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SUSTAINABILITY WORKING GROUP: TERMS OF REFERENCE

To consider options for the support and development of the voluntary and community sector at regional, sub-regional and local level to achieve sustainability of the sector and its work. This will include:
· Developing an agreed definition of sustainability which encompasses the wider aspects of sustainability and captures the total contribution of the voluntary and community sector.

· Identifying and developing frameworks that will support sustainability of the voluntary and community sector, in the context of impending changes to funding programmes.


· Considering the role of active citizenship and the social economy in supporting sustainability

1.
Introduction


Two Briefing Papers
 prepared as discussion documents have each been extensively discussed at meetings of the Sustainability Working Group.  The purpose of this paper is to provide a summary of those discussions and present the consensus of the Sustainability Working Group.  It also sets out some practical proposals to take forward the strategy endorsed.

2.
What Was Agreed:

· It was agreed that sustainability referred to both means and ends: on one hand, to processes that enhanced the capacity of community and voluntary organisations to operate (and thrive) in a volatile, challenging environment; on the other, to the intended outcomes of that effort, sustainable integrated communities.  Accordingly, any discussion of sustainability should not only refer to the resources/support strategies of statutory agencies and trusts (collective responsibility) for the sector, but also forms of internal support provided within the sector and the capabilities of individual organisations.  Moreover, it should not lose sight of the long-term goal of sustainable communities;


· In terms of resourcing the sector (the core subject for the Task Force), it was agreed that the most appropriate rubric was a social investment approach, i.e. one that sought to develop all the assets of particular communities (whether of geography or special interest) in terms of:


· the capabilities of the organisations that represented/serviced them; 


· the degree of access/participation/empowerment of individual community members; 


· the enhancement of welfare and hence the improvement of the quality of life of all community members; and


·  the production of community social capital.

An approach that sought to simultaneously develop all four components, based on a combination of financial and non-financial support, could create a critical mass for transformational change leading to sustainable communities.  In combination, these four elements could be described as ‘transformational capital’.


· It was agreed that a social investment approach involves more than just a funding strategy.  It requires: clarity of purpose and consistency within the general policy environment; co-operation amongst a diverse set of funders/providers focused on the sector; the customisation of packages of financial and non financial support; an appropriate infrastructure of relationships and support systems within the sector, and; the sector fully adopting a commitment to sustainable development;.


· There was also agreement that a social investment approach had to be underpinned by an explicit set of values or strategic principles; and


· Finally, there was agreement that in the context of Northern Ireland’s divided society, the debate about sustainability should acknowledge the diseconomies and barriers to development created by social and spatial segmentation. 

The remainder of the paper offers some developments to the previous papers prepared for the Working Group.

3.
Defining Sustainability
3.1
The definition of sustainability previously provided came from NIVT’s ‘Sustainability Tool Kit’.  However, there was a sense that this was too wide-ranging and lacked focus. One member proposed in its place:


Sustainability is the ability of a group, project, organisation, (community,) network or an overall sector to achieve the necessary investment/resourcing/support to evolve, survive and develop within a dynamic social, economic, environmental and political context, while deploying those resources in the most effective and efficient manner to maximise the impact and provide the stability to enable an ongoing contribution to a vibrant civic society.

3.2
Another suggested the addition of ‘community’ to the first line to ensure that the idea of sustainable communities was encompassed by the definition.  In turn, a further modification was suggested:


Sustainability is achieved when a group, a project, an organisation, (a community,) a network or, indeed, an overall sector gains the capacity to utilise the necessary investment, resourcing and support to acquire stability, to achieve positive outcomes, to maximise impact and to contribute in an on-going manner to a vibrant civic society.  The effectiveness of the process will depend on recognising the constraints but being able to overcome them with innovation, enterprise and proactivity.  Ultimately, this will mean taking steps to deploy available and potential resources in order to evolve and develop within an environment that must itself be recognised as socially, culturally, economically and politically dynamic.

3.3
In essence, both definitions focus on the key dimension of capability (‘ability’ in the first, ‘capacity’ in the second).  Capability is more than just skills – it also refers to culture, orientation, flexibility and adaptability.  It is about the total set of attributes required to successfully steer an organisation through difficult times.  In an environment in which communities themselves are undergoing change and where traditional funding levels cannot be guaranteed, community and voluntary organisations need to be able to identify new kinds of need, develop new kinds of strategy and generate new income streams while remaining transparent and accessible to their own communities. 

3.4
The difficulties of doing all this should not be underestimated.  The voluntary and community sector operates neither as government (whose income stream comes from taxation) nor business (whose income stream is derived from trading).  In Northern Ireland its primary source of income has been transferred taxation, i.e. the public sector.  If that is declining, it may not be easy to switch to trading.  Its constituency/clients are generally the most disadvantaged with least disposable income.  Thus the groups that consume the services of the sector have low effective demand and are least able to purchase such services.  The sector thus needs to find income other than from the people it represents and supports.  This is most likely to be based on a reformulation of support from the public sector with a gradual move towards the generation of traded income via public procurement, social economy ventures etc.

3.5
The challenge to policy makers is how to frame support for the sector so as to enable change and encourage the development of organisational capability.  The working group was convinced that a social investment approach was the right vehicle.

4.
What Should Be Sustained?

4.1
What makes any voluntary or community organisation (Community here means both geographical and a community of interest) viable is that it must effectively meet identified community need and doing so involves accessing a range of appropriate resources.  Resources can mean, for example, community support and leadership; involvement of volunteers; funding; human and knowledge assets; skills and buildings.
4.2
To be sustained, projects and organisations require continuity of funding and the continued involvement of volunteers – even small volunteer led organisations frequently require budgets for basic administrative tasks.  Since there has been a gradual shift away from core to project funding, many organisations spend a great deal of time writing funding applications.  This situation advantages those with the capacity to write better applications and may exacerbate patterns of uneven development within the sector.  Moreover, if community and voluntary organisations are expected to generate a greater share of income from traded activity, the existence of core funding for some organisations could give distinct advantage (but subsidising core costs) and contribute to market distortion.  Equally, since there appears to be an association between the level of community infrastructure and the community background of the individuals that work and volunteer within it, such patterns of uneven development may contribute to community division. 

4.3
The distinction between core and project funding is thus a sustainability issue.  One approach is to collapse both into project costs – when a project is fully costed to cover overhead and administration costs.  Another approach is to think of a portfolio of funding and support with different purposes, perhaps with an agreed division of labour amongst different funders

4.4
Again, many organisations in the sector are only able to deliver because of the substantial contribution of volunteers – State of the Sector III 
 suggested that around 80,000 gave of their time to voluntary and community organisations.  This statistic of 80,000 volunteers may be highly conservative.  Other research indicates that there are some 448,000 individuals (16+ yrs) giving time through an organisation or group, 94% of these within the voluntary & community sector
. This suggests that the sector plays an important role in providing opportunities for people to participate, an important aspect of promoting and enabling active citizenship.  In turn, high levels of active citizenship are vital for social cohesion and, ultimately, the sustainability of the sector.

4.5
There are thus issues about investing in volunteers, memoranda of agreement specifying mutual obligations and benefits for both organisation and volunteer etc.  There is already much good practice here, but should that be formalised and regionalised?  Partners for Change has a “Good Practice Guide for volunteering”
.  This could establish the basis for quality standards which all organisations would be expected to implement.

4.6
Many organisations are already run entirely by volunteers and look for income only to cover basic administration costs.  Nevertheless, their contribution to the life of their communities may be considerable.  Changes in funding regimes that favour bigger, ‘critical mass’ projects may undermine the work of these small organisations.  There is thus a case for flexible, small-scale funding and an infrastructure to help sustain such organisations.

4.7
Ensuring that the lessons of effective working practices, innovation and experimental interventions are not lost is also important.  Sustaining such process or interventions is about the continuity of activity (learning and best practices).  However, that implies appropriate evaluation and dissemination – making sure we know what works and making sure that as many others as possible know about it.  This need reinforces the case for networking, collaboration and integrated operations if only as mechanisms for learning and sharing knowledge.

4.8
It is also about mainstreaming.  Given the plethora of projects and programmes that Northern Ireland has experienced over the past three decades, we may already know what works and in what situations. Sustainability in this sense is about learning and implementing.

4.9
The New Economic Foundation suggests that a sustainable society seeks to: protect and enhance the environment; meet social needs, and promote economic success. In that vein, sustainable communities have, at least, five requirements:

· Income and its circulation - socially excluded communities face formidable challenges and increasing the aggregate income of disadvantaged communities is a crucial step to inclusion.  Over 70 per cent of household income is derived from earnings – employment is therefore a key ingredient in making communities sustainable.  This dimension of sustainability is accordingly a challenge for the private as well as the public sector.  Equally, attention has to be paid to the circulation of income within communities – those with immediate income outflows with few local multipliers are doubly disadvantaged;


· A Clean and Healthy Environment – the places where individuals and communities live has a crucial effect on their lives.  There are thus important issues about the physical environment, the impact of pollutions, places for play and recreation, traffic impact and community safety;


· Quality of life – the previous paper suggested that quality of life indicators should be employed to identify communities most in need of support and to establish targets for improvement.  However, the definition of life quality has to pay appropriate respect to diversity – there be many interpretations of the meaning of quality of life across gender, ethnicity, social class and religion.  Community members have to participate in deciding what contributes to their life quality;


· Empowerment – again communities that feel powerless with respect to their own futures face an up-hill struggle to be sustainable.  However, the struggle against disempowering systems has frequently generated the energy and collectivity for survival.  In this respect, sustainability is about engagement and participation in decision-making.  This not only poses a challenge for the public, but also the community and voluntary sector.  How are people involved in the planning, implementation and evaluation of the programmes that most affect their lives?  The cynicism and fatigue about elaborate consultation mechanisms suggest that the means of doing so have not yet been developed.  Finally, empowerment is also about responsibility – communities have to be mobilised and active in the solution of their problems. Leaving these to others is another form of dependency; and


· Community Social Capital - Putnam (1993, p. 36)
 contends that social capital consists of: 
features of social organization, such as networks, norms, and trust, that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit.  

4.10
In other words, communities, where people trust each other, engage in informal networking and work cooperatively with each other, are more socially healthy and economically competitive.  Communities thus need to bond, to work together, to support weaker members and, most important, trust each other.  Sustainable communities are communities with high levels of social capital.  Conversely, barriers to reconciliation, fear, suspicion and hatred, create conditions where there may be high internal solidarity within communities, but low engagement across communities.  Communities not only need to bond, they also need to bridge – to be able to understand, reach out to and ultimately work with members of other communities.  This bridging capital undermines insider-outsider conflicts.  In a society like Northern Ireland, deficiencies in bridging capital are manifest in the fear and suspicions that divide many communities.  Yet these are simultaneously a barrier to development and sustainability. 

4.11
The basic building blocks of social capital are the individual’s values and relationships that translate into sets of local institutions.  In turn, these act as the basis of the political order in terms of specific macro institutions and the overall framework of governance.

4.12
Bringing all these elements together requires a robust co-ordinating framework, i.e. a clear policy framework, the co-ordination of statutory, private and community/voluntary activity, integrated operations and the involvement of community members.  Why has the community and voluntary sector an important role in this process? As Hugh Frazer comments (WEA 2002)
:


Community Development’s importance is that it can identify and build the human resource infrastructure in an area through promoting opportunities for participation in open and inclusive organisations. This helps promote a positive image of an area, allows the community to set a vision for its area and creates the skills base to enable people to participate in networking and partnership building.


4.13
Community and voluntary organisations may thus have a unique, though not exclusive, contribution to making sustainable communities.  A central question is whether the ways in which they are resourced/supported best enable them to fulfil this role.

5.
A Social Investment Approach to Resourcing the Community and Voluntary Sector
5.1
The Social Investment Model attempts to ensure that funding is tied to the enhancement of the total assets of the beneficiary community.  Here, the phrase is being used differently from one interpretation that focuses on the need for community and voluntary organisations to adopt (and adapt) market strategies for survival, although it will be argued later that such strategies have to be part of their repertoire. It should thus be depicted as:








5.2
Here it is assumed that any funding decision should have four objectives: to enhance the capability of the funded organisation; to ensure that welfare is produced and distributed; to add to existing community assets in terms of quality of life and social capital, and finally; to facilitate community engagement and empowerment.  Arguably, bringing these together is transformational in that each reinforces the others and, ultimately, promotes community sustainability. 

5.3
It has also been suggested that the process can become a ‘virtuous cycle’ ultimately reducing the funding requirement.  It should be noted that this might be absolute (an actual decrease in funding) or relative (public or trust funding declining as a proportion of total income).

5.4
However, a social investment model is about more than funding. A more general depiction can be seen in the next diagram.











5.5
The actual form and level of support would be based on the specific needs of the community in question and the number, size, functions and maturity of the community and voluntary organisations located within it.  The concepts of opportunity cost and a ‘welfare optimum’ may be relevant here.  Equity criteria would also be required to ensure that the fairness of particular packages of support going to particular communities is transparent – there should be some exploration of whether New TSN or Section 75 already represents a sufficient framework for doing so. 

5.6
It might also be argued that such an approach will progressively increase the role of contracting/commissioning to the expense of other forms of support given its simplicity and transparency.  However, the idea of customised packages designed to induce the maximum social return from any investment should be the over-riding consideration.

6.
Rising to the Sustainability Challenge
6.1
So far, the emphasis has been on strategies for providing resources and support.  An equally important question is how the sector should respond to the challenges of sustainability.  A previous paper offered some evidence of how voluntary and community organisations saw the future environment.  There was virtual unanimity that future funding opportunities would be more restricted and that groups would have to be more commercial in their thinking.
  However, the only predictable thing about the future is that it will be surprising.  In the challenges and volatilities of the near future, it would appear that ‘flexible adaptation’ is the best approach. 

6.2
The definitions discussed earlier focused on the organisations taking advantage of, rather than being weakened by, change.  They highlighted the idea of organisational capability – the skills, energy, creativity and culture that make organisations successful.  The next diagram points to some of the key features of organisational capability:





6.3
Rather than focusing on grant acquisition, organisations in the sector might concentrate on the development of the capabilities that will enable survival even within an environment of diminishing resources.  Here is it suggested that doing so involves three key tasks:


· Governance - Improving decision making (including financial decision making) within the organisation and relationships with other organisations (networks, alliances and strategic partnerships);

· Human Resources - Ensuring that employees and volunteers have the highest feasible skills.  There is a problem here for small organisations that can least afford to release/support employees/volunteers for skills development.  This suggests the need for an overall framework for skills development, including company support, resources for employee release and appropriate progression. An earlier paper suggested a framework leading to an MBA in community/voluntary studies; and


· Marketing etc. - Utilising marketing techniques to make the organisation completely client-centered, developing long-term plans for the future including ‘what-if’ crisis scenarios and managing human resources both to maximise individual contribution and to sort out work-life balance.

6.4
There will be a constant imperative to enhance organisational capability and manage change.  Change management has three dimensions:


(i)
Technical, e.g. activation of different and new procedures; use of new regulatory systems; re-structuring of objectives or of an established way of carrying out a task;


(ii)
Political, e.g. the management styles and practices in place; role definitions; the decision-making processes involved; the manner that change will be communicated; the people in favour of and against the change; the (power) relationships between different groupings; and


(iii)
Cultural, e.g. how the change and the way it is carried out fits into and will affect the organisation’s ‘normal’ way of working, its values, its culture and so on.

6.5
Sustainability would then be assured by the constant exploitation of a wide range of possible opportunities.







6.6
The diagram suggests that income will be sustained by a combination of developing and marketing new goods and services, attracting specialist grants and tapping into the philanthropic potential of the private sector (recognising the problems of scale i.e. a proliferation of small companies in Northern Ireland).  At the same time, such organisations would also draw on other kinds of non-financial support.

6.7
The social economy may occupy a strategic location within this framework since the current round of EU structural funds places significant emphasis on its development. 
6.8
This linear model of an ‘economic continuum’ is now taken as the starting point for mapping out the Social Economy, is useful for establishing a general orientation to the sector and for understanding how some activities can move from one sector to another.  However, this cannot be taken as definitive, as the nature of the Social Economy is that it is continually evolving and adapting.  It is important to stress that the Social Economy is not merely an intermediary training mechanism or facilitative device for either the private or public sector: it has its own set of beneficiaries whose needs are not fully addressed by the other two sectors.

6.9
Within the Northern Ireland context, the social economy is both large and diverse. Much of what can be identified as the social economy has evolved independently from Government and other public services.  However, it is clear that newer social economy projects are involved in the delivery of publicly funded services.  Within Northern Ireland, the social economy is estimated to employ 30,000 individuals (5% of all employees), a similar number to construction or tourism
. Stutt and Murtagh (2001) argue that despite employing more people than in textiles, agriculture and fisheries, there remains no effective public policies for the social economy. Since then the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Investment has taken the lead in developing a more co-ordinated strategic approach across Departments/Agencies and a draft Strategic Action Plan is due to be published for consultation in November 2003.  A key component of this document will be the need for greater co-operation within and across Government Departments, within and across the sector and with the two working together in partnership and particularly in relation to key projects such as mapping the scale and size of the sector and assessing the type of business and financial support services it requires in the future.

6.10
On another issue, scale is also an important consideration for the community and voluntary sector, which predominantly consists of very small organisations that are yet diverse in the kinds of work undertaken and the communities they serve. Undoubtedly, the number of employees in the sector has been sustained by a funding environment that has included two unique programmes – Peace.  The concentration on larger projects in Peace II had critical implications for many small organisations funded under Peace I.  When questioned, community and voluntary organisations predict a decline in overall funding and worry about their future.  It is almost certain that there will be a rationalisation of employment in the sector.  However, with the right kinds of support, many small organisations could continue to exist, continue to deliver services and continue to promote development.  The capability agenda should not just be for larger organisations and the consideration of community infrastructure should give appropriate attention to the capability needs of smaller organisations in the sector. 

7.
What Needs to Happen?
7.1 It is important that those who provide resources for the future be clear and transparent about future intentions.  In an environment in which rumours become established facts within days, there is a need to set how what funders want to happen and how they want to operate.  There is an equally important need for government to declare its vision while being open to representation and negotiation about the way forward; 

7.2 If the social investment approach is to be adopted, what it involves, how it would operate and what would be the respective responsibilities of each stakeholder should be clearly set out.  In other words, funders should make clear how they would implement a social investment approach within their own remit – for example, what would social investment look like if the funder’s core goal was to increase employability?  Targets should be set not just in terms of project outputs, but anticipated outcomes and these should refer to the idea of enhancing total community assets.  Technical assessment and evaluation methodologies should be appropriately modified;

7.3
This implies that statutory departments with some role to support the community and voluntary sector should reassess their values, missions and methodologies.  In some cases, the degree of change required would not be substantial.  The Urban Regeneration Programme seeks to drive development at ground level via inter-sector partnerships with a holistic view of the regeneration process.  Interestingly, this programme has emerged out of experiences such as the Belfast Regeneration Office where community involvement and local partnership have been essential components;

7.4 The legislative and fiscal implications should be investigated and the results set out in the public domain.  Thought should be given to the management of change at technical, political and cultural levels.  The Task Force report could be an important instrument, but it should express preferences rather than options to sponsor a debate about the direction of change;

7.5 Next, there has to be consistency and transparency around funding across the whole public sector. This involves clarity about what kind of activities should be commissioned out to the community and voluntary sector and under what terms.  The criteria for offering grants and offering contracts for the delivery of public services should be clearly distinguished.  There should be an end to idiosyncratic procedures.  As Advantage Fundraising Solutions
 comments (p.7):


Government needs to ensure that its desire to create an output based framework as a value for money measurement is uniformly enforced. Politically expedient funding decisions should not be allowed to override such considerations (its emphasis).


7.6 The same applies to the process of public procurement.  That should be based on assessment of need, consultation with stakeholders to design the tender and open, competitive tendering.  Public procurement might also give emphasis to partnership bids as a means of encouraging the transfer of expertise between different sectors; 


7.7 The techniques of economic assessment should be modified to include social and social capital indicators.  Considerable work has already been undertaken in this respect, a recent example of which is the ‘Measuring Community Cohesion’ report from the Home Office
;


7.8 All funders should share data to ensure that each is aware of what is being funded and how funding is being distributed.  Ideally, a single database would collate the data.  The database currently being piloted in two government departments to record government funding to the voluntary and community sector would be a useful starting point.  Permanent mechanisms for collaboration at this level would be desirable, including discussion about priorities and the appropriate division of labour possibly through the recently established Funders’ Forum;


7.9 Changing the nature of the relationship between government, other funders and the community and voluntary sector will not happen over a short period of time.  If nothing else, existing statutory and programme obligations will have to be fulfilled.  Nevertheless, given the importance of the sector and its potential contribution to social life, reconciliation etc., it is important to send out a strong signal that social investment will be at the heart of the funding agenda.  One way of doing so would be to establish a Social Investment Fund designed to showcase the kind of interventions that could simultaneously enhance organisational capacity, deliver specified welfare outputs and develop the totality of community assets.  This fund would encourage innovation and adaptability while fostering the development of small, as well as large, organisations.  Such a fund might become part of the Executive Programme funds.  It might also support partnership development in the delivery of local programmes so as to embed community and voluntary organisations in local systems of governance;


7.10 Key players in the community and voluntary sector should be approached about endorsing the social investment approach.  Such organisations could indicate how this would frame their own work, what kind of support is required by organisations in the sector and how this might be delivered;


7.11 There should be an audit of training in organisational development and human resource management already available to the sector and other training that could be customised to its needs.  From that a framework and progression system could be devised.  Measures to link FE and HE expertise to SMEs should be assessed in terms of their applicability to the community and voluntary sector.  Mainstream initiatives, like Knowledge Transfer Partnership or particular measures, as found in Peace II, could be designed to transfer and exchange knowledge between these education sectors and SMEs.  There is no reason why these should not apply, at least, to those parts of the community and voluntary sector engaging in local economic development and the social economy.  The apparatus for supporting social economy development is already extensive - a Strategic Action Plan for the Social Economy will soon be published - but this should complement the sustainability agenda for the community and voluntary sector; and


7.12 While essentially a matter for the Infrastructure Working Group, a programme to encourage collaboration and resource sharing amongst small community and voluntary organisations should be at the heart of capacity building.  The lessons of networking of SMEs could be transferred to the community and voluntary sector.  The idea of the Learning Region could be operationalised as the Learning Community, implying the exchange of ideas and best practice, the sharing of capital resources and collaboration around particular projects. This would also recognise the diseconomies of a segmented sector and place a premium on engaging with other communities.
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