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DSC E-newsletter Survey – February 2007
Our February Quick Survey asked: 
Current government policy is encouraging competition between private/public/voluntary sectors in the bidding for delivery of public services, with regular reference to a “level playing field” on which organisations from all sectors can compete fairly.

With this in mind, which of the following statements do you most agree with?

· Even if a “level playing field” can be created, competition across sectors is wrong in principle

· The 3 sectors are so different they can’t ever compete on a “level playing field”

· What’s the fuss about? It seems like a perfectly sensible way forward
Thank you to the 1,032 people who responded.

The results were:
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	Response Percent
	Response Total

	 

 

Even if a “level playing field” can be created, competition across sectors is wrong in principle
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	12.3%
	127

	 

 

The 3 sectors are so different they can’t ever compete on a “level playing field”
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	75.9%
	783

	 

 

What’s the fuss about? It seems like a perfectly sensible way forward
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	11.8%
	122

	Total Respondents  
	1032


DSC says…

There cannot be a level playing field between private, public and voluntary sectors, and nor should there be. “Sector-to-sector” there are fundamental differences that cannot be overcome or removed through policy-making. Just take the relative financial scale of the three sectors; total UK GDP is around £1.25 trillion
. The annual public sector budget is around £550 billion
. The total income for the Voluntary & Community sector last year was £26.3 billion
. Within that there are further divisions. Government became the largest source of income for the Voluntary & Community sector last year, contributing 38%
 of total income. That colossal input from the VCS perspective equated to around 0.5% of government’s total spend
. From a financial perspective it is impossible for the VCS to compete on anything like a level playing field.
Then there is the question of imperative. For the private sector it is the generation of financial profit. For government it’s supporting the majority through achieving policy objectives. For the Voluntary Sector it’s making a difference. Simplistic as that may sound, there is one core element within this that sets the Voluntary Sector apart and that is the diminished relevance of a financial imperative to the work that is done. The contribution of volunteers and the value of the determination, innovation and drive to do what it takes to meet the needs of clients/users/beneficiaries cannot be quantified. You can’t put a price on it, and if you could it would be astronomical, and in the context of tendering, uncompetitive.   But if you don’t put a price on it and tender anyway the pressure on that “added value” can significantly restrict the ability to act in the best interests of beneficiaries, rather than in those of the contractor. Competition in this sense, may benefit the commissioner, but it certainly doesn’t benefit the sector, or its beneficiaries.
A common theme in the written responses to the survey highlights a really critical point in this discussion, namely that it is not about sectors at all. There are individual charities out there that can compete effectively with private companies. There are charities within the sector that have massive financial resources, large and skilled paid workforces, and long experience of working effectively under contract to deliver services to their clients. 
For the majority of the sector however, competitive tendering across sectors for statutory contracts is not possible, or desirable. The Charity Commission report Stand and Deliver: the future for charities delivering public services published last week showed only 12% of charities delivering public services recovered their full costs, and provided damning evidence of the negative impact public service delivery is having on the sector.
The Commission’s Chair, Dame Suzi Leather, launching the report at the NCVO’s annual conference, said, 

“This report confirms that charities delivering public services are today facing hard choices. Short-term funding, partial cost-recovery and the risk of mission drift are a reality for many undertaking this work.  With 88% of charities failing to achieve full cost recovery for service delivery – statutory services or not – can we really sustain the belief that this can be in the best interests of charities, beneficiaries, or the sector as a whole?

“The future for public service delivery by charities needs careful consideration. Charities can bring something unique to service delivery but their independence must not be compromised by short-termism or expediency – either by government or by charities themselves.”

It seems that the pursuit of cross-sector competitiveness is having a significant impact on voluntary sector organisations’ independence, sustainability and ability to serve their beneficiaries. Yes there are opportunities for a tiny proportion of VCO’s, and yes some of those will able to compete against private companies for service contracts. But for the majority there is no prospect or desire to do so as individual organisations, and no telling what the sector-wide consequences may be in the future.
Selected comments:

Even if a “level playing field” can be created, competition across sectors is wrong in principle

Only way to create a level playing field for voluntary groups is to move them away from their traditional relationship with their clients, and many don't want to do that even to recieve funding.

there is a big difference between the ethics and work practices of 'not for profit' organisations and the 'profit' sector. So there couldn't be a level playing field and competition between the sectors is wrong. Whatever happened to the prinicple of working together and cross agency?
The voluntary sector has a role that is wider than competition for public service delivery. VCS organisations are often set up to meet a need in a particular community, which is not reflected in a local authority's targets and is not therefore subject to tendering and thus competition. This could distract VCS organisations from their core function and responsibility to their beneficiaries, in the attempt to chase funding by seeking contracts.

If competition were encouraged across sectors, the commercial world would rule, squeezing margins and lowering standards in order to make a profit. This is not in the best interests of the service beneficiaries, who are often the most vulnerable in society.
The 3 sectors are so different they can’t ever compete on a “level playing field”

They may be equally capable and appropriate to tasks but public sectors are structured by local and national government, so are generally going to have a foot in the door to deliver public services; the private sector can operate more independently than the other two but maybe lack the local insight and infrastucture; voluntary sector is often impeded by struggling to justify and maintain its existence but is excellent at getting people round the table. Each sector has different strong and weak cards. Maybe a commitment to partnership working would be a better way forward for everyone?

In an ideal world option 3 would be the response, but in the world that we have it does seem unlikely that the innate differences between the sectors will ever be fairly recognised in the judging process.

Voluntary sector's bottom line is client care. Private sector's bottom line is profit. Public sector's bottom line is fulfillment of Government's whim which passes for policy. To put them together is like mixing oil and water. D. Jeffrey
In my experience, the only organisations that will benefit are the larger - national voluntary organisations who are put forwards bids on a yearly basis and are well established in terms of relationships, finance, service delivery with statutory organisations. Smaller VCS's will NEVER be able to compete and Hence will never be taken seriously or even given a chance to deliver services. It's just a policy - nothing else.

What’s the fuss about? It seems like a perfectly sensible way forward

As long as the process is transparent I can't see any reason why everybody should not be allowed to compete
I think that we in the voluntary sector need to be able to compete across the sectors. What we may lack in pushiness we make up for in community authenticity and local appeal.
� http://www.statistics.gov.uk/cci/nugget.asp?id=192


� http://www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/Documents/UK_Economy/ukecon_index.cfm


� The UK Voluntary Sector Almanac 2006, NCVO
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� Working with the Voluntary Sector, Committee of Public Accounts, 2006
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