FIFE COUNCIL

Policy and Resources Committee

16th February 2006

Agenda Item No.

REVIEW OF SUPPORT FOR THE VOLUNTARY SECTOR

1.0
Introduction

1.1
The purpose of this report is to present to Members the findings of the Review of Support for the Voluntary Sector and to propose actions to be taken forward to further strengthen the processes that Fife Council has in place to provide and monitor such support.

1.2
In January 2003, Policy and Resources Committee considered a report which made recommendations on how the Council managed its work with the voluntary sector overall and how to build sustainable improvements in the working relationship with the sector. At that time the Committee agreed an action plan to revise and update the management of Fife Council’s support for the sector. It also agreed that these support arrangements would be reviewed after 3 years to assess the impact of the changes and identify any further actions required.

1.3
This report will therefore begin by updating Members on the progress made in implementing the original action plan. It will then go on to consider other factors that have impacted on the provision of support to the voluntary sector and to present the findings from the review of support which took place during October and November 2005.

2.0
Implementing the Action Plan

2.1
The original action plan, as agreed at Policy and Resources Committee in January 2003 contained 26 recommendations. These can be grouped into 6 categories:

· the revision, re-launch and further development of the Council’s Monitoring and Evaluation Framework

· the development and provision of a training programme to support the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework

· the improvement of communication with the voluntary sector in relation to the support provided by Fife Council

· the development of consistent reporting and payment systems

· the development of a register of Members/employees on management committees or boards of voluntary organisations supported by the Council

· the establishment of the Voluntary Sector Issues Group to consider and develop responses on a partnership basis to issues of relevance to the voluntary sector.

All of these recommendations have been implemented and a brief summary of progress in each area is provided below.

2.2
Monitoring and Evaluation Framework
Many of the detailed recommendations in the action plan were incorporated into the revised Monitoring and Evaluation Framework which was launched in August 2003 with a series of seminars for employees across the Council. In addition, the Framework was extended substantially to include guidance on the role of Link Officers and a range of supporting guidance on issues which may arise in day to day contact with voluntary organisations. There is also a section to signpost Link Officers to other sources of support both internal and external to the Council.

A Heads of Service Reference Group was set up, chaired by the Strategic Manager (Children and Adult Services), to monitor the development and consistent implementation of the Framework. This group has continued to meet quarterly and has overseen the current review.

2.3
Training Programme
During the original review it was recognised that officers supporting voluntary organisations would benefit from a regular training programme to bring about greater understanding and consistency in the implementation of the Framework. An annual programme, run on a cross service basis, is now implemented with core events to support monitoring and evaluation activities and supplementary workshops to keep officers up to date with issues affecting the voluntary sector.

Since the launch of the training programme in August 2004 a total of 36 training sessions and 17 workshops have been provided, covering all aspects of the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework and a range of topics of relevance to the Link Officers day to day involvement with their organisations. Through these sessions training has been provided to over 230 employees across a range of Council Services working with the voluntary sector.

2.4
Communication with the Voluntary Sector

In order to raise awareness throughout the voluntary sector, CVS Fife facilitated a series of seminars during January and February 2004 at which the Council presented the main changes to its procedures and invited comment from voluntary organisations. On the whole these seminars were well received, with attendance from over 200 individuals working in voluntary organisations across Fife. 


In addition to the seminars an Information Brief for voluntary organisations was developed. This outlines the main stages in applying to the Council for support, the monitoring arrangements and some of the common questions that are asked. The information brief is now circulated to all voluntary organisations with the approval of grant award so that they are reminded of the procedures and who to contact within the Council for support.

2.5
Reporting and Payment Arrangements

Changes to the reporting and payment arrangements were agreed at Policy and Resources Committee in January 2003, including the presentation of recommendations for support to voluntary organisations in a consistent way to both Strategic and Area Committees. The recommendations have been implemented since the awards for 2004/05 with the procedures fully outlined in the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework.


However, there have been concerns raised over the level and type of information that is presented to Committee and this is an issue that has been identified for further consideration as part of this review. Further detail is presented in section 5 below.

2.6
Register of Members/employees

A central register of Members and employees who are on the board or management committee of voluntary organisations supported by the Council was required. This has been implemented with all application forms now including a question relating to Fife Council Members or employees sitting on the board or management committee. Services are responsible for collecting this information and passing it to Policy and Organisational Development to collate as a central record.

2.7
Voluntary Sector Issues Group

It was agreed that a partnership group would be established to consider issues of relevance to the voluntary sector. Following further discussion a small steering group met to draft the terms of reference for such a group and to consider its membership and relationship with the other partnerships. The Voluntary Sector Issues Group is now established and is meeting quarterly.

2.8
The activity described above is summarised in an updated action plan in appendix 1 to this report.

3.0
National Context

3.1
Since 2003 there has been substantial development in voluntary sector policy at a national level. In 2005, we saw the passage of the Charities and Trustees Investment (Scotland) Act through the Scottish Parliament and the on-going commitment to delivering the outcomes of the Strategic Funding Review and the Scottish Compact.  In particular, the Strategic Funding Review will have implications for the support of organisations at a local level as it works toward its aim of creating a shared vision of how the funding of voluntary organisations can support the sector to maximise its contribution to the benefit of Scotland. 

3.2
The Code of Guidance on funding of external bodies and following the public pound sets out the expectations placed on local authorities in their support for voluntary organisations. In March 2004 Audit Scotland reported on an exercise that had been undertaken to assess local authority compliance with this national code. This was followed during 2005 with a fuller study of Councils in order to provide more information about the funding of external organisations and how Councils perform against the code. 

3.2
The final report from Audit Scotland, issued in December 2005, recommends that all Councils:

· Develop a corporate register of all support to arms length and external organisations (ALEOs). This should enable Councils to track both financial and non-financial support, and the extent to which an ALEO contributes to Council objectives

· Develop a corporate policy on non-cash support for ALEOs and recognise its value, within their overall approach to asset management

· Take an informed, risk-based approach to dealing with all ALEOs they support, and target resources for scrutiny accordingly

· Explore opportunities for joint working with other Councils

3.3 Fife Council is already successfully implementing each of these recommendations. A central database has been developed and is in operation, tracking all financial and non-financial support. The Council launched its Support in Kind Policy to recognise non-cash support for external organisations in December 2005 following substantial developmental work across a range of Services. The Monitoring and Evaluation Framework sets out a stratified approach to supporting external organisations to ensure that resources are targeted according to the level of support provided.

3.4 During 2005, Fife Council took part in a benchmarking exercise with 6 other local authorities across Scotland to consider the different procedures in place to work with and support voluntary organisations. The results of this exercise have been used to identify examples of best practice and follow-up work will be undertaken with individual authorities to exchange experiences and build on the procedures already in place through the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework.

3.5
As a result of the Audit Scotland exercise each Council also received a local report prepared by their external auditor that includes an action plan for implementation. Fife Council’s report and action plan was presented to Standards and Audit Committee on 6th September 2005. The recommendations from that report are included in the findings in section 5 as actions to be taken forward. 

3.6
Overall Fife Council’s work in this area has been recognised by external auditors and Audit Scotland as being of a high quality and has resulted in the Council being placed in the high compliancy category by Audit Scotland. Only nine local authorities across Scotland were placed in this category.

4.0
Review of Support to the Voluntary Sector

4.1
The main purpose of the review undertaken in 2005 was to consider issues that had arisen during implementation of the original action plan. Particular consideration was given to points highlighted by Internal Audit reports and issues raised during discussions at Standards and Audit Committee and those Committees which consider awards to voluntary organisations.

4.2
A key element of the review was to take into account the view of stakeholders in the implementation of the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework and support to the voluntary sector. This included Members, officers, the voluntary sector and other statutory organisations. A consultation document was prepared and issued to each of the stakeholder groups at the beginning of October 2005. Reponses were requested by 18th November and were discussed at a meeting of the Heads of Service Reference Group on 2nd December 2005.
4.3
A different approach was taken to consult with the voluntary sector, led by the Voluntary Sector Issues Group. As a result of the seminars held in 2004 a range of actions were identified to improve day to day communication and support to voluntary organisations. The Voluntary Sector Issues Group decided to prepare a consultation for the organisations which had attended the seminars to assess how many of the actions identified had been taken forward and what issues remained to be addressed. The main findings are included below.
5.0
Findings from the Review

5.1
The main findings from the research and consultation process along with recommended solutions are presented in the following paragraphs for Members consideration. They are grouped into four categories in order to highlight the links between many of the issues raised.

5.2
Support and Funding
Concern was expressed that while current policy is to provide 3-year funding agreements to voluntary organisations in receipt of recurring grants, in practice decisions are made on an annual basis. It is proposed that the current requirement for annual applications and decisions place a burden on the voluntary organisation which should be considered further and if practical replaced with a 3 year application and decision process. This would result in awards being presented to Committee every 3 years rather than annually and would require additional stages in the Framework, particularly to ensure that there is adequate opportunity to raise issues that impact on the level of award to be made.

The issue of an annual increase on awards to voluntary organisations was raised, particularly in the context of recent increases being lower than the rate of inflation. While it can be argued that this approach is eroding the real value of an award to an organisation, any increase must be considered in the wider context of the need for efficiencies in the Council’s overall budgetary position. It should also be noted that the Scottish Executive, CoSLA and SCVO are working together on a Strategic Funding Review with the aim of improving the accessibility, effectiveness and sustainability of voluntary sector funding. It is proposed that the current position of a consistent annual increase across awards to voluntary organisations be maintained until such time as national guidance from the Strategic Funding Review is available and applications can be assessed against this guidance and the Council’s strategic priorities. 

It is therefore recommended that:

· a 3-year application and decision making cycle be implemented,

· the current position of a consistent annual increase across awards to voluntary organisations be maintained.

5.3
Compliance and Governance
Currently compliance and governance issues are looked at as part of the process of drawing up a Service Level Agreement with a voluntary organisation and then during annual monitoring and 3-year evaluation exercises. To aid this process a series of development tools and checklists have been included in the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework to support Link Officers in working through compliance and governance issues with voluntary organisations. This is supplemented by workshops on relevant topics as part of the training programme.

Recently work has been undertaken to provide additional guidance and training in the protection of children and vulnerable adults, raising the possibility that there are other areas of governance which need to be considered; particularly as new or amended legislation comes into force. It is proposed that the governance topics currently included in the Service Level Agreement template be updated and any topics that need to be added are identified.

A related issue to compliance with minimum governance standards, is the expectation that voluntary organisations will demonstrate good practice as employers. In many cases organisations have adopted local authority terms and conditions of employment which have consequently led to financial difficulties when they then find themselves in a position of having to pay long term sickness payments or maternity cover over and above the minimum statutory levels. In these cases the organisation finds itself unable to replace the employee who is absent, ultimately impacting on service delivery. It is proposed that a consistent approach to supporting organisations in this situation is developed and implemented. 

It is therefore recommended that:

· the governance topics currently included in the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework are updated and any identified gaps filled

· a consistent approach to supporting organisations in financial difficulty due to good employment practice is implemented. 

5.4
Decision Making
During the presentation of awards to Committee for 2005/06 concern was expressed that the amount of information provided did not allow for an informed decision on funding. The current procedures include the presentation of awards across Services in a single report, detailing the awards in a series of appendices. Standard information is presented on every application, including those not recommended for support, and any changes or issues raised during the assessment process are also noted. In order to address some of the concerns raised, it is proposed that the following actions be undertaken immediately in relation to the awards to be presented for 2006/07;

· a briefing session be provided for Members outlining the procedures in the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework in advance of the presentation of awards to Committees.

· further information on the procedures be presented in the committee reports but that the format of the appendices is not changed for 2006/07.

· Elected Members be encouraged to ask for additional information, such as monitoring results and outputs, prior to the Committee meeting if required in relation to particular awards.

· more detailed information to be provided in the appendix if changes are made to the level of the award or the activities to be supported.

The decision making procedures will require to be changed following 2006/07 to reflect the changes that will take place in local government in 2007 and the proposal to move to a 3-year application and decision cycle for recurring awards to voluntary organisations. To accommodate such changes it is proposed that consideration is given to alternative options for decision making for 2007/08 and beyond.

A key element of the decision making process was recognised as the need for the awards made to voluntary organisations to meet both the Council’s strategic priorities and the Service’s delivery priorities. This will mean that Services must improve procedures for identifying activity that meets these priorities and make recommendations for funding organisations on that basis. It is therefore proposed that more robust procedures be developed as part of the appraisal process in order to ensure that the Council’s priorities continue to be met.

It is therefore recommended that:

· the actions identified above are implemented for the awards to be presented for 2006/07

· decision making procedures are amended for 2007/08

· more robust procedures are developed as part of the appraisal process to ensure awards continue to contribute to the Council’s priorities

5.5
Monitoring and Evaluation

The current monitoring and evaluation procedures are set out in the Framework which has been widely distributed throughout Services providing support to the voluntary sector and which has been supplemented by an extensive training programme to ensure consistent implementation. As with any Framework there is a need to update and add to the procedures as issues arise or legislation changes. Views on the existing Framework have been gathered as part of this review and it is proposed that the following actions are undertaken to ensure it continues to be implemented and developed consistently across the Council:

· continue to improve the quality of service level agreements (SLAs) across Services, 

· improve guidance to support Services in assessing applications against the Council’s strategic priorities,

· include additional guidance to support Services in developing exit strategies for organisations whose funding is reducing or coming to an end,

· identify organisations which currently have more than one Service Level Agreement or Link Officer and assess whether this is appropriate,

· collect information centrally to identify Council Members and employees who are employed by or seconded to voluntary organisations,
· complete the development and implementation of guidance on identifying and dealing with conflicts of interest in the decision making process as required by Following the Public Pound,
· review the information provided by the financial checklists to identify common issues in the presentation of accounts by voluntary organisations and work with CVS Fife and VONEF to develop training across the sector to meet these needs,

· identify awards where separate monitoring is required by other funders and work with those funders to reduce the burden on the voluntary organisation (e.g. Scottish Executive, NHS Fife).

In addition, the issue of inconsistencies between the procedures for grants and contracts with voluntary organisations has been raised. It is proposed to develop improved procedures for the monitoring and evaluation of voluntary sector contracts and to include this in section 7 of the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework.
There is currently an element of duplication in the database information that is held centrally and in Services which leads to data entry being undertaken twice. This is due to the difficulties in operating a single data system which can be accessed by a number of people across Services and locations. Collection of information is also hindered by database users having access to different versions of the same software. It is proposed that a feasibility study is undertaken to assess the possibility and cost of a web based system with multi-user access to hold data on all support to external organisations.

It is therefore recommended that:

· the actions outlined above are taken forward as part of the on-going development and implementation of the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework

· improved procedures for the monitoring and evaluation of voluntary sector contracts are implemented

· a feasibility study is undertaken to assess the possibility and cost of a web based system with multi-user access
5.5
The recommendations noted above are summarised in an action plan in appendix 2 of this report. The action plan details the lead group/service responsible for each action and sets a timescale for completion.

5.6
In support of the action plan and the agreed changes to the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework, the annual training programme will be adapted to include additional sessions or workshops as necessary. Training can be attended by all employees working with voluntary organisations although if appropriate priority will be given to Link Officers.

6.0
Recommendations

It is recommended that Members:

(i) note the progress made in implementing the action plan agreed in January 2003 and as outlined in section 2 of this report.

(ii) note the outcome of the Following the Public Pound Audit undertaken by Audit Scotland and the achievement of being placed in the high compliancy category.

(iii) agree the recommendations set out in section 5 of this report and summarised in the action plan in appendix 2.

Eric Byiers

Strategic Manager (Children and Adult Services)

Report Contact:

Sharon Douglas, 

Policy and Organisational Development

Featurenet 700 6602

Appendix 1

ACTION PLAN 2003 to 2005

Responsibility


Action Proposed
Timescale

PODS
A Task Group be set up to implement the revisions to the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework
completed Feb 03

Task Group
The changes set out in para. 5.3 be included in the revised Monitoring and Evaluation Framework
completed Aug 03

Task Group
Guidance on reporting arrangements for awards to the voluntary sector be included in the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework
completed Aug 03

Task Group
The minimum requirement for Services in relation to document retention for grants to voluntary organisations be set out in the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework
completed Feb 05

Task Group
Protocols be developed for the support each of the Central Support Services will provide to Link Officers
completed Dec 05

Task Group
Training requirements be identified and met as part of the overall training programme being developed
training programme in place

Responsibility


Action Proposed
Timescale

Voluntary Sector
Voluntary organisations be encouraged to maintain a register of interests for their own use
on-going

Governance Group
Guidance on the minimum information to be included on registers be developed, in conjunction with Community Planning partners
on-going

Governance Group
Guidance on the documentation to be retained by the voluntary organisations in receipt of financial support from the Council be included in the guidance on good practice in the voluntary sector
completed Mar 04

Governance Group
Guidance on good practice in the voluntary sector be developed and published by the Governance Group
on-going (as issues arise)

Responsibility


Action Proposed
Timescale

Law and Administration
The guidance on roles in relation to voluntary organisations management bodies be adopted and circulated to all Members and appropriate employees throughout the Council;
completed Jan 03

POD/Services
The application form for financial assistance from the Council be amended to include a question relating to whether the voluntary organisation has a Council Member or employee on their management committee or board
completed April 03

Services
all payments made to voluntary organisations be assessed to determine whether a grant or a contract is most appropriate


on-going

Services
All awards to voluntary organisations under the limit of £5,000 and part of a scheme will be made under delegated powers and presented to Committee annually for noting
completed Aug 03

Services/POD
Responsibility for the collating of information for reporting to Committee to lie with a designated Monitoring Officer in each Service, with support from Policy and Organisational Development
completed April 03

Services
All awards to voluntary organisations running a project or service for the local area will be presented to the appropriate Area Services Committee


completed Mar 03

Services
All awards under £10,000 be made as a single payment


completed April 03

Services
All awards over £10,000 be made a quarterly payments in advance


completed April 03

POD/Services
A register of Members/employees on management committees or boards of voluntary organisations in receipt of support from the Council be held by Policy and Organisational Development
information collected  for 05/06 

Responsibility


Action Proposed
Timescale

POD/CVS Fife
A programme of events to inform the voluntary sector of developments be scheduled to take place during January to March 2003
completed - Feb 04

Services/POD/

CVS Fife
A training programme be developed to support the implementation of new policies and procedures outlined in this report and to respond to the on-going needs of induction for new employees and updating of existing employees;
initial programme complete - Feb 04

Law and Administration
Training to be provided to Members and employees who currently sit on management committees or boards in the voluntary sector.
covered in induction training

Responsibility


Action Proposed
Timescale


The Council Records Management Policy be adopted, and progress in developing Document Retention Schedules for each Service be noted;
completed Jan 03


The definitions of grants and contracts provided in Appendix 3 be agreed; 
completed Jan 03


Consideration be given to the remit of the Voluntary Sector Working Group and to its position within the Council's committee structure.
completed May 05

Appendix 2

Action Plan 2006 to 2008

Action
Lead Responsibility
Timescale

Implement a 3-year application cycle 
Heads of Service Reference Group
By September 2006

Develop procedures to ensure the annual increase across awards to voluntary organisations is implemented consistently
Voluntary Sector Task Group
By April 2006

Update the governance topics in the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework and fill any identified gaps 
Voluntary Sector Task Group
By December 2006

Develop procedures for supporting organisations in financial difficulty due to good employment practice 
Voluntary Sector Task Group
By April 2007

Implement actions identified for the presentation of awards to voluntary organisations for 2006/07
Voluntary Sector Task Group
By March 2006

Develop new decision making procedures to take account of changes in local government from 2007 and the move to a 3-yearly cycle
Heads of Service Reference Group
By January 2008

Developed more robust appraisal procedures to ensure awards are contributing to Council priorities
Heads of Service Reference Group
By September 2007

Continue the development and updating of the Monitoring and Evaluation Framework, with particular reference to the actions identified
Voluntary Sector Task Group
By April 2007

then on-going development

Develop and implement improved procedures for the monitoring and evaluation of voluntary sector contracts
Voluntary Sector Task Group
By March 2007

Commission a feasibility study to assess the possibility and cost of a web based system with multi-user access
Policy and Organisational Development
By December 2006

