Notes of Policy Officer Network Meeting 18th June

Alcohol Focus Scotland, Glasgow

10.30 am – 12.30 pm

There were about 15 people at the meeting from the following organisations:

Observatorio de Tercer Sector, SCVO, Alcohol Focus Scotland, Poverty Alliance, RNID, BEMIS, SCoD, SDEF, Children 1st, NAS, Wise Group, ACOSVO, Cornerstone Community Care, and Signature.
Main agenda item: Involving members and others in policy work - PON speakers and round-table discussion about involving members, service users and others in policy work.
Hannah McCullogh, SDEF  led the discussion describing some of the challenges and rewards she is encountering in working on policy issues with the input of members, and PON members went on to discuss a number of issue– eg 

· How to ensure a good response rate when putting out consultations? Face to face work and outreach was considered important here - as was care with language used (as below). 

· Language  as a power issue. How to make the information accessible without ‘dumbing down’? Consultations often need some form of ‘translation’, given the legalistic and frequently inaccessible language used in the documents. Left as they are they can generate political apathy., people will not relate to the questions. We found we all struggled with the language used in consultation documents - even as policy officers used to dealing with them. Are jargon busters useful? Do we need to avoid certain terms as they are not plain English, or is it more empowering to explain them, if they are frequently used in policy documents? Watching BSL users translate jargon is illuminating as they will often break it down into a few simpler words. PON members discussed how this is not just an issue with government documents – we are all guilty of using jargon and specialised language – is it necessary? Are there ways we can get better at using plain English? Style writer software will run plain English checks. And there is training available in using clear plain language to explain complex concepts – eg by Amanda Bennet. PON members were interested in the possibility of having a training session on this. 
Some PON members had trained up a group of service users to contribute to policy work, so that they could understand the policy development process and the language used and in turn help other service users to get involved. Some PON members had been involved in developing some very effective focus groups this way, that helped to achieve considerable policy change. This had good outcomes for the individuals concerned too, who developed increased confidence and were helped to move on in other ways – eg through employment – but there are resource issues for the organisation concerning training new people all the time, as people do move on. A way to deal with this might be to get them to deliver/ help with the training sessions. 
· What to consult on? How to be selective in filtering materials sent out, so as not to swamp people wit the unimportant stuff, without deciding for people what issues they should be considering, and what is or isn’t important? 

· What do we do when the response is not the one we wanted? – eg balance out the need to put out an ethical response, in line with the views taken by the organisation, but also to represent what was actually said, which might turn  out to differ from the organisational view? 
Some PON members have been careful to tone down messages, where people have made ‘unfair‘points eg about other individuals/ groups, but have felt uncomfortable ‘picking and choosing’ from what people have said.  Others made a point of not ‘censoring’, as this reinforces the frustrations felt at not being listened to, but using quotation marks to clarify that this was an individual viewpoint. Others stressed the importance of exploring the issues behind some responses – a lack of resources for one group in the community can generate hostility towards others.  
 

· How do we ensure that everyone’s point of view is heard? There will often be some members who are more articulate than others, and ‘better’ at policy discussions – and quite often the same people will respond to different consultations, while a wider group is not getting involved. How do we ensure a more representative response? – again the discussion came back to language, making sure the consultation is accessible. Holding events can be very useful – and some organisations have been successful at securing Scottish government funding for holding consultation events for their member groups/ communities.
Good feedback from consultations – letting people know that their voices were heard, can help to encourage further involvement. 

· Working directly with politicians/ parliament? – PON found that MSPs are much more willing and accessible to listen to service users, than at Westminster– and possibly even more so since the last elections. Civil servants too (eg Bill teams) are often willing to come out and listen to groups. And we shouldn’t make any assumptions about different parties and their interests. The message about the need for policy change can be stronger if delivered by a person affected. There were differing views about the amount of preparation needed for this – to enable people to make best use of a limited opportunity – or to let them ‘be themselves’ and say what they think is important to whoever, without worrying about too much about targeting the message.
Climate Change Adaptation Consultation – Catriona Prebble, SCVO
Catriona, Green Agenda Officer, gave an update about the consultation, explaining that previously emphasis on climate change has been on environmental impacts, but there is growing awareness of the associated issues around social justice and inequalities – it is the most vulnerable who are hit the hardest by climate change, both in this country and across the world, and yet they are generally least responsible for the cause.  So the consultation, which is about how we adapt to the changing climate, is an important one for SCVO to respond to as it will be the voluntary sector at the forefront of providing support to those most vulnerable communities. She invited PON members to consider how climate change will affect their own organisations and communities of interest.  What are the risks? What are the constraints/ barriers to getting to taking action on climate change? 

There was some discussion in the PON about the issues raised – eg the language used in the climate change debate can be off-putting, such as what is a 'carbon footprint'? Some organisations are already involved in the issues, and are interested in sharing their experience, others were interested in getting involved and consulting with their members.
Third Sector in Catalonia and Spain – presentation by Ana Villa, Observatorio de Tercer Sector (OTS)

Ana is visiting SCVO from the equivalent organisation in Catalonia, and she spoke about the situation for voluntary organisations there, eg concerning engagement with the political processes. 

There is more research to be done, but there are an estimated164,000 voluntary organisations across Spain, most of them (70%) are voluntary associations, and there are around 100,000 voluntary sector workers and 4m volunteers. There is no real ‘sector identity’ and her organisation is working on researching, getting to know the sector, building a stronger voluntary sector identity and getting across the message about added value. Impact assessment is a challenge. A further challenge is to work better – improve innovation, accountability, etc. The economic crisis adds further challenges as there is an increased demand on services, and internal challenges for the organisations. 

She recognised many of the issues that had come up in the discussion about involving members and use of language, as similar issues arise for voluntary sector organisations in Spain and Catalonia.
Ana felt that building a 3rd sector identity was important in gaining political influence – if the sector is recognised as such, rather than comprising disparate groups, there are increased opportunities for involvement in advocacy and in the decision making processes. 
Voluntary Sector Update –SCVO

Public Sector Reform Bill – The Bill will be of interest to many voluntary organisations due to the proposed rationalisation of public bodies including care inspection bodies. There may also be opportunities for improved consultation procedures - and minor changes that should result in a reduction in red tape, - voluntary organisations might want to make its own suggestions here. The Bill is due to complete its Stage 1 process by 18th December 2009. SCVO will put a consultation to the network soon.
Criminal Justice and Licensing Bill - includes a proposal to make voluntary organisations apply for a license that they didn't have to apply before, to stage an event. The Bill removes an exemption for free events, and it will be left to local authorities to decide whether to license events. ( Currently an exemption to the requirement to hold a market operator's licence is also enjoyed by charitable, youth, religious, community and other organisations).  This will apply to indoor and outdoor events. Stage 1 is to be extended to 30 October 2009. PON members were keen that those particular proposals need to be changed. 

Dormant Bank Accounts - no new estimate on level of funds (Still said to be around 40m to come to Scotland), but the minister noted that this would depend on the number of banks taking part. A debate on Scottish Government priorities (to be put into subordinate legislation) is expected around October. 

Calman Commission - The Commission's report was launched on 15th April. 

The report has suggested a number of changes to the powers we have, in particular over taxation and borrowing powers and also, airguns, speed limits and drink driving, but no mention of the Lottery, and SCVO is particularly concerned about the proposals for a single UK definition of charity and charity law, and that a charity registered in one part of the UK should be able to conduct its charitable activities in another part of the UK without being required to register separately, and without being subject to the reporting and accounting requirements of the regulator in that part. SCVO’s convener has written into the Herald. See also articles in TFN and on SCVO website). There are reported to be plans to legislate to implement the recommendations within ten months and there would seem to be cross party support for this. SCVO is calling for a wider and more in depth review of how the Charities Act is operating, rather than imposing rather muddled solution to what has not been raised as much of an issue. There is to be a Labour party debate on the report on the 25th May.

Disclosures – the amendment to fix the legislation for organisations that have been experiencing recent problems in accessing enhanced disclosures should come into force on the 29th June.
Charity Law - There are currently a number of proposed changes to charity law as highlighted at previous meetings. 
The consultation on changes to the Charities and Trustee Investment (Scotland) Act 2005 and the Charities Accounts (Scotland) Regulations 2006 closes 24th July.

The Scottish Government is drafting the regulations for the SCIO - a new incorporated vehicle for charities - (Scottish Charitable Incorporated Organisation) and a consultation is expected this autumn. 

A draft bill by autumn is hoped for (for the Westminster Parliament) to create an independent legal identity for unincorporated organisations meeting certain minimum criteria, which would give those running these groups protection from personal liability. See www.scvo.org.uk/scvo/PolicyAndParliament 


OSCR has issued revised guidance on ‘Meeting the Charity Test’, and OSCR’s new regulation of cross border charities takes effect this month.  See www.oscr.org.uk and http://tinyurl.com/scvocharitylaw
General Information Sharing – SCVO's chief executive Martin Sime recently returned from a 6-month study tour, looking at the relationship between government and the third sector in different countries and at the effect of the global economic crash. PON were invited to his lecture on June 25th, Edinburgh, to explore the impact of the economic crisis on the third sector and reflect on the lessons to be learned. 

Future PON meetings – We didn’t get to this part, but the future dates for the next six months are:
· Thursday 27th August  1.30pm - 3.30pm SCVO Edinburgh 

Agenda to include  - Consultations:  issues around consultations; sharing of tips on how to make best use of them; guest speaker Dr Halpin, Robert Gordon University, on voluntary sector involvement in consultations.

· Tuesday 20th October 1.30pm - 3.30pm Alcohol Focus Glasgow

Agenda to include: The  Equalities Bill - an information session on the provisions and how they may be important to voluntary organisations in Scotland.


· Tuesday 15th December  10.30am - 12.30 pm SCVO Edinburgh 

Agenda to include: The challenges and opportunities for the voluntary organisations under devolution – both at a national level, and further devolution at a local level (eg subsidiarity or postcode lottery?) 
