Voluntary & community sector representation
on Lewisham Partnership Boards
1. Preamble

For some time many of us in the VCS have been concerned about our representation on the many Partnership Boards that exist in Lewisham. This paper is an attempt to outline these concerns and propose ways of moving to a more satisfactory situation.

Lewisham places a high value on partnership working and the VCS is recognised and included in the many attempts to create joined-up working in the borough. Whilst we may have capacity issues that limit our ability to respond to all the opportunities, VCS organisations welcome both the spirit and actuality of partnership working. Nothing in this paper should be taken as criticism of other partners; rather, it is an attempt to create a situation in which our contribution to partnership working can be increased.
2. Lewisham’s Partnership Boards

2.1 For over two years an attempt has been made to ‘map’ VCS representation on the many Partnership Boards in the borough. This has proved more difficult than was originally envisaged. Good progress has been made, though more work remains to be done. 

2.2 The main Boards are:

· Local Strategic Partnership

· 6 thematic Partnership Boards, responsible to the LSP:

· Stronger Communities Partnership Board

· Safer Communities Partnership Board

· Children & Young People Strategic Partnership Board

· Adult Strategic Partnership Board

· Economic Development & Enterprise Partnership Board

· Sustainable Development Partnership Board

2.3 Several of these thematic Partnership Boards have a range of sub-Boards, partnership and working groups to undertake work on more specific areas.
The CYP Board has at least 14 of these, including Safeguarding Children, Joint Commissioning Group, etc. 

2.4 In addition to the sub-Boards and groups that are a permanent part of the infrastructure, many other short-term working groups are formed to deal with particular issues and developments.

3. Issues of concern to the VCS

3.1 The sheer volume of Boards and groups presents us with a problem of finding sufficient people with the knowledge, expertise and, above all, time to respond to all the opportunities available.

3.2 What ‘representation’ means is a real concern. The disparate nature of the sector, and the independence of each of the organisations that makes up ‘the sector’, makes it difficult for individuals to truly represent the sector as a whole. There is no one VCS position on issues; at best, what reps contribute is a view from a VCS perspective. Practically, it has to be accepted that the size and nature of the sector makes it impossible to achieve an ideal standard of representation but this paper contains proposals for action that would go some way towards improvement.
3.3 Lack of accountability and communication. For the most part, in practice, VCS reps operate as individuals, i.e. they have no body to whom they are accountable, nor do they have opportunity to gain the views and opinions of the majority of the VCS or to report back on the work of the Board.

3.4 The strategic nature of the work of the Partnership Boards demands a level of knowledge that some people in the VCS may find daunting. Even where reps are confident in operating in this environment, it is sometimes unclear what is expected of them at Board meetings, i.e. what kind of contributions they can or should make.

3.5 Lack of democracy in how VCS reps come to serve on Partnership Boards.
· For some Boards there is a clear election process, e.g. reps on the CYP Board are elected through the Children & Young People Voluntary Forum, reps on the Adult Board are elected through the Community Health & Social Care Forum. (Both Forums are organised by VAL staff). 
· For the LSP, elections were organised previously by Lewisham Community Network. Given the demise of LCN, new arrangements are needed. VAL is able to take on this task, subject to agreement by the sector and the LSP.
· For a number of other Boards, VAL (as the borough’s Council for Voluntary Service) was approached to represent the VCS. On some occasions a member of VAL staff has undertaken the role but increasingly we have sought to find ‘volunteers’ from other organisations.

3.6 Effectiveness. Given the situation, particularly as stated in b) & c) above, many reps question how effective they are at properly representing the sector. 

4. Some possible ways forward
4.1 An annual VCS ‘Summit’ or ‘Parliament’ (other suggestions for a suitable name welcomed). This would be open to all VCS organisations in the borough. As well as a valuable opportunity for networking (since many organisations operate with a degree of isolation and have limited knowledge of the work of other organisations, even in their geographical area), the event would provide opportunity to
· identify issues of concern and ways of dealing with them

· gain knowledge of some of the boroughs most important policies, strategies and developments

· elect representatives to the LSP and thematic Partnership Boards (for the CYP and Adult Boards elections would continue to be through the relevant Forums as described in 3b) above, with confirmation/ ratification at the Summit.)

4.2 A 6-monthly conference/seminar for all VCS reps on Partnership Boards, to

· share information

· identify issues where co-ordination across different Boards is needed

· provide information (e.g. about emerging issues, strategies etc) that supports and enables reps to undertake their representation work effectively.
4.3 Website information and communication. Using either VAL’s redesigned website, (or possibly a new dedicated site) reps would be encouraged/required to post information/ feedback on the site, which would also have opportunity for sector organisations to post questions, concerns & comments.

4.4 (possibly) Using/ expanding our existing ChangeUp Voluntary Sector Strategy Group (2nd-tier Forum) as the meeting place for a rep from each of the thematic Partnership Boards to meet with the infrastructure organisations that currently make up the Group’s membership.
4.5 For some Boards, e.g. CYP and Adults, there is a report-back/ accountability structure. Reps for these Boards are elected through the CYP and CHSC Forums, and it is to these Forums that the reps report. In addition, a report back form is being piloted by the CYP Forum and its associated 14 groups; VCS reps are required to complete a simple feed-back form after each meeting they attend. Information is collated and distributed.  For the remaining Boards, where there is no feed-back mechanism and no natural structure, we need to consider whether the ChangeUp Voluntary Sector Strategy Group (as in 4.4) could be developed to fulfil this function.

4.6 (on-going). Periodic induction sessions will be arranged to provide new VCS reps elected to any Partnership Board or sub-group with information, ensure there is the best possible understanding of their role & responsibilities, and provide opportunity to network with other reps. This approach was piloted in January 2009 by VAL’s CYP Officer for the newly elected reps to the various CYP Boards and groups; feedback from participants was entirely positive, and further similar meetings were requested. A point to emerge from the pilot was the support needed by new reps. Information was identified as especially important. As far as possible VAL will provide support to reps but the role of Chairs of Boards in enabling the participation of new members - e.g. explaining the background to issues being discussed, ensuring acronyms are deciphered, etc – was highlighted by participants.
4.7 Agreeing a structure and procedure for the election of reps onto all permanent Boards and groups. Once agreed, we need ‘buy-up’ from statutory sector partners, so that when new groups are formed there is both a commitment to engage with and include the VCS (to a large extent this happens already) and a known procedure by which VCS reps are invited and or elected.
4.8 Payment to reps’ organisations for their time is an important issue. The CYP Directorate has made a sum available for the coming year. Reps are able to claim £15 p/hr, up to a maximum of £60, to cover time spent at meetings, preparation and follow-up. Payment represents compensation to their organisation and the possibility of paying for replacement staff help. For very small organisations this can be crucial. Uptake of the scheme will be monitored closely over the year; it is not envisaged that all reps/organisations will claim. Given the existence of the CYP scheme, attention needs to be given whether it can be replicated across all other Boards.
4.9 We also need to look at what the Boards expect of VCS reps. Everyone agrees that partnership is, in principle, a good thing, but are we sufficiently clear about what we mean by partnership and, more especially, the outcomes we expect it to produce? What do the Boards – especially their Chairs and support officers – consider that VCS reps can and should bring to the table? A meeting will be arranged to discuss this issue and elicit their views. 

5. Local Strategic Partnership
5.1 Special attention must be given to the LSP. The present arrangement has been in place since the outset of the LSP (2001) and needs review. The last elections for VCS reps were held in July 2004.
5.2 Structurally, it was agreed that of the five voluntary & community places allocated, two would be for reps from the then NRF areas (Evelyn/New Cross and Downham/Bellingham) and three would be through open elections. Given that NRF has long since disappeared it would seem reasonable to review this arrangement.

5.3 A view has been expressed by some that 2nd-tier organisations should feature more strongly within the VCS reps to the LSP. At present, REAL (Race Equality Action Lewisham) has an allocated place, in addition to the 5 VCS places. VAL (Voluntary Action Lewisham) has a rep, elected as one of the three ‘open’ places. Similarly, LEMP (Lewisham Ethnic Minority Partnership) has an elected rep. However, other important 2nd-tier organisations such as Volunteer Centre Lewisham, Lewisham Disability Coalition, Lewisham Refugee Network, and others, are not represented. Clearly not all of these organisations can have reps, given the number of places available, and structures such as the ChangeUp Voluntary Sector Strategy Group (2nd-tier Forum) need to be used more effectively to enable many voices to be heard. However, the role of 2nd-tier organisations deserves special attention within the review of arrangements.
5.4 Responsibility for the election of the VCS reps was allocated to Lewisham Community Network, legally part of Voluntary Action Lewisham but which, in practice operated largely independently. With the loss of funding to support LCN staff in March 2008, LCN has ceased to exist. Thus new arrangements for VCS elections are needed. As the Council for Voluntary Service in the borough Voluntary Action Lewisham is the obvious organisation to take on the task and is able to do so. A request has been made to the LSP to agree this proposal.

5.5 In order to deal with the point raised in 5.2 & 5.3 it is proposed to consult with both existing VCS reps to the LSP and 2nd-tier and frontline VCS organisations as a whole. A new agreement about the structure/format of VCS representation must be forged.
5.6 Once this structure/format has been determined, elections will be arranged. However, this raises an issue about the electorate. Under LCN, membership of LCN provided eligibility both to nominate reps and to vote. At present VAL membership stands at around 250 organisations, i.e. about 25% of the sector, which feels too restrictive an electorate. VAL is currently revising its membership arrangements and it is anticipated that this will bring many more organisations into membership. If this can be achieved quickly then VAL membership could replace LCN membership as the electorate definition. If not, a new electorate definition will have to be devised. 
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