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Model working group
Meeting 3 minutes, 18th June, 2008
Meridian East
Attendees
Sean Steadman, Meridian East

Toby Cullingham, Norfolk Unites

Apologies

Margaret Todd, WEA
Discussion
The need to work flexibly yet regionally was accepted, so we moved onto looking at the model and how it would need to work across the three areas: 
1. The VCS working regionally to achieve contracts

2. Working with non-VCS contract holders, e.g. ACER, A4E etc.

3. Service in Norfolk

The VCS working regionally to achieve contracts

· There is a need to put ourselves in the shoes of the other party, the holders of these larger contacts.  We are seen to be disparate, not cohesive, too fragmented.  A need to be seen as ‘a whole’ – projecting the sector as a viable option.

· One voice for the sector re: learning and skills, e.g. ACER member.  COVER is not focused in just learning and skills.  COVER works within this field (Nikki Bennett as Regional Skills Strategy Manager) but we need an identity/brand behind her, re: VCS learning and skills providers to be represented
· Tangibility/credibility – membership of a viable VCS training and learning ‘entity’

· Capacity-building ethos to support smaller providers is needed
· Where is the driver?

Steps required leading into next ESF round
1. A need to be known beforehand, need an identity as ‘the eastern region VCS training providers’ – need promoting, marketing, vision, mission etc.

2. Awareness to grassroots, that they can work through this consortium if that provider can offer the right service – get them ready to react for the next funding cycle.  Identify and recruit potential members between funding cycles to service potential future contracts. If find out beforehand that contracts will have an emphasis on x, y and z, approach any organisation who may be able to deliver on this, benefiting that organisation and also increases the chances of the VCS achieving that contract.  Responsibility also on individual organisations to also identity themselves, cannot be expected to be spoon fed opportunities.

3. Organisations need to be identified who could potentially hold contracts across the eastern region.  An information meeting would need to be arranged, bringing those organisations together before the next funding cycle, enabling organisations to decide whether they feel they have the correct attributes to hold any future contracts with LSC, Jobcentre Plus.  A need to draw up a brief ‘eligibility criteria’ that would include achieving PQQ as a minimum. COVER sent out a similar criteria regards providers for the recent Skills for Life contract:

“You will be able to answer YES to all of the following questions and provide evidence of this: 

1. We are an approved Skills for Life provider (with one or more approved skills for life awarding bodies) 

2. We can deliver Entry Level - Entry Level 3 in literacy, numeracy or ESOL

3. We currently have qualified Skills for Life tutors in our employ

4. We have a track record of delivering accredited Skills for Life qualifications

5. We are able to offer Information, Advice and Guidance to learners with suitably qualified (Level 3) IAG advisors within our employ

6. We have understanding and experience of the Quality Assurance processes and Self Assessment Reporting (SAR)/Inspection as required by the LSC for ESF/Mainstream funded provision

7. We have a realistic estimate of the number of skills for life qualifications we can deliver per year

B. Organisations that do not meet all the above criteria at present, but meet some, and are prepared to undergo capacity building to enable them to join delivery at a later stage in the project [will be accepted as working towards provider status].

IMPORTANT: You will need to identify yourself as one or the other in order to be part of the provider network.”

It was felt this was an excellent way to approach this task, e.g. if you can’t say yes to all 7, then you can’t be a nominated contract holder.  This would enable progression of organisations also, in identifying what they would need to do in order to become a potential contract holder within the ‘eastern region VCS consortium of providers.’  Similar criteria for being accepted as a provider would need to be done, again enabling organisations to progressing into becoming a provider, with capacity building activity being undertaken to support that progression
4. When notification date of contracts is known, a meeting regionally-centric is arranged with all those potential contract holders.  They meet on this date and decide who is best to go for which contracts. Issues within this, do we decide:
a. One organisation is identified as the ‘official choice’ based on ‘scoring’ – an objective decision that members also vote on?  This organisation is deemed to be the most likely to win a contract, with other organisations feeding into and backing this.  Others may decide to go independently, but they may not necessarily have the ‘official backing of the group’; or

b. Discussion and then go for it for those organisations who feel they would like to go for it – all applicants being named supportive partners on each others’ bids.  Danger of this is would it make us look unprofessional if still we had a whole raft of bids going in for one thing – where is the ‘partnership’?

c. Would need to do a competitive analysis at this meeting – e.g. what contracts do we go for? Is there any point in going for the regional Maths centre where we can see ACER is a named PQQ organisation and they would be best placed to get it.  Would need the list of PQQ organisations at this meeting to filter this.

5. Speed and clarity at funding cycles essential.  In advance, each county hub, e.g. Norfolk Unites, can tell their members to watch out for an e-mail/ conference webcam/telephone call at 10am the day after the above meeting.  The Norfolk Unites Directory will assist here in ensuring the appropriate organisations have responded.  Those organisations would then be signposted to those organisations preparing the bid. They may even be asked to contribute ideas for it – the proposed contract holder could hold a meeting with proposed providers to brain storm ideas.
6. Write the bid.  This takes time, subject knowledge and also requires expertise.  A professional bid writer could be commissioned; the bid could be written by that organisation or a compromise; the bid written with the subject knowledge by the organisation and then refined by professional expertise. It was felt in this working group that this last approach was preferable – who funds this?  The applying organisation or all members?  There could also be peer review of applications by other VCS organisations, to support those submitting to produce the highest quality product.
7. Management and delivery would be covered with Quality/Systems working group.  If we have achieved a contract, we have gone some way to success.

Overall

· Expectations!  Not a spoon feeding exercise for provider organisations – needs to be dynamic, required commitment, quality/delivery standards to be met.
· Control of destiny and management fees.  Commercially you get away with what you can get away with, wouldn’t it be good for the VCS to be in charge of this and not be subject to unknown management fees?  Private, FE organisations win contracts because they are the preferred option of LSS et al – we (the VCS) are, however, delivering to those target groups, so how can we improve our professional approach to be seen to be capable of holding those contracts in the first place, especially across the eastern region?  It needs more cohesion, organisation and more ambitious thinking than previously.

2) Working with non-VCS contract holders, e.g. ACER, A4E etc.
· Expectation of members, doesn’t guarantee money
· Directory, Quality toolkit.  Organisations need to be identified in advance to support those providers in being recognised by contract holders
· Lobbying, proactive members, identity, awareness – a two-way process
· Selection of being named partners – if we, the VCS, are putting ourselves down as named partners on all bids to increase our chances, are we just supporting those more unsuitable (on anecdotal evidence) providers to achieve contracts?  Are we negating the impact of putting our names to those more supportive organisations?  A need to be more selective?  All contract holders ultimately need us to deliver, regardless of whether we are as original named partners or not.
· Could we use negotiating power en bloc, as opposed to individual providers?  E.g. “we want a maximum 20% management fee and as group we will not budge on that.”  Norfolk Unites negotiates on behalf of its members, using the most appropriate individual. For regional contracts, we have greater power in numbers on this – “you have to give us a good price, I have 30 organisations that you need here.” It requires those organisations to stick together and not undermine this position of strength.  If positive relationships can be formed with those contract holders from the outset, this could also reduce the need to ‘go in hard’ when it came to negotiating.  “We both need each other, let’s work on this.”  Ultimately, if we are paying 20% (for example) management fee from a private contract holder or 20% to a VCS organisation to provide the same service (with that contract holder taking the risk of managing the entire contract) where is the difference and is that not a fee we would be prepared to accept, as individual providers, for that service?
3) The Norfolk Service
· To facilitate whole process
· Creating nature/values of identity, irrespective of who is on board each time
· Important to present well, regardless of whether sub-contracting or otherwise
· Norfolk ‘hub’/ ‘vortex’, point of contact – people have to come, not just spoon feeding
· Put in contact with contract holders, e.g. DWP, to broker deals
· Proactively seek on behalf of members
· A virtual network is low maintenance, e.g. Directory on website that individual organisations can input their data onto
· Agreement to take on members’ suggestions, to be able to affect direction
· Accountability sits with the members, not with the post – self-accountability
· Post is almost for the most part ‘a chat room host’
· Cluster working: 
· Get appropriate information to appropriate organisations, not everything to everyone
· Norfolk Unites as the ‘band’ but also to allow ‘solo projects’ within those like-minded group clusters, re: service users, where opportunities arise
· Looking to recruit/motivate/stimulate groups – who you will make aware of the opportunities
· Some more secular networks, e.g. sports, BME.  Benefits of engaging those networks includes adding to numbers/partners we can identify on our bids – they may not have gone for bids before as didn’t have sufficient regional clout, but together we do – can piggy back on them and vice versa
Proposed Vision
Where do we want to be by 2013, end of ESF round, and then look back over what we have achieved – we have? 

· got £x m for members
· Capacity built organisations to be able to deliver

· 25-40% value of available contracts achieved

Therefore, proposed vision should be something like:

“To present a cohesive approach for maximising the value of the contribution 
made by organisations in the Norfolk Voluntary and Community Sector across the learning and skills agenda.”

Proposed Mission

We wanted to think dynamic, so perhaps we should think ‘Impact Statement.’  Language would reflect that this was not a ‘structure,’ a ‘thing,’ but a dynamic flow, mechanics and process. 

Therefore, proposed ‘Impact Statement’:

· We will increase life opportunities offered to the Norfolk population through learning and skills

· We will improve the competence and opportunities of Norfolk Voluntary and Community Sector organisations to deliver the impact above

· We will present a responsive, credible, efficient and cohesive delivery mechanism to deliver to objectives set by strategic bodies

Other

· We would need membership agreements, Terms of References etc. to reflect this dynamic language and a need for commitment by all members/ contributors to Norfolk Unites.

· We are seeking to create a river, not a building as far as our Norfolk consortium is concerned.

· Forming/storming/norming and performing.

· We have formed, groups have come together; we have stormed suggestions, opinions; norms will come next in producing an identity etc. and then; we can get on with performing, the ‘easy bit’

Issues from evaluations
General satisfaction as to the process and ability to explore ideas but would have liked greater participation.
Facilitator’s comments
We have struggled for wider participation on this group but the value of product from here has been instrumental in enabling progress to be made in the elsewhere – mention must be made of Sean Steadman of Meridian East as the regular contributor here.  The difficulty is with a culture change and for organisations to realise that this is vital if they want to be part of and have a say in the learning and skills agenda when it comes to working with the VCS.  It may be that other organisations are able to benefit from the good work of a few organisations here on Norfolk Unites.  The next bit, taking on from the Communication/Engagement group, is to get that buy in, both at a local and regional level.  What are we selling and how can we convince people it is a good idea?
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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