Draft Notes for Policy Officer Network Meeting 25th February
Alcohol Focus Scotland, Glasgow 

1. Introductions: 16 members, including some new members were present from Glasgow CVS, Alcohol Focus Scotland, SDEF, Signature, SAMH, Federation of City Farms and Community Gardens, SCOD, ACOSVO, Scottish Women's Convention, West Dunbartonshire CVS, the Poverty Alliance and SCVO. 
2. Main Agenda Item – Roundtable Discussion on all things Westminster:

Manifestos – SCVO passed around copies of the voluntary sector manifesto for the Westminster elections – Doing Things Differently, explaining that this is a positioning document and that there will be a further developed manifesto for the Scottish Parliament elections. The main themes in the document are a demonstration of the value of the sector and how it makes a difference to society, the difficulties it is facing in the current economic environment, and there are calls for, eg - 100% lottery funding to come to the sector; Gift Aid reform; recoverable VAT; further action on tackling joblessness through the third sector; agreements re tendering and public service contracts and an end to disparity in pay and conditions.
There followed discussion of where people are at with their own manifesto developments, and policy work, and where some are approaching things differently, eg briefing new politicians after the elections, or are largely taken up with current developments in the Scottish Parliament, eg  around alcohol, and volunteering. There was discussion of the pros and cons of having a manifesto, in particular for the benefit of organisations new to the network, and suggestions of what sorts of things can usefully be called for, particularly in the light of tightened public spending, and how to get policies into party manifestos – eg via party researchers. Jill (SCVO) said that she would put together an updated list of party contacts, as the last list is now out of date.  
Party Manifestos – some of the emerging lines were discussed – eg Labour on equalities; Bill of Rights and Responsibilities; Possible lowering of voting age to 16. LibDems – support for Gift Aid reform, for decentralisation, and against salami-slicing style “efficiency” savings across the board. People found that the Conservatives were good at publicising clear information on their policies – eg they have a draft manifesto on the voluntary sector, which includes:
· Reform of Gift Aid system (more likely to develop a composite rate of Gift Aid than pursue an opt-out system),
· Reform of Big Lottery Fund - all Lottery funding for the voluntary sector; 

· Enabling voluntary organisations to make a return on money they spend on providing public services, just as private businesses can. 

· Creating a single, simple website to advertise Government grant schemes

· Giving central Government employees an annual volunteering leave entitlement; 

· Creating Social Enterprise Zones – areas with relaxed tax and benefit rules to help social entrepreneurs and the voluntary sector. 

They also have plans to encourage ​philanthropy, and volunteering, and create more opportunities for charities to deliver public services. 
On the downside - Oliver Letwin had commented at an NCVO conference  last month he regretted that "so much of the effort of some parts of the voluntary sector is devoted to campaigning". Plus, unions have concerns about proposals allow government to form employee-owned cooperatives to replace public sector service providers (possible impact on pay and conditions). 

Elections – we discussed likelihood of an election being a bit earlier than was expected, and that the outcome is unclear - support for the Conservatives not as high as it had been  - possibilities of a hung parliament. 

‘Purdah’ pre-election period – We discussed that:
· ‘Purdah’ period is the time from when a local or national election is called until the election day itself, and it exists to prevent risk of public funds being used, or seen to be used to support one particular political party or another.
· During an Election campaign, the Government is still governing, and Ministers remain in charge of their Departments. Essential business carries on, but decisions on policies on which a new Government might take a different view are generally postponed until after the election. 
· Civil servants have to be extra vigilant to stay non-partisan, and government has to be careful not to use its position in a way that might be perceived as seeking electoral advantage. 

· Ex-MPs, even if standing for re-election, are not allowed to work in Westminster or use its facilities, or represent constituents' grievances to Government (but this should be applied in a reasonable way). 

· A minister can reply to a candidate who has raised a constituents issue, but should avoid doing so in a way that appears to show party discrimination.

· TV and radio broadcasters have to follow a code of practice in their coverage of candidates during an election period, and achieve “appropriate balance.” (doesn’t have to be exactly the same amount of coverage to each candidate).  

Elections and Charities
New guidelines from the Charity Commission on how to behave during elections have been updated in January. There is also new guidance from the Electoral Commission. We discussed the main themes and principles on how charities need to make clear their independence from party politics, and avoid becoming associated with a particular candidate or party. SCVO has published information pulling together all of the guidance, available from its website: http://www.scvo.org.uk/scvocms/images/SCVO%20Brief%20on%20Charities%20and%20elections%20March%202010.pdf
Gift Aid - update (Jim Lugton, SCVO):

The Chancellor did not respond to the Government consultation on Gift Aid through the UK Pre-Budget Report (9th December) but has established a forum to be attended by the Charity Tax Group and other voluntary sector representatives. The group met for the first time in February. 

The group will make recommendations to Ministers by 30 September 2010 on "structural and process improvements to Gift Aid, payroll giving and gifts of shares and land". There was debate about the introduction of a ‘composite rate’ and whether this would deter high net worth donors. Treasury will be producing some ideas for discussion in the next meeting in June, a paper for approval by the group in September, and there will be a further meeting in November.


All documents relating to the Gift Aid Forum, including the minutes of the first meeting with the revised terms of reference can be found on the Treasury’s website, and CTG have produced discussion papers, outlining proposals for simplifying the Gift Aid system, including a system for online claims; and for creating a central Gift Aid database.
(Background - Following the announcement of £300 million Transitional Relief for Gift Aid to last until the 2010-11 Financial Year, SCVO both directly and through the UK Charity Tax Group (CTG) is calling for the UK Government to commit to a permanent extension of the Transitional Relief and to streamline, to lessen the cost of servicing the process.)
Welfare Reform – update (Jim Lugton, SCVO): The Bill completed its Parliamentary stages on 10th November and is now an Act. Two gains of significance achieved by the sector during the Bill’s passage were the higher rate of Disability Living Allowance being extended to people with severe visual impairment and blindness (campaign led by the RNIB); and improvements to establish the right of parents not to be forced to take up work or activities in preparation for work, if their child requires special care or was aged under seven. 

The Scottish Campaign on Welfare Reform (SCOWR) continued its campaign against the compulsion elements in the Bill right to the end, in particular those detailed provisions that did not adequately take account of Scottish legislation and conditions, e.g. by references in the Bill to a statutory right of access to child care provision, which does not exist in Scotland.

Labour’s had recently proposed that people who report on benefit cheating should get a reward of a share of the resulting savings, and SCOWR has hit out against this, highlighting that benefit cheating not the problem it is made out to be ( accounts for 0.5% of payments) – and that a real issue is a lack of jobs.  They are concerned about the negative stereotyping of unemployed people.

Further Westminster discussions – we did not have time to get into other areas, such as electoral reform, but agreed to have Westminster issues on the agenda for the next PON meeting in April, close to elections.
3. Voluntary Sector Information update - Jill Flye, SCVO
The Finance Committee is holding an inquiry into how the public sector can ensure the efficient delivery of public services within a period of tightening public expenditure. Written responses are sought by 26 March. See  http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/s3/committees/finance/budget/bsp_call.htm 


The Equal Opportunities Committee is holding an inquiry into ways to ensure that public services aimed at equality groups is adequately maintained during this period, and has also called for evidence. The results of this inquiry will feed into the Finance Committee  inquiry. Responses by 9th April http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/s3/committees/equal/Budget%20process%202011-12/BSP.htm 
The Scottish Government is looking for views on its draft guidance on social care procurement. See www.scotland.gov.uk/Consultations/Current 


The Scottish Government is consulting on ways to replace the Scottish Charity Appeals Panel (SCAP). The SCAP allows charities to appeal against certain decisions taken by the Office of the Scottish Charity Regulator (OSCR). But after it received only one appeal and one more pending over three years, the Government has decided to abolish it, and replace it with another way for charities to appeal. 

A consultation on the SCIO (Scottish Charitable Incorporated Organisation) closes on the 26th February. In its response, SCVO welcomes the new model as a way to minimise administrative burdens, eg with the reduction from two regulators to one regulator, and as a practical solution to the disproportionate levels of liability committee members and other volunteers may be exposed to when they get involved with unincorporated charities. SCVO recommends that the new model is kept simple and accessible, and that in working on the detail, the Scottish Government keeps the interests of the sector to the fore. See the latest updates under policy and parliament on the SCVO website.  www.scvo.org.uk 

The Writers of the Signet, a professional association for solicitors, in association with SCVO, is organising a charity law conference on the 30th March. Aimed at both legal professionals and the voluntary sector, the theme of the day is 'Working Together'. Speakers from both sectors will look at ways to encourage greater collaboration, and workshops will explore this in more detail. See www.thewssociety.co.uk  

The General register Office for Scotland (GROS) is consulting users of the census information to help define the main set of outputs (tables etc) to make sure that these make the best use of data collected. See www.gro-scotland.gov.uk/census/censushm2011 

The Justice Committee will commence its Stage 2 scrutiny of the Criminal Justice and Licensing Bill, on March 2nd. We expect to see government amendments to protect voluntary organisations from a requirement to apply for a license to stage events. 

The Finance Committee’s Stage 2 consideration of amendments on the Public Services Reform Bill continues until 12th March.. http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/s3/committees/finance/ 

NCVO in England and SCVO continue their stand against the UK Government's decision to make charities and other organisations pay for a licence when they play recorded music in their own premises. See http://petitions.number10.gov.uk/dontstopthemusic/ and http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/news/ncvo/ncvo-demands-true-cost-music-licence
4. General Information sharing -  PON members were encouraged to share information about their events and campaigns etc and to do so via email between meetings. 

Poverty Alliance - 2010 is the European Year for Combating Poverty and Social Exclusion. The Poverty Alliance is working with the European Anti-Poverty Network to raise the profile of activity that contributes to the European Year – go to http://www.povertyalliance.org/  to add events or find events.

5. Future Dates - Jill (SCVO) and Diane (Alcohol Focus Scotland) will get their heads together on dates in April (Edinburgh) June (Glasgow) late August/September (Edinburgh) October/ November (Glasgow). Ideas for agenda items called for. Some of the next two meetings will be taken up with elections, before and after. Another suggestion was for a session on volunteering policy. 
