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General Points

1.  The consultation period

This was unusually long which was very welcome – more consultations need to be handled this way, because it should lead to a more positive response and be more inclusive of a wider range of groups.  Organisations which may not have the ability or resources to develop a response at one time may be able to do so a month or two later.
2.  Using clear language
If government in general and DCLG in particular want to engage third sector groups effectively, especially local community groups, it must use intelligible language and avoid obstructive jargon.  A few examples of unclear language in the strategy:

· place-shaping [1, p 6] (recognise that this is Lyons’ terminology but the term is being used without context and with little explanation.  We doubt it will prove to be a popular term or find its way into the OED)
· ‘all spatial levels’ [1, p 5]
· ‘new local government landscape’ [4, p 11]

· ‘sustainable regeneration keystones’ [4.4 p 18]
· ‘creating a local multiplier effect’ [4.4 p 18]
· ‘building bonding social capital, but also bridging social capital’ [4.4 p 18]
· ‘incentivise partnership’ [4.4 p.20]
· high leverage ratios [4.4 p.20]
This sort of jargon is objectionable in principle and is almost meaningless to most people.  Using it excessively can result in whole paragraphs that contain little discernable meaning.  The last paragraph of page 18 is a particularly bad example.
If policy is presented in this way it is difficult to understand, which automatically excludes or turns off people who might want to provide feedback.  It is also especially difficult for people who are not native English speakers, or those who have cognitive difficulties.

See the Third Sector Review summary of consultation responses, sections 2.11 ‘Effective Terminology’; 7.41 & 7.43 ‘Communication’
3.  Engagement and Partnership
This is something of a double-edged sword.  Many local community groups want absolutely no engagement with statutory bodies at all, let alone partnership.  This does not mean that they are simply difficult – they usually have quite good reasons for taking that position.  In many cases these very organisations are doing the most innovative work which is most closely tailored to their ‘end users’, and therefore have the best access to ‘hard to reach’ groups.  Sometimes this is partly by virtue of the fact that they are seen to be independent of government.

If DCLG is to engage only those organisations that share its agenda (and thereby support partnerships with such organisations), then the engagement will not be holistic.  There is no easy answer to this problem, except to say that the department must strive to formulate its policy based on evidence from as many sources as possible.
The associated strategic funding programme is likely to exacerbate this problem.  By requiring that organisations be either national or operating across two or more English regions, the diversity of strategic partners will be automatically limited.  As managers of the governmentfunding.org.uk website, we have received specific queries/complaints about this, specifically the requirement that regional groups be operating across regions.
See the Third Sector Review summary of consultation responses, section 7.35 ‘Partnership Working’

4.  Funding
This is always a salient issue when talking about the relationship between government and the sector and rightly so.  If government wants independently formed groups of citizens to engage with it, in order to help deliver the government’s policy goals, those groups need to be properly resourced.

DSC’s major concern in this respect is the decline in small grants programmes that have successfully supported community activity for the best part of a decade. In our analysis the shifting of more responsibilities and budgetary control to Local Authorities and their partners on LSPs presents more threats than opportunities to small local community groups.  There are a number of points to be considered here:
· Many small grants programmes have been going for significant periods of time, and are well known in their respective communities.  The administration of such programmes by local funders is also well established.  They have a proportionally much greater impact than the amount of money they allocate would suggest.  Completely changing such arrangements in the interest of meeting financial targets is a false economy and will prove to be totally counter-productive to the department’s goals, not to mention civil society in general.
· Although it may be too early to tell, we think it unlikely that significant numbers of Local Authorities/LSPs will continue to administer similar grants programmes in the future.  By the time we do know this definitively, irreparable damage will have been done to the groups and activities that were supported by these small grants.  The department should reconsider how this policy is being delivered and at a minimum undertake or commission research to find out whether Local Authorities are continuing to run similar small grants programmes.
See the Third Sector Review summary of consultation responses, sections 2.4 ‘A Viable Resource Mix’; 3.8 ‘Funding’; 7.9 ‘Funding’; 7.13 ‘Small Grants’; 7.18 ‘Capacity Building’.
5.  LAAs and LSPs

· In our opinion the LSP infrastructure is not sufficient to manage the tasks being asked of it.  The strategy recognises that it is ‘inconsistent at best and weak at worst’.  This is a refreshing admission but we think it would be more accurate to say that sometimes it works fairly well, sometimes it simply does not function at all, and sometimes it is practically nonexistent.
· Despite phrases such as ‘clear expectations’ and ‘duty to cooperate’ we think the proposals in the local government white paper and bill do not provide any substantial protection for the sector’s ability to participate in and influence decision-making on LSPs.  We think that in many areas there is every possibility that the sector will be ignored or actively excluded by local authorities and other statutory partners.  In other areas the sector will simply exclude itself because the LSP is a waste of time.  The areas with the worst performing councils and the most disadvantage (which may in many cases be the same areas) are likely to feel the greatest negative impact.  Therefore the new ‘duty to involve’, the CAA, and any subsequent statutory guidance needs to have real teeth.  The department cannot rely solely on Local Authorities / LSPs own reporting of progress on ‘engagement’ – as this may not reflect the reality of the local third sector’s experience.
See the Third Sector Review summary of consultation responses, sections 3.14 ‘Local Strategic Partnerships’; 3.15 ‘Local Area Agreements’; 6.6 ‘LAAs and LSPs’; 7.39 Partnership Working (regarding LSPs/LAAs); 7.43 Communication (regarding LSPs/LAAs)
6.  DCLG’s ‘Ambition’

A number of points need to be made about this section.  The objectives stated are admirable, but the department needs to realise that the sector does not exist to meet DCLG’s objectives.  The sector is not a tool that needs to be better utilised in the delivery of government policy.  It is not even a ‘sector’ as such – rather a diverse and even conflicting mass of individual citizens, who group together to achieve a multitude of different goals.  Any policy that does not recognise this reality appropriately will not achieve the desired results.
The section states that DCLG wants to ‘encourage the sector itself to contribute fully to the new local government landscape, including collaborating on local representation, engagement and involvement, reaching out to all sections of the community and being user-focused’.  Why should the sector do this?  The sector as a whole is sceptical about yet more new proposals, and does not always see the benefit of collaboration and engagement.  

Responses to Specific Consultation Questions

Q1.  How effectively do we implement Compact principles?

· Compact – our experience of managing the governmentfunding.org.uk website and the feedback we get from people who use it would suggest that Compact principles are more embedded in certain arms-length fund administrators such as the Community Development Foundation.  In the past our experience of dealing directly with ODPM was not terribly good, but as DCLG it seems to be improving somewhat.  In either case it is not worse than other central government departments, but that is not saying much.  The department probably needs to devote more energy towards ensuring the Housing Corporation adopts Compact principles better.
· Policy formation – the consultation on the strategy is perhaps a good example of where the department is improving in this respect.

However, the proposals around LSPs/LAAs seem to have been driven primarily by local government.  They will have a huge impact on the local third sector but the sector itself is struggling to understand the proposals, let alone contribute to policy development at an early stage, as that stage has passed. It seems strange that the sector will be consulted on draft guidance about the ‘duty to involve’ after the local government bill has already been passed – this seems like an afterthought.  The government seems very reluctant to consider amendments tabled by NCVO that would provide more specific assurances in the legislation itself.
· Consultation – as mentioned above the length of time given to this consultation is to be applauded.

Q2.  In what other ways could we help to improve the effectiveness of engagement at the:

i) regional and sub-regional levels; and

ii) local level?

In both cases the department must provide grant funding to allow the sector to do its work and engage with DCLG and other statutory bodies where appropriate.  The small grants programme announced in the TSR is welcome, but is unlikely to make up the deficit lost by the phasing out of numerous small grants programmes.  

Local third sector groups do not always have the resources, time, or skills to devote to participating in LSPs.  In neighbourhood renewal areas this seems to have been provided in the past, but that does not mean that participation is secure in those areas, nor that it is well established in the rest of the country (especially rural areas).
Q3.  Would your organisation wish to be considered to become a strategic partner?

No.  DSC feels it can best serve the interests of the sector by being independent of government.

Q4.  Do you agree with our focus on community anchors?

Overall the principle of community anchors as a way for the department to relate to the sector at local level seems to make sense.  However, they need to be developed with a large measure of independence as a benefit to local community activity in their own right.  A functionalist approach, where they are viewed as having ‘the potential to promote and support the objectives of Communities and Local Government’ will not be successful or popular.
This part of the strategy puts excessive emphasis on making the sector ‘more sustainable and enterprising’.  It is also the least intelligible.  Engaging in enterprise is not realistic for many organisations in many areas, especially deprived areas.  Enterprise will not, by itself, deliver long-term sustainability.  Sustained investment by government is still required.
Q5.  Are there good models of regional and sub-regional bodies, local authorities, or LSPs working strategically to support community anchor organisations in conjunction with the local third sector?

There may be but DSC are not able to provide this evidence.
Q6.  Are there any major gaps in our proposals for improving our strategic engagement with the third sector?

DSC would argue that DCLG needs to be less concerned about ‘strategic’ engagement and more concerned with finding ways to engage sub-regional and local organisations in a meaningful way.  National umbrella bodies are already fairly well engaged – they will provide the bulk of responses to your consultation and will be the ones likely (eligible) to apply to become strategic partners.  

The department should actively pursue engagement with bodies that specifically represent the community sector at local level, in order to build their capacity to feed into policy development.
The proposal to ‘pool small grants programmes to the third sector, through the Strategic Partners arrangement’ (p. 17) is deeply flawed and will prove to be counterproductive.  It surely must be governed primarily by a drive to greater ‘efficiency’ rather than the opinion of third sector organisations.  Funding under the Special Grants Programme was limited but important to those organisations who received it, and there were not the same requirements about having national or cross-regional reach.
