is only until recently that we had ‘an identify/purpose/model’ emerging.  Regards the outcomes of the project, TC is meeting with Nikki Bennett and the LSC lead, Howard Foale, where it is hoped that they will be able to support the work we have achieved, areas that at this stage we have been unable to fulfil whilst also recognising the work outside of this original plan which we have taken on out of a perceived necessity.  TC as Norfolk Unites Development Co-ordinator and Community Connections, as lead body for this work, assume full responsibly for this.
We have been unable to write down any Membership Agreements etc. as we have not known what it is that we would be writing, how we were going to operate etc. If organisations decide they wish Norfolk Unites to continue after September (Unite 3), more formal agreed terms of working, membership agreement etc., would need to be ratified by any Steering Group that emerges.  Draft versions may be drawn up for the draft report which will go out to consultation over the summer.
For future such work, communication/engagement would be advised to come after initial proposals have been mapped out.  Due to the timelines associated with this work, and the fact that we did not know we would be working on broader ideas and potential structure as opposed to ‘creating a Norfolk consortium,’ this was not done. 
We should not forget the achievements of this group throughout the sessions in identifying the need for and working on the outline for the Directory that is going to be produced.  This could have great benefits for putting Norfolk VCS training provision on the map.
Final report

TC will be producing the draft report (based on all working groups and research) by end July, for consultation, to be sent by e-mail.  This will essentially be laying out the final plan as reached by the last set of the working groups and analysing the research gathered throughout, justifying how we have come to those decisions – it is not the intention to be a large, hefty document for the sake of it.  Hopefully it will be a workable document where it can be ‘taken and run with’ should it be felt that Norfolk Unites should be continued beyond September as a working consortium.  

We will arrange a half day in early September where anyone who wants to come can work through that proposed draft and suggest amendments.  Input can be e-mailed, also, with that input being taken to that meeting, venue and date to be set by end July.  

Final report will be proceed on basis of this feedback and presented at Unite 3, Wednesday September 24th, 10-1 (including buffet lunch), Swaffham EcoTech Centre.  We hope to see you there.

Thank you for all your contributions!
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- developing a learning consortium for the Norfolk VCS
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