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1
INTRODUCTION


Origin of the Review

1.1 
The Joint Government Voluntary and Community Sector Forum was established in 1998, following the identification by an inter-departmental steering group of a gap in communication arrangements for discussion of general issues of common concern to the voluntary/community sector and to Northern Ireland Departments.  Membership comprises a representative from each Government department including the NIO and 15 representatives from a wide cross section of geographic and other interests in the voluntary and community sector.

1.2
The Joint Government Voluntary and Community Sector Forum held a planning day in November 2004 to consider their strategic direction in light of current policy initiatives.  They identified that a review was needed to measure the effectiveness of the Forum, and whether it was fit for purpose in terms of the new policy climate.  The Business Development Service (BDS) Business Consultancy was commissioned by the Department of Social Development to carry out this review.


Terms of Reference


1.3
 The terms of reference agreed for the assignment were as follows:

(a) to assess the effectiveness of the current remit, membership, structure and management of the Joint Forum in:

· promoting dialogue and further developing the relationship between the Voluntary and Community Sector and Northern Ireland Government Departments; 

· enabling matters of common concern to be raised by the Voluntary and Community sector and Government;

· promoting strategic discussions about issues affecting the Voluntary and Community Sector and volunteering;

· informing policy change on matters which may impact on the voluntary and community sector; 

· monitoring the Compact and monitoring and evaluation of Partners for Change. and

(b) to make recommendations on any changes necessary to ensure the most effective mechanism for future communication and dialogue and for improving relations between Government and the sector, bearing in mind:


· assessment undertaken as outlined in paragraph A

· recommendations outlined in Task Force report which are adopted by Ministers (currently under consideration); and 

· findings and recommendations in the evaluation of Partners for Change.


    
Client

1.4
The client for the project was Marie Abbott, Voluntary and Community Unit (VCU), Department of Social Development, and reporting arrangements were through Lorraine Walls (VCU).
Approach to the Review

1.5
Given the terms of reference, the Reviews Team’s approach to the Assignment was as follows:

· Initial and checkpoint meetings with the client;

· Background reading of relevant reports - i.e. the Taskforce Report, Partners for Change, The Compact and papers/minutes from previous meetings;

· Preparation and agreement of questions for semi-structured interviews;

· Consultation with stakeholders.  This consultation involved approximately 40 people and was carried out by face-to-face interviews and a telephone survey.  The consultation process included past and present members of the Joint Forum and representatives from both the Voluntary & Community Sector and from Government Departments;
· Analysis of findings and formulation of recommendations;

· Presentation of the draft report to the Joint Forum on 24 February 2005; and

· Issue of final report.

1.6
Acknowledgment



The Review Team would like to thank everyone who participated in the review for their courtesy and co‑operation.  Their assistance, particularly the many comments and proposals put forward during the fact-finding process greatly helped our task.   The team would also like to thank the Joint Secretariat for their help throughout the review. 

FINDINGS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

2.0
  REMIT

2.1
The current remit of the Joint Government Voluntary and Community Sector Forum is:

· to promote dialogue between the Voluntary and Community Sector and Northern Ireland Government Departments; 

· to provide a formal mechanism by which the Voluntary and Community sector can raise matters of common concern with Northern Ireland Government Departments and vice versa;
· to promote general strategic discussions about issues affecting the Voluntary and Community Sector and volunteering;

· to encourage the discussion of issues on a co-operative basis and the development of a shared approach to issues and concerns so far as it is possible.   

Promotion of dialogue


2.2 
In relation to the promotion of dialogue, the Joint Forum meets at least 3 times a year and last year its 4 sub-groups (strategy, training, consultation and   communication) met on a regular basis.  One of the main benefits of this regular dialogue has been the improvement in the relationship between the Government and Sector members. 
When the Joint Forum was initially set up, members felt that issues were discussed in a confrontational manner, with little evidence of a partnership approach being taken.  But as people got to know each other and gained more understanding of each other’s culture and constraints, a more co-operative approach began to be taken.  However there is a feeling that this has not yet impacted on the wider Government and Voluntary and Community Sector relationship.

2.3
The Joint Forum has promoted discussions on a range of strategic issues                            affecting the Voluntary and Community sector e.g. 

· Partners for Change

· Task Force report on resourcing the sector

· A Shared Future

· Section 75 consultation

· Review of Public Administration

· New TSN

· Big Lottery Fund

· Charities register

· Programme For Government

2.4
The Joint Forum’s strategy sub-group, comprising both Government and sector representatives, played a key role in the development, monitoring and evaluation of Partners for Change.  The Strategy was a key achievement for the Forum. They are currently involved in the development of a new strategy for the sector.  

2.5
The Joint Forum is the only mechanism which exists to facilitate the discussion of cross-cutting strategic issues with all the relevant parties present.  Members felt that this is where it had the potential to bring real added value.  However in our discussions with Joint Forum members it emerged that there were different interpretations and expectations in relation to its remit.  Some people viewed the remit as giving them the opportunity to exchange views and get an understanding of issues from another point of view.  Others felt that the Forum should be more action orientated, with a view to bringing about change as a result of discussions. 




Policy role


2.6
This was particularly applicable in relation to the Joint Forum’s policy role where there seemed to be some confusion.  Members were unclear if the role was to develop policy, to influence policy, to monitor policy implementation, or a combination of all of these?  There was also some debate as to how broad this policy role should be e.g. should it deal with all policies which impact on the Voluntary and Community sector, or limit its remit to those which primarily impact on the relationship between Government and the Voluntary and Community sector?

2.7
Some members felt that the Joint Forum did not have the capacity to effectively address the many issues involved in a very broad policy role (see appendix 1 for list of agenda items in 2004).  Another effect of the broad policy role was that at times Government representatives did not perceive a particular topic to be of relevance to them e.g. if the policy area was the responsibility of another Department and they had had no involvement/experience in it, they felt they were unable to contribute to the discussion.

To address these issues we would recommend that:

The Joint Forum should define its policy role and include it in the remit.
2.8
While it is important that the remit continues to offer the Voluntary and Community sector the opportunity to raise issues of common concern, it is our view that priority should be given to cross-cutting policies affecting the relationship between Government and the sector e.g. Partners for Change follow up strategy, implementation of Task Force recommendations.  These are relevant to all Departments and impact across the Sector.  The Joint Forum may undertake a number of different policy roles in these areas e.g. in the development, monitoring and implementation of policy.

2.9
The Joint Forum will need to determine its role and how it will deal with other policy issues falling outside the specific relationship area e.g. Review of Public Administration, Targeting Social Need.  Some options are:

· Put on the agenda once in the year

· Create a sub-group of interested members

· Arrange meetings outside the Forum structure for relevant members

2.10
We believe that the above recommendation will help to clarify the Forum’s policy role and ensure that members have agreed and realistic expectations in relation to this aspect of the remit.  It will also enable the Forum to prioritise issues and focus on those which are most relevant to its members.


Promotion of the Joint Forum


2.11
The evaluation of the Partners for Change report highlighted the general lack of awareness of the strategy and of the Compact between Government and the Voluntary and Community Sector in Northern Ireland, “Building Real Partnership.”  The Task Force report also found “there is a lack of awareness of the Joint Forum and its work” (Para 7.5).  Members welcomed the recommendation from the Taskforce report in relation to Ministerial involvement and felt that it would be particularly useful for promotional purposes and for raising the profile of the Joint Forum.  If the Joint Forum is to have an impact beyond its members it is our view that the promotion of these issues needs to be an integral part of its work.  We would recommend that:

The Joint Forum should include its promotion role in its remit.

2.12
Any future marketing campaign arising from this should be targeted at both the Government and Voluntary and Community sectors.  One of the objectives of such a campaign would be to help people in both sectors understand the purpose and content of these documents and to appreciate their value and relevance.

Aim of the Joint Forum


2.13
The current remit of the Joint Forum extends to four paragraphs, which makes it difficult to explain its purpose in concise terms.  To help the promotion of the Forum we believe it would be useful to encapsulate this in one sentence.  We would recommend that:

An overarching aim for the Joint Forum should be established.

2.14
When we discussed the Joint Forum with its members the most commonly used word was “relationship”.  To most members this seemed to be its raison d’etre.  We would therefore suggest the following as a possible aim:

“To develop the relationship between Government and the Voluntary and Community sector in Northern Ireland”.

2.15
In its assessment of the relationship between the Government and the sector, the Partners for Change evaluation found “ the main message was that while the relationship has improved, there is still a long way to go” (Para 3.17).  It would therefore seem appropriate that the Joint Forum should keep a focus on this relationship by incorporating it into its aim.


Broader remit


2.16
Paragraph one of the current remit reads, “ to promote dialogue between the Voluntary and Community Sector and Northern Ireland Government Departments”.

The promotion of dialogue is obviously important in the development of any relationship and the Joint Forum has been particularly active in this area.  The Forum has already broadened its remit beyond the promotion of dialogue   e.g. it has been involved in the following:

· The development and delivery of Joint Training courses

· Improvement to policy/consultation processes

· Organisation of visits to Voluntary and Community groups 

2.17
These initiatives are to be welcomed and we would suggest that the Forum’s remit should be formally enhanced to include such work.  We would recommend that 

Paragraph 1 of the current remit should be enhanced to “improve the way Government and the Voluntary and Community Sector work together.” 

2.18
This amendment would more accurately reflect what the Forum is currently doing and would entail a change of wording from “to promote dialogue between the Voluntary and Community Sector and Northern Ireland Government Departments” to “ to improve the way Government and the Voluntary and Community sector work together.”   The promotion of dialogue obviously remains an important aspect of improving the way of working together.

Volunteering


2.19
The third paragraph of the current remit reads:

“ to promote general strategic discussions about issues affecting the Voluntary and Community Sector and volunteering”. 

Volunteering has not been on the Forum agenda in the last 3 years although it is likely to do so in this Year of the Volunteer. While volunteering is an important issue and is something unique to the sector, we would question the need for it to be singled out in the remit and we would recommend that:

Paragraph 3 of the current remit should omit the words “and volunteering”.

2.20
This is not meant to denigrate the importance of volunteering but merely to ensure that it is dealt with in a similar manner to other strategic issues.  The definition of voluntary and community sector used in the Compact reads:

“ Voluntary and Community Sector embraces those independent, non-profit organisations in Northern Ireland governed by their own constitution and existing to contribute benefit to society; those who work in those organisations; and those who volunteer either formally through those organisations or otherwise.”

2.21
Under this definition the Voluntary and Community sector includes volunteers, and it is our view that this removes the need for the words “and volunteering” to be in the remit.

Improving the relationship



2.22
Paragraph 4 of the current remit reads:

“to encourage the discussion of issues on a co-operative basis and the development of a shared approach to issues and concerns so far as it is possible.”  

We commented earlier on the improvement in relationships after the initial confrontational atmosphere at Joint Forum meetings had subsided.  The inclusion of the above paragraph in the remit would undoubtedly have contributed to this improvement, as it was a reminder to members of the need for a partnership approach to the Forum.   However the paragraph is more a statement of how the members wish to work together, rather than what their remit actually is.  As such we believe that this aspiration is more appropriate to the values of the Forum and we would recommend that:

Paragraph 4 of the current remit should be incorporated into new values/ground rules.

2.23
We would envisage that “ co-operative basis” and “shared approach” would be included in the values established as a result of the recommendation in paragraph 5.1.

3.0
MEMBERSHIP

3.1
The membership of the Joint Forum consists of representatives from across Government, known as the Inter-Departmental Group on Voluntary Activity and Community Development (IDGVACD) and a wide cross section of representatives from the Voluntary and Community Sector, known as the Joint Forum Panel. 

3.2
Many members expressed concern about the overall size of the Joint Forum, although they recognised it would be very difficult to reduce the numbers and still maintain broad representation.  One particular question raised was the need for those Departments who had little involvement with the sector to be represented at every meeting of the Forum.  However as the Joint Forum’s remit and focus is on issues that are cross cutting and that impact across both the sector and Government, we believe the attendance of all Departments is necessary to enable it to fulfil this role.

Wider representation

3.3
Some people also raised the question about wider representation on the Joint Forum to include representatives from the 26 district councils and representatives from the Non-Departmental Public Bodies (NDPBs).    The majority of members felt that it was not feasible to have representatives from all these bodies and that their inclusion would tip the balance of Joint Forum membership heavily towards the statutory sector.  The communication of Joint Forum information to NDPBs should be the responsibility of the relevant Department.  In relation to district councils, a Society of Local Authority Chief Executives and Senior Managers (SOLACE) representative has recently been given observer status at the Joint Forum meetings.  Whilst the Review Team acknowledges there is a need for improved communication between Local Government and the Voluntary and Community Sector we do not believe that the Joint Forum is the appropriate mechanism for this.

3.4
In our assessment of the current membership of the Joint Forum, the Review Team believe that it reflects the Forum’s purpose and therefore enables it to do its business effectively.  We therefore recommend that:

The number of members on the Joint Forum should remain unchanged.

3.5
The Joint Voluntary and Community Sector Forum Panel is made up of 15 representatives from the Voluntary and Community Sector.  They in turn each nominate an alternate, who attends meetings in the member’s absence.

Sector selection criteria


3.6
Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action (NICVA) is responsible for seeking nominations and for the selection of Joint Forum Panel members.  Through the use of groupings such as gender balance, geographical representation and sectoral balance, NICVA ensured there was a fair representation of the Voluntary and Community Sector.  Current representatives are drawn from a wide range of organisations, including both large voluntary organisations and small community groups. 

3.7
While NICVA does have membership selection criteria, a number of people interviewed said they were unclear about it.  Whilst everyone understood the nomination process, they felt that there was a lack of transparency around the selection process e.g. how selection decisions were made and on what basis.  We therefore recommend that:

The selection criteria for sector membership of the Joint Forum be transparent and widely published. 

3.8
A transparent and widely published selection criterion for sector membership would ensure that all interested parties across the sector have an opportunity to participate.


Alternates


3.9
The IDGVACD includes representatives from all 11 Government departments, a representative from the Social Services Inspectorate, a representative from the Northern Ireland office, and senior management from the Voluntary and Community Unit (VCU).  Concerns were raised that Departments were not always represented at the Joint Forum meetings and our findings identified that some Departments have not appointed alternates to attend these meetings in the member’s absence. Therefore we recommend that:

All Departments should appoint alternates.

3.10
This would not only help improve attendance at meetings but would help with continuity and succession planning as each Department would have a second person with a knowledge of the workings of the Joint Forum.


Clarity of roles


3.11
During the consultation process we identified that some members were unclear about their own roles and those of other members on the Joint Forum.  In particular the following issues arose:


· who are members representing? – their branch, department, sector, sub-sector or organisation? Or merely their own individual viewpoint?

· what authority do they have in relation to this representation?

· the lack of understanding of the constraints facing other members, and

· the different expectations and perceptions that are held on both sides.

To address these issues we recommend:
That the role of all members be clearly defined. 

3.12
Clearly defined roles will provide members with more realistic expectations of each other and will address some of the misunderstandings and frustrations that currently exist.


Selection of Government members


3.13
Some Departments have had difficulty in determining who their representative should be and there are a range of different grades and backgrounds on the Forum.  At present the Joint Forum does not have guidelines for the selection of Government Representatives in relation to the skills/knowledge required, most appropriate grades and work background.  We therefore recommend that:

The Joint Forum establishes guidance for the selection of Government Representatives.

3.14 
This general guidance would be useful in helping Departments make decisions on Joint Forum representation. As representatives will need knowledge of strategic overviews of issues relating to the sector, it is likely that this knowledge would only be acquired by staff working at DP level and above in the Northern Ireland Civil Service (NICS).  Personal qualities such as enthusiasm and an interest in the Voluntary and Community sector should also be considered.

Induction


3.15
The Joint Forum has seen a considerable change in membership in the past year. On the Government side this has mainly been due to representatives retiring and being transferred etc.  The Voluntary and Community Sector had a change in membership of approximately 75% last year as a result of the selection process that occurs every three years.  This represents a substantial loss of knowledge and experience on both sides.  Although there is little that can be done about the turnover of members it is important that the Joint Forum minimises its effects through a good induction programme.  The Joint Forum can be a challenging role for new members and it often takes them some time to feel comfortable and up to speed with its workings.  NICVA currently has an induction process which new members on the sector side have found beneficial, although a few suggestions for improvement have been made. At present the Government Representatives do not have any induction process and they have to “pick it up as they go along”.  To address these issues we recommend that:

An induction programme be created for Government Representatives and be reviewed for the Sector members.

3.16
It would be useful if the induction programme included a pack containing the following:


· the remit of the Joint Forum;

· the role of members;

· member values/ground rules;

· details of appropriate training;

· recent papers and minutes relating to the Joint Forum; and

· profiles of all members, their organisations and their roles and responsibilities.
4.0
STRUCTURE

4.1
Most interviewees felt that the current structure was appropriate and required little in the way of change or improvement.  Generally it was agreed that the concept of joint chairs and joint secretariat was good and that both worked well.  


           Syndicate groups


4.2
The main structural problem to arise was the size of the Joint Forum which

· was daunting for new members and inhibited discussions;

· limited the number of contributions;

· made it more difficult to make decisions and/or reach agreement; and

· more difficult to get to know other members.

        
To minimise this problem we would recommend that

The Joint Forum makes more use of small syndicate groups.

4.3
Members felt that small syndicate groups were very effective and identified the following benefits:


· greater participation;

· people relax and feel more comfortable;

· increased opportunity in getting to know other members better; and

· gets through more work quickly.
4.4 
We suggest that syndicate groups should be used at least twice during a Joint Forum meeting. If the purpose of the syndicate work is made clear and appropriate questions posed, this can be a more productive use of time.

            Sub-groups 


4.5
As the Joint Forum’s workload continues to grow, sub-groups will have an increasingly important role in its ability to carry out its business.  The membership of a sub-group obviously places more demand on a member’s time and it is important that this workload is fairly distributed.  In this context we would recommend that 

Non-Forum members be considered for participation in sub-groups.
4.6
This may provide an opportunity to bring in an expert in a particular field and could also address any gaps in representation.  It would promote the Forum wider afield and address the concerns of the current heavy workloads on members.
4.7
Over the past few years the Joint Forum has used a number of sub groups to take forward specific issues. Whilst generally members accept that sub groups can be very effective there are occasions when sub-group members have been unclear about their role and the sub-groups terms of reference. We would therefore recommend that:

The Joint Forum introduces procedures for establishing sub-groups ensuring that there are clear terms of reference.

4.8
When developing a procedure for establishing sub-groups we suggest the following are considered:

· when do we need a sub-group?

· how do we appoint sub-group members?

· a chairperson should be appointed for each sub-group;

· all sub-groups should have clear terms of reference and all members should be clear about their role; and

· timescales, resources, time commitments, reporting back arrangements and level of administration support.

5.0
MANAGEMENT


Establishing values/ground rules


5.1
Some issues raised by members relating to the conduct of meetings included:

· The need for more open and honest discussion;

· A decrease in defensive behaviour;

· Clarity about if/when Chatham House rules apply and associated confidentiality issues; and

· Perceived lack of participation from some members.

To address these issues we would recommend that:

Joint Forum members should establish values/ground rules for the conduct of meetings.

5.2
Shared values are important in the development of relationships and most meetings function better when ground rules are established and adhered to.  These “softer” issues are particularly important in partnership arrangements, where there is always the danger of an us/them relationship developing.  Other more practical issues which the Forum may wish to consider are seating arrangements and the use of name badges/plates.  There may also be merit in organising an “away day” for members to discuss and agree the following:

Joint Forum aim and remit 

Roles of members

Values/ground rules

Agenda guidelines (see paragraph 5.4)
5.3
This would help in breaking down any us/them barriers, enable members to get to know one another, and ensure there is clarity about how they are going to work together in the future.

5.4
Members were satisfied with the frequency, location and organisation of meetings.  They felt the Secretariat had provided a very efficient service e.g. they received appropriate information and notification of meetings in good time.


Chairing of meetings


5.5
In relation to the chairing of meetings, members felt that everyone got a fair hearing and that discussion was kept on topic.  Two areas for improvement were raised:

(a) occasionally they were unsure about why a particular item was on the agenda and what was expected from them e.g. was it for information, for discussion, for amendment (status of paper?)

(b) at the end of a discussion they were not always clear what decisions the Joint Forum had taken and what future action had been agreed.  

To address these issues we would recommend that:

The Chair should state the purpose of discussion of each agenda item, and summarise the discussion and action agreed for each. 

5.6 
The summaries are particularly important in that they give a sense of progress being made and can help ensure that the necessary action takes place before the next meeting.




Setting the agenda

5.7
A number of issues were raised about how the Joint Forum meeting agenda was set. Members felt that there were too many items on the agenda, and that a number of these items were mainly for information purposes e.g. presentations.  While they recognised it was important to be kept informed about strategic issues, they felt this should be done outside the Joint Forum meetings.  The meetings should mainly be used to discuss/debate issues and try to reach a consensus on the way forward.

5.8
Occasionally there was some duplication between the Joint Forum and the IDG meetings e.g. similar presentation given at both.  It was also not always evident how a particular agenda item fitted into the Joint Forum’s work programme at that time. 

5.9
 Agenda-setting is a critical issue for the Joint Forum.  There should be a clear link between the Forum remit, strategic objectives, work programme and agenda e.g. progress reports from sub-groups should be a regular agenda item.  The Forum’s agenda will drive all its work and will play an important role in its overall effectiveness.  We would therefore recommend that:

Guidelines should be established for the drawing up of the Joint Forum agenda 
5.10
 These guidelines should address the concerns raised above, and also the timing of IDG/ Joint Panel meetings and their role in contributing to the agenda e.g. should a draft Joint Forum agenda be discussed at these meetings?


Duration of meetings


5.11
Attendance at Joint Forum meetings has been variable.  It was suggested that the length of the meeting should be reduced to a half-day in order to encourage better attendance.  We would see the need for some flexibility in relation to this and would recommend that:

The length of Joint Forum meetings should be determined by the agenda 

5.12
If there were not enough agenda items of sufficient weight to merit a full day, then a half-day would be appropriate.  On the other hand, if there are a number of serious items to discuss, the Joint-Chairs should ensure that the relevant time is made available and that a full day is set aside.   

6.0
CONCLUSION

6.1
Overall it is our conclusion that the Joint Forum has been effective in meeting its current remit and we recommend that it should continue.  At time of writing the Forum is awaiting the Government response to the Task Force report and the publication of a new strategy for the sector.  These will have important implications for the Voluntary and Community sector, and the Joint Forum will have a key role to play in the monitoring of future developments.  In this report we have made recommendations in relation to the Joint Forum’s remit, membership, structure and management which we believe will enable it to carry out this new role in a more effective manner.  

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS

	
	Para No

	The Joint Forum should define its policy role and include it in the remit.
	2.7

	The Joint Forum should include its promotion role in its remit.
	2.11

	An overarching aim for the Joint Forum should be established.
	2.13

	Paragraph 1 of the current remit should be enhanced to “improve the way Government and the Voluntary & Community Sector work together.”
	2.17

	Paragraph 3 of the current remit should omit the words “and volunteering”.
	2.19

	Paragraph 4 of the current remit should be incorporated into new values/ground rules.
	2.22

	The number of members on the Joint Forum should remain unchanged.
	3.4

	The selection criteria for sector membership of the Joint Forum be transparent and widely published.
	3.7

	All Departments should appoint alternates.
	3.9

	That the role of all members be clearly defined.
	3.11

	The Joint Forum establishes guidance for the selection of Government Representatives.
	3.13

	An induction programme be created for Government Representatives and reviewed for the Sector members.
	3.15

	The Joint Forum makes more use of small syndicate groups.
	4.2

	Non-Forum members be considered for participation in sub-groups
	4.5

	The Joint Forum introduces procedures for establishing sub-groups ensuring that there are clear terms of reference.
	4.7

	Joint Forum members should establish values/ground rules for the conduct of meetings.
	5.1

	The Chair should state the purpose of discussion of each agenda item, and summarise the discussion and action agreed for each.
	5.5

	Guidelines should be established for the drawing up of the Joint Forum agenda 

	5.9

	The length of Joint Forum meetings should be determined by the agenda.
	5.11
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