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STRENGTHENING POLICY COMMITTEE’S ROLE
Introduction

As the new Director of Public Affairs I was asked to review our approach to the role and operation of the Policy Committee (PC).

This was intended to review the role and processes of the PC with a view to improving the effectiveness and impact of our policy thinking and decision-making and its links to our campaigning and influencing agendas.

However, having only attended one PC meeting this paper is not intended to be prescriptive in making definitive recommendations, but will try and clearly define the role of the PC and suggest the principles of a refreshed approach for discussion at our meeting on the 8th & 9th of June.
As a number of people of stated – and from long experience of working with a PC in a private sector business organisation, I agree – we are never going to get a perfect system for the PC. 

There is also a much larger debate – which was raised by a number of people - on whether the PC discussions gives SCVO a ‘mandate’ to represent the overall views of the sector.

From my experience that is always a continual and difficult balance for any campaigning, lobbying or trade association to walk, but the key issue – raised by external stakeholders as well as PC members – is that the PC - through its discussions and decisions – must be able to demonstrate the legitimacy of SCVO’s engagement with and what it says on behalf of the sector.    

There will always be times when SCVO senior staff must react to difficult policy issues and decisions by Government without being able to have a full discussion or consultation with the PC.   But PC discussions and on-going engagement with PC members - as well as the wider membership and on-going policy work - provide the fundamental basis of how we respond in these circumstances.  Having this constituency is what distinguishes SCVO responses from many other voices on public issues.  

Context

The role of the SCVO’s PC is defined as: 
‘The Voluntary Sector Policy Committee acts in an advisory capacity to the SCVO Management Board. It is the role of the Committee to determine policies which reflect the best interests of Scottish voluntary organisations and to represent these interests to government, local authorities, the private sector and the public at large’.
The PC is currently – which everyone generally agrees – reasonably successful in fulfilling one of those roles – by helping SCVO develop policies, albeit with questions over the effectiveness of the process.

But the PC – it has been argued by a number of people – has been less successful in its role - alongside SCVO staff – of representing these interests to external stakeholders.

From my discussions with PC members the overall consensus of opinion is that the PC:

· Is currently working better than it has in the past but that it needs to improve its processes, engagement and use of PC members to ensure that it continues to fulfill its function
· Is too large – this is a majority view but there is not a 100% consensus on this 
· Makes debate difficult - due to its size, width of the agenda, and time constraints

· Too many papers for each meeting

· Needs to improve communication – how to engage, use, and up-date PC member between meetings
· There is an engagement/communication void between meetings
· Increase use of working sub-group format with PC members leading on groups but working alongside SCVO staff 

· Feedback sessions - at the regular meetings - are too long and take time away from debate 
· Main debates at regular meeting should be in groups

· Needs to have better reporting back/feedback on discussion/decisions at PC meetings

· Needs to better define the core role and responsibilities of PC members and each member should have key actions they must undertake   
The size is something we may wish to debate but my refreshed approach is intended to work on the basis that the PC will continue to be the same size for at least the immediate future.  
Refreshed Approach

To describe the PC as a Committee is perhaps a bit of a misnomer given its size and responsibilities – Policy Council or Forum are perhaps better descriptions – but clarity is the key to improving the effectiveness of the PC.
For example, a question raised was: given that the PC is an advisory body – and the consensus was this overall was its correct role – then who makes decisions based on PC advice?

While in practice it is probably unlikely that SCVO would not take advice of the PC, from a governance perspective the answer I myself assumed was the Board - but the fact that this issue requires clarity from members highlights the need for better communication on the roles of the board, PC and also senior staff.
I have tried to avoid issue which may need changes to SCVO Governance, however issues raised were:

· Should the PC have its own Chair – currently it is the SCVO Convener 

· The PC should set its own agenda – it is currently approved by Board

As well as presenting Governance issues it was seen to be advantageous in having the SCVO Convener as Chair of both Management Board and PC.

On the overall role and responsibilities of PC members, which issues we bring to the table, and the working processes of the PC, I have spoken to a number of members of the PC and have tried to crystalise their thoughts/ideas/proposals for refreshed approach below.

Our session on the 9th should discuss and agree on which of points listed below we are going to implement.  

Role of PC

The PC is there as a collective and as individuals to:

· Provide views from the sector overall – not just from own area
· Help define the real issues for the sector and Scottish society
· Help SCVO develop strategies, policies and plans on both immediate and long-term issues affecting the voluntary sector
· Provide intelligence – for each other and SCVO
· Act as a ‘critical friend’ – putting SCVO on the spot by challenging our thinking
· Help represent the sector to Governments and Parliaments
· Help the sector extend its influence and reach

· Work on an on-going basis with SCVO – by participating in working groups/providing input to consultations - not just at meetings 
· Inform and work on sector/SCVO campaigns

Role and Responsibilities of PC Members
The two key roles for members – based on the role of the PC above – apart from the obvious responsibilities of turning-up and contributing to policy discussions are:

· Advisor
· Representative

Within these PC members responsibilities are to:
· Keep up-to-date on PC and SCVO policy work

· Take part in at least one working sub-group per year

· Attend and represent SCVO at a number – at least 2 - of external events from: giving evidence to Parliamentary Committee, meetings with external stakeholders, attending SCVO events e.g. Gathering reception, to Parliamentary receptions

· Commit to cascading information- electronically - through their networks 
· Report back from meetings – not receptions - attended on behalf of PC/SCVO
· Lead a discussion at a PC 

· Lead on working sub-group

· Participate in sector/SCVO campaigns – in planning stage, by providing case-studies etc 
· Lead on a policy issue

· Be available for media work on behalf of the sector
Meetings

· Regular meetings should only have 1/2 main discussion items
· PC members should be able to pre-select which discussion group they wish to participate in

· The main policy/issue discussion sessions should be in small groups

· Discussion groups should – in the main - be led by PC members

· The bulk of the meeting time should be allocated to discussion

· Detailed feedback should be taken in discussion group sessions – by SCVO policy staff? – and made available to PC members e.g. by e-mail or posted on confidential PC section of website  

· Feedback time – after discussion sessions - in the main group discussion should be limited - 2/3 minutes of main points from each group
· Each meeting should end with sum-up of action points

Policy – Who Decides
A question raised on a number of occasions was what happens to the policy steer given by the PC and who makes decisions based on PC advice?

If we adopt the ideas listed above as the basis for our main policy discussions, it means that SCVO policy steer from the PC will be based on discussions and work in: 

· Small groups at PC meetings, & 

· The on-going working sub-groups

The questions this process then poses are:

· What are the criteria on which we agree policy? & 

· Who decides what our policy should be?

The PC is an advisory body but just as we will never get a perfect system for developing policy, we will also never get everyone’s agreement on some of the key policy issues or our approach to them.

And we if don’t want our policies to default because we need to get everyone’s agreement to the lowest common dominator and we want to be bold and radical at times then the PC needs to be clear on the basis on which we agree policy.
A more engaged PC and refreshed approach should ensure that disagreement is unlikely to be a significant factor on an on-going basis but it will undoubtedly arise - particularly around election manifestos.
This is area where a discussion and clarity would be welcomed by PC members.
SCVO Staff Responsibilities 
These are in effect the operational processes which will allow the PC to function more effectively and its members to contribute more effectively and are the responsibility of SCVO staff - a combination of Chief Executive, deputy Chief Executive, Director of Public Affairs and Head of Policy.
We cannot bring to the PC meeting every policy issue on which SCVO is required to respond. Therefore the key issue is to develop an approach to communications that will keep PC members informed and enable them to contribute on an on-going basis.  

Our aim will be to refresh the current system to make better use of the PC as our main policy resource. 

Policy Development:
· To put in place a system that allows the PC to effectively contribute to the development strategies, policies and plans out-with PC meetings 
· To organise and act as secretariat for PC working groups

· To make better use of PC members in their areas of interest and expertise 
· Use of policy roundtable approach to inform and challenge our policy thinking e.g. bringing PC members together with external stakeholders

Communications:
· To inform and keep PC members up-to-date on policy issues and what SCVO is doing an on-going basis – electronically and better use of website
· Put in place a communications process that will enable PC members to contribute to policy issues and feed in intelligence to SCVO staff on on-going basis – electronic 

· To regularly feedback on results of discussions/actions decided at PC meetings

· Improve the promotion of SCVO policy by producing a quarterly policy electronic communication aimed at Governments, Parliaments and external stakeholders

· Put in place an improved PC section on the website

Meeting Papers:
· Minutes and notes of discussion sessions from meetings should be circulated to PC members within 21 working days

· Papers for PC meetings should be limited to those required for group discussions 
· Papers for PC meetings should be sent out to PC members as early as possible – 7 days was seen as a minimum requirement - before the meeting. There was a preference for papers to be sent out earlier – 14 days - but there was a recognition of the operational difficulties of this
· Up-date papers should be circulated on regular on-going basis 

· All papers should be sent out electronically, unless otherwise requested 

Conclusion

The challenge with the PC is there can be a sense of seeing it as an external advisory body – in its role as an advisor to the Board and SCVO staff – whereas the reality is the PC are SCVO and the Board is part of it.
For SCVO staff the way to avoid this conundrum is to clearly see the PC as the sector voice – which we must also get across to the sector and with external stakeholders.
Therefore, the essential element of any improvements we make to the PC process must enable us to show – to our external stakeholders in particular - that SCVO represents the ‘overall’ view of the sector.  

To move it from its current role as ‘sounding’ board to be our main steer on policy issues with which we can carry greater weight and better represent the views of the sector.
My - personal - view is that the overall approach put forward above is worth adopting and will enable us to improve the processes and clarity of the role and operation of the PC.

Martin Sime
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