Hello everyone.

As some of you will know the Learning and Skills Council has been undergoing a major transformation over the last year or so…this has been all about doing things differently in response to Government agenda, initially through the Agenda for Change as a fundamental programme of education reform. Through this, and the White Paper on Further Education, commitments to open up funding to new providers, in order to better meet need, are quite clear. 
One of the sectors the LSC knows full well can further support its work is the Voluntary & Community Sector, in particular in workforce development programmes (recognising the role and importance of volunteering), in widening participation in learning, in Skills for Life, in delivery of Information, Advice and Guidance and in Neighbourhood Renewal. How the LSC continues to work with the VCS in the future is really what we want to talk about today.
I see today’s event as an opportunity to discuss the way forward in terms of priorities and contracting, as the drive to develop “Third Sector” consortia around the country picks up speed. 
------------------------------------------------------------------------
Communication - As the Norfolk VCS contact, it is important to me that I know you are clear about how the LSC is transforming and what this means for you; this includes looking at and recognising the relationships that exist between all Voluntary & Community organisations and groups in the county and, for example, the NNVS, the West Norfolk VCA, the North Norfolk VCS Together Forum, the Infrastructure Consortium, VSIPD, COVER, Adult Education, the Norfolk Learning Partnership, Learning Communities, colleges and the county and district councils. 
This has been and will be done through events like this, through communications both regional and local, such as COVER’s e-bulletin, Portfolio and Linking North Norfolk, the Training Network, the LSC’s VCS website page and Working Together toolkit, and through my continued representations at the Infrastructure Consortium Learning and Skills sub-group.
A new and simplified Governance structure has been introduced in the LSC at National and Regional level. We now have, internally, a regional board, management group and regional sub-groups. These sub-groups are now established and provide the mechanism for local areas (ie: Norfolk is a local area) to feed into and steer agendas where possible. This is a big step forward in freeing up LSC staff time to concentrate on delivery.

-------------------------------------------------------------------

Working Together - The LSC Working Together strategy makes it clear that it believes its relationship with the sector is based on significant areas of mutual concern and benefit. The strategy identifies the vital role that the VCS can play in reaching people who do not traditionally engage in learning and it recognises the VCS as both employers with a role to play in workforce development, and as a source of vital information and expertise, as detailed in the “Getting Smarter” strategy. The LSC is currently re-visiting Working Together and refreshing agreed actions with the sector.
--------------------------------------------------------------------
The Home Office have offered to support the LSC in reviewing all of its commissioning and procurement arrangements to open up opportunities for the VCS to compete for any available funds from this year onwards. This is underway now and a number of key priorities are emerging.
The LSC, in turn, is now developing new guidance for both LSC staff and the VCS about the opportunities that might become available, and about how we can all work together to offer the VCS the opportunity to tender for work to deliver learning and skills to learners who are best reached by the VCS. 
--------------------------------------------------------------------
Recent Papers - The recently published Cabinet Office Third Sector Action Plan has pledged to remove barriers to third sector organisations wishing to become involved in delivering and designing public services and aims to improve the sector’s engagement in commissioning, procurement, fostering innovation and accountability. 

The Governments Third Sector action plan has highlighted that the LSC should: 

· carry out a systematic measurement of the administrative burdens associated with third sector contracts and develop measures to reduce the administrative burdens on the sector and 

· develop a consistent approach to the way it works with the third sector across the regions in the future. 
--------------------------------------------------------------------
Consortia - I would like to stress once again to you the LSC’s commitment to Working Together and to help funding and procurement in the Voluntary & Community sector through:
1. the development of learning and skills consortia and wider publicity for the availability of contracts, training and support and

2. through focussing on results and outcomes in the future rather than on processes

The development of a Learning Consortium, to enable the sector to bid for mainstream funding for learning delivery, feeds in to these aims and in to the aims of the Cabinet Office Third Sector Action Plan which I’ve previously mentioned. 
The concept that the LSC is working to achieve, is that instead of working with a high number of individual VCS organisations, the LSC will contract in most cases with one Learning and Skills Consortium of VCS member organisations in any one county, thereby cutting out some of the “hands on approach” to contract monitoring and management, cutting out some bureaucracy and freeing up time for development and delivery activity. This will also help put the sector in its strongest position ever in terms of being able to bid for new LSC and European Co-financing funds to deliver learning and skills activities both in the mainstream and in the new world of regional ESF.   
In Norfolk there has been £33.3m available for work-based learning over the past 3 years and there was over £11m available for contracting out in 07/08. There has been approximately £29m ESF co-financed funds available for tendering in Norfolk in the past 4 years. Personal and Community Development Learning, available to support non-accredited and short-course provision, is now managed through the LSC and a newly-developing partnership with the local authority and partners at which the sector is represented through membership. A consortium would be able to bid in to these streams of funding for delivery in a way that individual organisations has never been able to before.
I must make it clear to you all that the LSC will encourage local VCS organisations, when contracting with the LSC, to work through a local consortium when delivering learning and skills work although no organisation under Open and Competitive Tendering rules will be exempt from tendering as long as published criteria is met. 
This consortium will be yours – it is for you as a sector to agree membership and terms of reference. We have, at the UNITE 1 Conference, seen models from the Learning Curve, Learning + and The Derbyshire Learning & Development Consortium. 
Some of the features that this consortium will have, and that the LSC will be looking for, are: 
· A quality and data collection system on behalf of its members 

· A communications strategy 

· A staff team within the Consortia that includes a leader who has a full understanding of contracting with the LSC 

· Procedures to monitor the quality of courses and the way in which they are delivered in its member organisations to meet quality assurance processes 

· Capacity building capability for new organisations to develop their infrastructure to deliver learning and skills to their workforce or to their clients  and
· An ability to take a role in local planning through all relevant local planning processes as the representative of the VCS 
It will be expected that the consortium will ensure targets are delivered, management information is collected, and quality systems are in place on behalf of all of member organisations. There may of course be some exceptions to this at a local, regional and national level. 
It will also be expected that Consortia will of course contract with other agencies alongside the LSC and as a result will be fully autonomous bodies with separate advocacy and representational functions outside of any work with the LSC. This all needs money of course to consult on, develop and implement. The LSC has provided a large amount of development funding support where it can to date. 

It may be that a consortium will still not affect some of you…it may be a case of business as usual…this may still be something some of you feel you do not need to be a part of…I feel the opportunities for the sector and learners you help are, in my opinion, clear to see, and I hope will be something you as a sector feel you can grasp.
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
In conclusion, the LSC is looking at which VCS organisations will play what part in the delivery of learning and skills support; this has been done through consultation and will be done through the development of the consortium.  This is what I see is the key priority right now, and I look forward to continued partnership with the sector in developing its capacity to deliver, and in achieving this outcome. I hope that by attending today you  are all stating you freely support this step-change for the county and can see the potential benefits to the sector in Norfolk.
I look forward to the rest of the day working with you all.

Thank you.
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