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Hannah King: KnowHow has come to the NAVCA Core event, this year here in Kenilworth in the Warwickshire countryside. The theme of the conference is ‘Strengthening local leadership’ and there is a strong desire to look beyond the pending crisis and find some more optimistic solutions in the times ahead. The event began with a plenary session with four key speakers. We hear first from John Tizard, director of the Centre for Public Service Partnerships.

John Tizard: Over the next three to five years we are going to see public expenditure reductions of the order that this country hasn’t experienced since the early 1930s. And for those areas of public service that are not being by the national politicians, we can expect 20 to 25 per cent or even 30 to 35 per cent reductions. I think it’s absolutely critical that the sector doesn’t become so depressed by this that it loses sight of the opportunities.
It was one of Obama’s campaign directors who said during the very successful presidential campaign: “Never lose the opportunity of turning a crisis into an opportunity.” I think the sector has an enormous opportunity now to build on the government’s commitment to ‘Big Society’, the government’s commitment to grow the role of the sector in service delivery. But what the sector has to do is take a very reasoned case to government to argue the best way that could be achieved and have dialogue with government about that. 
Hannah King: Next up was Karen Constantine of the National Equality Partnership

Karen Constantine: What I’m worried about now is that instead of having a relatively simple economic recession to deal with, we’ll also have a social recession and by that I mean that some groups of people will be more disproportionately impact than other groups of people. Creating equality doesn’t mean treating everybody the same; actually, to create equality you have to treat people differently. 

Hannah King: Following on from Karen with Susanne Rauprich, chief executive of the National Council for Voluntary Youth Services.
Susanne Rauprich: The unemployment figures for young people are scandalously high. We are talking of 18 to 24 year olds, of a figure which is 17.9 per cent of that total age group and that is a huge loss to society. It bears the danger that we will have something like a lost generation if we don’t pay particular attention to providing opportunities for young people at that vulnerable age.
Hannah King: Last to speak was Justin Davis-Smith, chief executive of Volunteering England.

 Justin Davis-Smith: We’re excited about being able to work with the coalition government to get volunteering embedded at the heart of what we are hoping to achieve. We need to invest in volunteer management as a profession, as an occupation, if we are really going to be able to take the Big Society forward. 

Hannah King: Those were some of the themes the speakers touched on but the real issue on everyone’s minds is what really lies ahead for infrastructure organisations? How will they fit into the government’s idea of the Big Society? 

Ray Collett: I really don’t know what they mean by the ‘Big Society’. It’s just a word, so as far as small, local infrastructure organisations are concerned we’ll have to wait until that’s defined; I am… suspicious.
Hannah King: That was Ray Collett of Bolton CVS echoing what seems to be a fairly common sentiment amongst delegates here. But we also asked people how they think infrastructures can go about turning this potential crisis into an opportunity. 

Christine: Christine from East Grinstead CVS. I think that the only way that we can help to start to handle some of the cuts is to work in partnership both with other CVSs and also with local organisations and local bodies.

Duncan Wood: I’m Duncan Wood, chief executive for Involve which is midDevon CVS. Take the initiative, take localisation as an agenda, move it beyond rhetoric and make it into a reality, looking at making greater use of volunteering, looking at reconnecting in a stronger, more meaningful way with local communities and relooking at the way we work.
Sajid Hashmi: Sajid Hashmi from Voluntary Action, Stoke. Everybody’s in exactly the same position and we just have to look at a new way of working so that we start to take advantage of this council having to cut costs by providing them with an opportunity to have the same services provided through our members at lower costs. 

Hannah King: In the evening there were pre-dinner speeches from some influential individuals. 

Kevin Curley: Tonight is about being uplifted and inspired rather than being funereal in tone. I am very pleased indeed to welcome the director general from the Office for Civil Society (OCS). Please welcome Rolande Anderson.
Rolande: We are at the moment working on some really big ministerial priorities. You’ve all been following the Big Society. At one stage people said it had come and gone. From where we sit it is very much there. In week two, I found myself sitting in the cabinet room with the prime minister and there was absolutely no doubt at all about his passionate commitment to this agenda. He really does see it as transforming the relationship between citizens and the state and empowering people locally to get together, pick up the issues in the neighbourhood and do something with them. Now, that is the outcome that we are looking for. Obviously, this is not something that happens overnight but it is something that people in this room know an awful lot about. 
At the moment, the things that we are working on are: making it easier to run a charity; making it easier for the sector to work with the state and also that whole package of issues which is about how do we get people giving more of their time and more of their money to make their community better. Well, this room is full of people who know about that and because there’s a strand of this which is about delivering public services that the government imagines that this something that will be a free good because we haven’t got any money. We understand very well that we need to think hard about how to make this relationship work well or better.
Hannah King: Next to take the stage was Matt Leach, a man once described as having the worst job in the third sector as chief executive of Capacity Builders. He had an optimistic outlook despite a slight slip of the tongue halfway through. 

Matt Leach: We’ve got a government now different from any government that’s come before, and other governments have made nonsense of the direction of the sector. It’s placed the strength of civil society which is the bedrock of your work right at the heart of its vision for the country, not as an add-on or an afterthought, but right at the centre of what it wants to do. What is really important when you look at that there is an acceptance that in order to achieve this shift, to get to where the government wants to go, it’s going to need a lot of change in the way government works and the way the sector works and that this won’t happen on its own.
For example, if you read Francis Maude’s speech to the ‘Charities going through change’ conference held last week, you’ll see that there’s a recognition that in order to get where we need to go the sector is going to need help, it’s not going to do it on its own and it’s going to need help of the sort that organisations like yours do. There are lots of other types of organisations providing support but the core work of NAVCA members in communities, I think, is critical to the achievement of the Big Society vision. I know it’s tough at the moment but I also know that you’ve got a minister in the cabinet office who does understand what infrastructure is about and who’s spent an awful lot of time, prior to the election, going around talking to a lot of you and learning from a lot of you. 
But what is really critical in getting to where we want to go, and it will be a different place from where we are now, is that you start to think, not defensively about how you keep what you’ve got, but imaginatively and proactively about how we get to where we are going to be. And I saw that today the cabinet office published its structural reform plan and that includes quite a significant time for consultation around infrastructure support for third sector (laughs), sorry, civil service organisations (laughter from the audience). Shush… (laughter again). I think it is going to be critical that you do engage with that consultation, that you come with ideas and answers, you explain the links that you can make, the function that you perform, the way in which you can make ministers vision happen; the opportunities are there ahead of you waiting to be grasped if you do it right.  So, best of luck.
Hannah King: In short, it seems infrastructure organisations face the challenge of convincing the government that they have an essential role to play in creating this vision of a Big Society. The man with the final word was, of course, chief executive of NAVCA, Kevin Curley.
Kevin Curley: I live in a thriving Derbyshire village where I’m pretty sure if the branch library was threatened with closure there would be an explosion of village indignation and the parish council would organise a public meeting. We’d get our county and district councillors there and we’d tell them what we thought of them. We might even send a delegation to County Hall in Matlock (laughter) to lobby outside the committee room. We might, we just might… (laughs). Then, when the shutters went up on that community library and the big white van turned up to take away the stock, I think the villagers would then meet again in the parish hall and talk about how we could keep it open on Saturday afternoons and two afternoons a week and that’s a prosperous Derbyshire village. 
Now, three miles down the road we’ve got one of the poorest estates in England, a place called Chaddesden, and there the population doesn’t have lawyers and architects and charity chief executives living in it. It has an awful lot of people who are out of work, who are on incapacity benefit and who would need support. So, I’m pleased that both of our speakers have recognised that if we are going to make this happen we will need support. If those people in Chaddesden are going to be told that they can take over the community library or to run the park or the recreation ground, they’re going to need a lot of help and without that help we cannot deliver the Big Society.
Hannah King: That wraps up our podcast from NAVCA Core 2010.
