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Foreword

Between 28th and 30th September 120 people from the community sector, housing associations and the public sector based across the South West region came together at two events to look at the emerging the topics of the Big Society and Community Organisers. The following is a selection of the main messages that came through from those events. The report also includes some key messages from the recent report ‘Building a Stronger Civil Society’ published by the office of Civil Society.

One event took place in Shipham in Somerset, the other in Hayle in Cornwall at the offices of Disability Cornwall.  The Big Community Development Picnic event in Shipham was fortunate to have two speakers, one from GOSW, Margaret Firth and Neil Smith from the Cabinet Office to bring us all up to speed on the latest thinking on the Big Society and the proposals for Community Organisers. John Skrine from the Empowering Communities Partnership took us through how Empowerment Works. The Federation for Community Development Learning updated people on their latest  training programme, Creating Changes, showing the essential community development approach to bringing about change in communities. There were two examples of communities taking control - one of an asset transfer of a community centre in Bridgwater and the second around the achievements of the community researchers on the Oldmixon Estate in North Somerset.
The Big Society agenda is not a Government programme; it is a call to

action. The agenda contains a great deal of opportunity for the voluntary and community sector to do more and have a greater say.

We want to work closely with the sector to help ensure organisations can seize these opportunities.

Building A Stronger Civil Society

Office for Civil Society 2010

COMMENT
Since the end of September 2010 when the Foundation’s events took place, the Government has published a number of documents which further update the Big Society Agenda. Building a Stronger Civil Society was published on 14th October 2010 by the Office for Civil Society. The publication is described as “a Big Society strategy for charities, voluntary groups and social enterprises.”  It does start to put a framework in place and to inform in more detail on what the Government has planned for the Sector. The strategy has been published alongside the Government’s consultation on ‘how best to improve the infrastructure that provides advice, training and funding to frontline groups.’ 
In an open letter to the Sector on the update post Spending Review the Rt Hon Francis Maude and Nick Hurd outlined the settlement that had been announced for Civil Society of £470 million, which they describe as ‘significant’. A high proportion of the £470 million will go to the Government’s new programme to get young people into volunteering through the National Citizens’ Service, other funding will be going to training the 5,000 Community Organisers and setting up their academy. Some funding will go to support employee led mutuals. This leaves much of the sector wondering what proportion of the £470 million will be left to fund essential voluntary and community sector services that have been working well for years, supporting statutory services and building the social capital of civil society. All essential ingredients of this Big Society.
Many voluntary and community sector organisations are reliant on public funding for at least part of their operating costs. Local authorities have had their budget cut by 7.1% for the next three years but already there have been cuts announced to the sector that go way beyond this. Arts groups in some areas have already been told to expect a 40% cut to their funding. In Somerset the Council has just announced a 100% cut to its arts budget alongside a 100% cut to its funding to infrastructure groups. Not all Council’s are taking this route. Wiltshire for example, has said that it will not be cutting its funding to the sector. The difficulty is that although the Government states that “we are determined to ensure that cuts are fair and not disproportionate”, if local authorities choose to cut all funding to the Sector, there appears to be little, at this moment in time that can be done stop them unless they are protected via the Compact.
What of community development? There is no mention at all of community development in the current Government’s strategy which is worrying for those of us  who, over the years , have witnessed how community development enables people to engage in both community and social action, often in communities with the greatest challenges. 
There is a hunger for participatory forms of politics. If, however, these are going to work they need to connect with the ways in which people are willing to become involved. This is where community development becomes of critical importance. It is an essential cog in the wheel of authentic democratic processes. Without it, the voices of communities will be severely weakened.”

Paul Henderson 2010
Successive Governments over the years have sought to engage and to involve citizens in public decisions. The Big Society more than most agendas appears to have citizen involvement at its heart and yet the very ingredient that assists people to become involved and engaged, that is community development, is missing from the strategy.  Instead community development appears to have been engulfed by the Government’s desire to put Community Organisers  to the fore in 100 Community First areas that have been identified as areas of high deprivation and low in social capital. No-one in the Sector seems to know exactly what Community Organisers are or what the benefit of having a Community organiser in your community is, despite the recent seminars throughout the country. Therefore the enthusiasm for this new agenda seems to be lacking.
From the Foundation’s events, it seems clear that one of the main views of the view of the Sector is that it has been delivering many of the elements of the Big Society for years. It likes the rhetoric. It is possible that, if this Big Society agenda had not been linked to the cuts, but rather linked to an expansion of the sector into the areas that are now being proposed, it might have been welcomed with a greater enthusiasm and respect. However, in an atmosphere of diminishing resources for all, the Sector can hardly be blamed for its growing skepticism and negative responses to proposals to spend the diminishing resources on new, puzzling and little understood activities, which must at least to some extent be diverting what resources there are away from current Big Society activities into the unknown. Enthusiasm for the vision remains but there needs to be greater guidance backed by evidence on how this Big Society Agenda will lead to a bigger and  better future.
The Messages

MESSAGE ONE: Lack of understanding of what the Big Society is
You can call it liberalism. You can call it empowerment. You can call it responsibility. I call it the Big Society...The biggest, most dramatic redistribution of power from Whitehall to the man and woman in the street.

David Cameron 18th May 2010

It is assumed by those who are absorbed by the current Big Society agenda that everyone in communities knows and understands what is meant by the Government’s idea of The Big Society. However, the views from the events and seminars that we have held in the region, are that many people, even those heavily involved in their communities, have heard the words The Big Society but are struggling to understand what is meant by this. This view was reinforced through the two Foundation events. 
Comments from the two events conference included:
·  The Big Society needs to cascade down – it hasn’t so far!
· We need to know more about the Big Society. How will this change people’s lives?
· The general public does not understand ‘The Big Society’.

· There is no direction from Government about what ‘The Big Society’ is exactly!

· We’re confused: not enough flesh on the bones

This lack of understanding leads to further questions and mistrust
· How will The Big Society funding work?

· National Citizen Service – sounds great but what is it?

· How will minority/quiet groups be represented? (i.e. Those who are not loud or persistent)

· How are they going to deliver the idea of The Big Society?
· What is the advantage to us of The Big Society?
People seemed to like the words and rhetoric of The Big Society but lack of clear understanding of the core elements is leading to a mistrust of the agenda.
MESSAGE TWO: Linking The Big Society Agenda so closely to the cuts is seriously damaging the desire of people to engage with this agenda
Civil Society groups cannot be immune from the reductions in public expenditure which are necessary for the whole of society .But our vision for a Big Society with more diverse providers of public services and greater power for communities to make local decisions brings huge opportunities for charities, voluntary groups and social enterprises...
Building a Stronger Civil Society: Office for Civil Society:2010
The Second Big Message, and some might say mistake, is linking The Big Society to the forthcoming ‘cuts’. With the fear of cuts is the fear that there will not be sufficient capacity left to deliver the Big Society agenda -whatever that might be.
Most of the people who attended the two events in the region were involved in their communities on either a paid or unpaid basis and  already have a great empathy with the type of commitment and  passion needed to make a difference in their community. The fear was that although The Big Society rhetoric clearly values and supports what people are already committed to undertaking in their communities, the future of the very organisations who are delivering The Big Society agenda, find their existence is under threat because of the cuts. 
· Will funding to established voluntary organisations be reduced?
· We are already facing cuts – so how can we deliver all of this.........?

· How are they going to deliver the idea of the Big Society - will we have the capacity left to deliver this?
· There is an issue about the cost of delivery without the same amount of money... we can barely deliver what we are already delivering
· Local authorities facing 25% cuts but they are already looking at 40% cuts to the voluntary sector - how does this support The Big Society Agenda
· What is already being delivered by the sector is now under threat

· There is already a lack of funds to deliver. How can we deliver more?
· Will there be funding to achieve anything?
· Big Society means services on the cheap. Lots of good organisations  will be shut down

· Not enough funding for the Big Society ideas
· How will those communities left behind be funded or supported?

Message Three: The Big Society talk is all about things we are currently doing... but does the Government really understand what the sector does?
We are keen to work with the sector in identifying the smartest ways of making savings and finding better ways of doing things.
 Building a Stronger Society: Office for Civil Society: 2010

Many of the 120 people who attended the events are already very active in their communities. They also have a great deal of knowledge of the great contribution that the Voluntary and Community Sector are already making to communities. However, a big question from those attending was ‘does the Government know and understand what the sector already contributes? 
· We need to keep our existing skills going – how can we protect what is being done?
· A lot is already happening BUT under threat because there are no future funding promises
· DON’T sweep away all the good stuff that is already happening

· Lots of good organisations are  being shut down already
· Does the Government understand what we are currently doing? They talk as if they know very little...
· We’re already doing this work at grassroots – we need local government to recognise it is already being done.

· How can existing structures and people’s skills, knowledge and experience be utilised?

· In Cornwall we have good willing communities
· We’re good at giving people skills and training to improve employability and sustainability

· We already have good community networks

· We already have good grassroots activities - we need to keep these going
·  We have resourcefulness and creativity

· There are 133,000 volunteers and 8,000 voluntary organisations in Cornwall alone.
· Cornwall is good at community organisation and mobilisation
Message Four: Community Development and the Big Society
The rule of this Government should be this; if it unleashes community engagement we should do it - if it crushes it - we shouldn’t.

Building A Stronger Society: Office for Civil Society:2010
Many of those attending the events had a strong background in, or a respect for, the contribution that community development makes to helping communities come together, to tackle issues, harness people’s contribution and making communities a better place for those who live there. Many saw this as integral to the Big Society Agenda but were unsure how the Government viewed the contribution of community development.
· There seems to be no recognition that Big Society goals will rely on a community development approach

· Community development workers are already trained with ‘principles of empowerment’

· There just seems to be no real understanding of the importance of community development
· Community Development is key to community engagement
· We think existing community workers work well. They (the Government) don’t think they do”
· Community Development Workers are light years ahead of this Community Organiser agenda
· The USA had community organisers in the sixties...if they were so good where are they now?
Message Five: The Big Society and those who have the smallest voices
Badly handled public service cuts could significantly alter the ability of the sector to nurture social capital and support some of the most vulnerable people in society just at a time when we want to build that social capital and encourage and support networks.
Building a Stronger Civil Society: Office for Civil Society:2010
A great deal of concern was shown for those communities where people often have the smallest voices. How would they fare in this Big Society?
· How will communities without embedded wealth, and with low motivation and lack of social capital fair?
· There is the potential for louder/more confident voices to be heard – extremism?

· How do you ensure vulnerable people get the correct service/care?
· What about more challenging communities/lower capacity areas?

· The more capable will benefit

· There is insufficient ”voice” for those who most need investment

· Community organisers will be directed by those who pay them whoever that is

· Not everyone is equally capable to gain from the Big Society

· How will those communities left behind be funded or supported?
Message Six: The Big Society, Local authorities and elected members

People were not sure that the role of elected members in the Big Society had been considered, or the need to up-skill them:
· Councillors need to listen – not pre-determine what the responses to consultations are
· Some Councillors will be threatened by this and need to increase their skills
· We need to be clear about the role of elected members in the Big Society
· Local government is reluctant to seek outside professional help - but it might need it...
· Parish, town and county councils do not like to be questioned or challenged – this needs to be changed

· District councils work politically - not socially – a huge cultural change is needed. How can this happen?

· What is the role of the Parish Council?

· Councillors don’t seem to understand what localism or Big Society is

· Council officers and councillors often collude to get the results they want
Message Seven: The Big Society does rely on people having the capacity to deliver

· The Big Society relies on people with free time to contribute and make it work
· Does the community have the capacity – ability to deliver?
· Do enough people have time and resources?
· Many people are too busy to provide support to the community
· I think what they (the government) are saying is: we are not going to do it anymore. You, the communities, do it”  
Community Organisers: Messages and questions for the Ministers from the Cornwall event

· Support and strengthen what’s already here.

· Please listen to the grassroots...we did not ask you for community organisers
· How are you going to measure the impact of community organisers?

· Have you got a job description for community organisers and how are you going to recruit?

· How will they fit in with the community organisers that are already here e.g. Voluntary Sector Forums in Cornwall?

· Is it a ‘one size fits all’ training and initiative for community organisers?

· Will community organisers have the ear of the Ministers?

· Don’t forget equality impact assessments
· How representative will community organisers be – particularly of disadvantaged groups without ‘voice’ and ‘funding’?
· Are community organisers a duplication of existing work? (such as community network managers in Cornwall)

· What is the selection and recruitment process?
· “How can you be sure you have a good diversity of people as community organisers?”

· Insufficient numbers (5,000)

· Is the Job specification only for ‘professionals’?
· Will you consult with local communities on job spec?

· Remember you are public servants and accountable

· Why not join up community organisers to MPs – better reporting/linkage?
· Are these people set up to fail because they are not a grassroots initiative?
· He who pays the piper calls the tune - they will be directed by whoever funds them
· What happens to the areas without organisers? Does this depend on your area having funding?
· Labour too tried to make us volunteer and failed

· In Cornwall we could run the country quite well. We know exactly what we need, exactly what we want. We just need the money to get from A to B” 
· They used to have community organisers in the states in the 70s and 80s but where are they all now?

	List of Agencies Attending the Two Events
The Big Community Development Picnic 

Shipham, Somerset


	

	Gloucester City Council
	Creating Excellence
	Testway Housing Limited

	West Dorset District Council
	Westlea Housing
	Reach Inclusive Arts

	Cheltenham Borough Council
	Black Development Agency
	DEVELOP

	Glastonbury Community Dev Trust
	Sul Art
	Bristol Community Housing Foundation

	Gloucester City Council
	Torbay Care Trust
	Synergy Weymouth & Portland

	Places for People
	Exeter Community Initiatives
	Synergy Purbeck

	Wiltshire Council
	Charity Bank
	Community Development Team BANES

	Big Lottery Fund
	Vista
	South West Seniors Network

	VANS
	Sarsen Housing Association
	Poole Council for Voluntary Services

	Oldmixon Parents Group
	Horfield  Organic Community Orchard
	Aspire to Grow

	Bournemouth Borough Council
	Devon Community Foundation
	Moor Trees

	Bushara
	Trowbridge Town Council
	MIND in Sedgmoor

	Mid devon District Council
	GRCC
	Victoria Park Community Centre

	South Glos Council
	SWAN 
	Oawkood Children’s Centre

	Independent Mental Health Advocate
	Hesters Way Children’s Centres
	East Cornwall CVS

	Senior Council for Devon
	SWALLOW
	Oldmixon Parents Grouo

	FCDL
	Teens in Crisis
	NS Housing

	South West Foundation
	Taunton Deane BC

	Rethink
	Crossroads Care
	CVS South Gloucestershire 


	Dorset Community Action
	North Somerset Crossroads
	Cornwall Rural Community Council

	
	
	


    Disability Cornwall: Hayle, Cornwall

	Events 4 All

	Cornwall Association for Deaf & Hard of Hearing
	Choices

	South West Forum
	Cornwall Development Company

	Cornwall Neighbourhoods for Change
	South West Foundation

	Disability Cornwall
	Creating Excellence

	Lands End Peninsula Community Land Trust
	Truro and Penwith College

	Hall for Cornwall Trust
	Gooseberry Bush Day Nursery

	Volunteer Cornwall
	Disability Cornwall

	Beacon Community Regeneration Project
	Pentreath Industries 

	North Redruth Partnership
	Lands End Peninsula Community Land Trust

	Diocese of Truro
	Barnardos
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THIS REPORT IS BASED ON THE VIEWS EXPRESSED THOUGH WORKSHOPS ORGANISED BY SOUTH WEST FOUNDATION AT THE BIG COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT PICNIC on 28th September 2010 AND A SEMINAR HELD AT DISABILITY CORWALL IN HAYLE ON 30-th September 2010. THES WERE JOINT EVENTS INVOLVING MEMBERS OF THE REGIONAL COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT NETWORK ; GEORGE THE REGIONAL FUNDING ADVICE WORKER’S NETWORK and THE REGIONAL EMPOWERMENT PARTNERSHIP





There will be a neighbourhood army” of 5,000 full-time, professional community organisers who will be trained with the skills they need to identify local community leaders, bring communities together, help people start their own neighbourhood groups, and give communities the help they need to take control and tackle their problems. This plan is directly based on the successful community organising movement established by Saul Alinsky in the United States and has successfully trained generations of community organisers, including President Obama.


David Cameron: March 2010
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