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The ‘voluntary’ or ‘third’ sector is not a sector at all; these terms are conceptual crutches that describe all organised social activity which lies outside the remit of the state or profit-making private enterprise.  Neither term accurately describes the range or nature of the myriad kinds of organisations that are lumped into the category.  There may be no better term to use, but the point is that the motivations that drive third sector organisations are as divergent and complicated as society itself; the ‘sector’ lacks a unifying focus in the way that the public sector serves the government and the private sector exists to generate economic wealth.  As much as government would like there to be a ‘voice’ of the sector, this is impossible because it is not really a ‘sector’ at all; any attempt to identify a common voice will be fundamentally flawed.
The third sector contains organisations made up of freely associating individual citizens, who bond together for particular causes or to address particular needs.  In other countries and different historical contexts this might be called ‘civil society’.  Although increasingly there is paid employment in the third sector, and the economic contribution of third sector organisations is becoming more important, for the most part they exist because individual citizens devote their time and energy out of their belief in a particular cause – because people volunteer.

It is not the place of government to determine the ‘future role of the third sector in social and economic regeneration’, even if this involves consulting widely with the sector and drawing conclusions from its input that inform policy.  It is not for government to determine what ‘role’ freely associated groups of individual citizens should play in delivering a political agenda – whether that agenda is well intentioned and good or not.  People do not volunteer their precious time and energy to ‘social and economic regeneration’; they do it because they want to find a cure for cancer, or believe that children who have been abused need to be helped, or that arts and culture enrich people’s lives.  People do not appreciate the terms and scope of voluntary activity being defined by the state, and that is what is implied by trying to determine the sector’s ‘future role’ – with the best intentions in the world this is still an attempt to control voluntary activity for the state’s ends, or, at best, to channel it in a certain direction.

Whilst it is the legitimate right of any democratically elected government to carry out policy which supports its agenda, government support for the third sector should be apolitical – because the third sector is not the same as the voting public.  The third sector represents society as a whole in all its diversity and anarchy – civil society – rather than the expressed will of registered voters in an established political framework.  In a sense its representation, if that is a term that even applies, is far wider and more diverse than most ruling governments that are elected with a minority of popular votes.  Seeking to define the terms of voluntary activity with rafts of new policy initiatives and funding programmes geared toward particular political agendas distorts it and erodes its value.

The ceaseless outpouring of new policy initiatives affecting the sector and the overbearing burden of monitoring that accompany any statutory funding programme demonstrate a profound lack of trust and indeed respect for third sector organisations, which effectively equates to a lack of trust and respect for the citizenry at large.  The real question therefore is not what government can do, but what it should not do.  For the voluntary sector to flourish, it needs to be trusted to do its work.  Involvement by the state should enable voluntary activity rather than seeking to control or harness it for particular purposes.  

Any voluntary group will tell you that what they want is funding to achieve their aims, and what they don’t want is for government to be telling them how best to achieve them.  The reality of the current relationship between voluntary groups and statutory funders is a sort of dysfunctional compromise between the two.  Voluntary groups who are desperate for funding to achieve their goals attempt to fit their projects into the policy objectives and criteria stipulated by the state in order to secure funding.  This can result in the concept of the project becoming warped beyond recognition, and can actually wind up changing the organisation’s founding principles in the long term, with the result that the organisation is not being driven by the initiative, ideas and opinions of participating citizens, but by the state’s objectives.  In the end this scenario does not deliver real benefits for either side; the voluntary group risks losing its identity for the sake of funding that is all too frequently short-term, and the statutory funder does not reap the benefits which attracted it to the relationship in the first place (i.e. the voluntary group’s potential for innovation, greater connection with ‘end users’, access to ‘hard to reach groups’, public trust and confidence, etc.)
Therefore, setting the lure of funding aside, for most organisations, entering into a relationship with a statutory funder is a pretty unappealing prospect; if the funding were not on offer the organisation would most likely want to have as little involvement with the statutory body as possible.  We believe that as part of enabling the voluntary sector to flourish, and trusting it to do its work effectively, government needs to provide much more unrestricted funding through non-prescriptive programmes, especially at a local level.

Sadly, the reverse seems to be the trend at the moment – funding programmes are becoming exceedingly prescriptive and more rationalised into larger pots for ‘strategic’ relationships that involve fewer larger organisations operating at a national level.  If this trend continues, the characteristics that make the sector attractive may be lost – large national charities acting as ‘strategic’ partners will continue to lose their voluntary identity (it could be argued this is happening anyway based on their propensity for paid employees and commercial income generation), becoming in public perception if not legal status agents of the state.  At the same time many small local grants programmes are being phased out, and it is unclear how local voluntary activity and representation will be included and funded as part of Local Area Agreements – there is a real risk that these will lead to less involvement for voluntary sector organisations at the local level as well.

If government wants to enable voluntary sector activity (and by extension ‘active citizenship’) it should maintain and expand smaller, locally administered grants programmes, ensuring:

· reasonable and proportionate monitoring

· criteria that are simple, clear, and unrestrictive

· equality of access to funding and information about funding

· adequate levels of funding
Such programmes have proportionately higher impact per pound spent, because the activity is locally focussed on local needs, and it provides citizens with the resources that allow them to harness the initiative, energy and skills they wish to put to good use.
