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The good, the bad, and the ugly…

The final outcomes of the Third Sector Review hold little in the way of surprises. It largely represents a formalisation of programmes and initiatives announced in or since the interim report. In particular it makes commitments to funding Capacitybuilders and Futurebuilders (albeit to reduced levels) and existing strategic funding streams, as well as the previously announced £80m small grants programme and £30m Community Assets Fund.
The good 
The review recognises the importance of the sector’s role in campaigning, and correctly identifies a number of existing barriers to enhancing it.  The review also states that the ‘government’s role over the long-term is to support an enabling environment’ for campaigning.  These are welcome sentiments that need to be backed up with concrete actions.
The generally strong focus on research in a number of areas is positive, although we strongly encourage the development and connection of existing research networks before investment in new structures. The decision to survey the state of the relationship between local sector relationships and local authorities in particular will provide an invaluable insight into where and why the Compact isn’t working, as well as demonstrating effectively the massive range in approaches taken at the local level and why and where they work.
One of the few ‘new’ proposals is the £50m local endowment match fund for community foundations – this is perhaps the most innovative proposal in the whole report.  This approach has the potential to vastly improve funding relationships at the local level, by trusting those funders which know the local terrain best to fund suitable projects and organisations in their communities.  It will also contribute to the stability of these bodies and help them lever in funds from other sources.
The bad 
There is a distinctly “inside looking out” feel to this review, with the majority of initiatives and programmes focussing on the Office of the Third Sector engaging with “the sector” and “partners” but little of the commitment to “cross-cutting” or “joined up government” that the last such report enshrined. Since then the tiny and largely powerless ACU has been replaced by the OTS which has promised the sector a much higher profile within government. This has not been reflected in the somewhat wishy-washy pledge to a “continued focus on the Compact” and to “implement the commitment to three year funding” ten years after the Compact was introduced.
The announcement that a Third Sector advisory structure is to be put in place, consolidating a number of existing advisory panels, is cause for concern. It is critical that government learns to listen effectively to the sector.  However consolidating in this way will do little to increase the range and diversity of organisations involved in shaping policy makers’ thinking. We strongly advise that rather than a distilling of the current organisations involved (the VCS Advisory Group, Infrastructure National Partnership, Futurebuilders Advisory Panel, and the TSR advisory Panel), that this panel be made up of organisations that are representative of the wider sector, rather than of organisations with a representative mandate that already have more than adequate access to decision makers.

There remains, in our view, a proportional imbalance between the focus on funding and support to increase levels of public service delivery. At the same time, adequate support for the wider sector, especially at the local level, for whom contracting with government is either irrelevant or inappropriate, must be enshrined. 
The Compact is frequently mentioned as being the key to the successful delivery of a significant proportion of the review, however no reference is made to the significant failings to date, or the challenges faced by the Compact Commissioner.

The ugly?
The role of the Charity Commission is presented as key to supporting improvements around the way that the sector campaigns. However, there is no clear commitment to, or appreciation of, the potential resource implications this may hold for the Commission in the near and longer term future. 

The review is punctuated with irrelevant, erroneous and confusing evidence. In particular; 
· 
· it is implied that contacting people from your neighbourhood is evidence of strengthening communities; 
· there is mention of “leaders of tens of thousands of third sector organisations have found that they can effectively meet their objectives and support their beneficiary groups by providing some services in partnership with the State.” which is both unreferenced, and conflicts with findings published by the Charity Commission.

There is a commitment to ‘raising awareness of the social enterprise business model’, but this will not necessarily address the general confusion about what does and doesn’t constitute social enterprise. Some information and discussion is based on research and information about small businesses, some about charities, and some about both or neither. There is a real need for clarification from government on what part(s) of the ‘third’ sector these strategies are intended for.  This would not just be for the benefit of social enterprises and charities, but for government departments, which have their own differing views and understandings of social enterprise.  Again, the review lacks a ‘joined-up’ feel in this respect.
Apart from the re-declaration of existing programmes and initiatives there is no reference to the utilisation of existing support networks. There is a feel of reinventing the wheel about a number of the new initiatives, in particular the new advisory structure and the centre for research. In addition, there is not a single reference to CVSs while discussing infrastructure and community development. 
In summary?
Overall the review provides a good, if lengthy and largely rhetorical, presentation of current government policy and initiatives towards the sector and the direction for the near future. It also provides an aspirational vision of the more distant horizon.  However, despite billing itself as the 10 year vision, there is not much description of how this vision will be made a reality beyond 2008. 
There is a distinct absence of intended outcomes, especially beyond the immediate future or outside of initiatives that are already underway. To put this in context, the Treasury’s 2002 review contained 42 recommendations, and it was focussed on the sector’s role in delivering public services.  This more wide-ranging review contains only 36 ‘actions’, many of which had already been implemented before the review even began (such as the OTS Strategic Funding Programme).  More is not necessarily better, but we are looking for evidence that the government has responded to the sector’s needs and concerns with concrete actions, not vague commitments and reiterated expectations.
More importantly, the sector needs these proposals to be backed up financially.  And for most organisations that means in terms that they can easily access as real cash, not funding which is expended setting up panels, institutes, and ever larger umbrella groupings of all types.  Whilst initiatives such as the small grants fund, the community assets fund, and the endowment funding for community foundations are quite welcome, the amounts attached to each are insufficient to make a dramatic difference in the long term.
One is left with the impression that this review seeks to make the most possible hay of some good proposals, but that really bold moves have been reined in by the tight spending environment.  £50m for endowments is good, but why not £100m? Even better, why not give £10m to each foundation for them to use for the next 10 years?  That would be bold policymaking.  But we simply don’t know if there is more to come or if these are just short-term experiments, because the detail isn’t there.

If this was an application for funding to government, the response would be “that’s what you’re doing now, and a bit of what you’re going to do, but what are you planning to achieve in a few years’ time, and how? How will we know whether your project has been successful?  How will you find the additional resources to achieve a lasting difference?  What will your exit strategy be?
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