PON Meeting 29th August 08
PON members present:

Alison Bunting, British Red Cross

Nancy Fancott, SCVO

Mandy Reid, SCoD

Peter McColl, SCVO

Nick Waugh, Help the Aged

Libby Anderson, Advocates for Animals

Sarah Beattie-Smith, SCVO

Clare Simpson, Parenting Across Scotland

Mandy Carter, Ash Scotland

Sally Mackenzie, The Poverty Alliance

Shabnum Mustapha, Oxfam

Andrew Jackson, WRVS

Jill Flye, SCVO

Main Agenda Item - Round Table discussion about Cross Party Groups and All-Party Groups

Shabnum Mustapha shared some of her experiences in providing secretariat to different cross party groups, currently the International Development CPG. She explained that this can be a good way to raise the profile of your organisation, but it can also be useful to be an active member of groups, speaking at and suggesting topics for meetings, making good contact with the office bearers. The International Development group has a strong membership and attracts big name speakers and big audiences sometimes. MSPs frequently table PQs and motions etc and the group holds a lot of events. A possible weakness is that it touches on a lot of reserved areas, and so no a lot of action points will come out from these discussions. 
A previous CPG on autism provided a different experience, given the intensity and emotional nature of the subject matter. It was a very dynamic group for getting things done, but sometimes it was hard to attract in new speakers and new topics. 
Some general issues with cross party groups are that not many MSPs tend to come to the meetings; the same issues can get brought up repeatedly; there is a lot of hard work involved for the office bearers and the work can be resource intensive; what you get out of a group depends to a large extent on the time and effort put in, the remit of the group, and what you want out of it, but either as Secretariat or active member it can provide a lot of influence.

Other members of the PON discussed the various points made and their experiences - both positive and disappointing/ frustrating. The following points came up:

On the positive side: 
· The fact that the groups exist and provide some opportunities is really good.

· The groups are a showcase for democracy and civil society access.

· Some groups have enjoyed particular success– eg groups on Lupus, tobacco control, deafness… the work involved has been intensive. These are very specific areas and it may help groups with a broader remit to focus in on some specific issues for a period of time. 

· MSPs can find the groups very useful to build support for their views. 

· Lunchtimes (with lunch) can be a good meeting time for attracting more MSP attendance. 

On the negative side:

· While ‘hot potatoes’/ popular issues can generate a lot of MSP interest, it can be harder to generate the same level of interest in less popular issues.

· There is little interest from the press as a rule, unless there is a well-known speaker – but getting in a ‘big speaker’ can sometimes make things a bit unpredictable. 

· We may sometimes enter into the work with overly-high expectations about what can be achieved. 
· The last year or so has been more difficult given the new political climate. MSPs in government and in opposition parties have had to adjust to new roles, there is more political sensitivity and so cross-party working can be more difficult generally. Groups are chaired by one MSP, and those from different parties may be reluctant to get involved much.  With the minority government, different coalitions are always being formed on different issues, so MSPs are busier than ever negotiating with each other.

· It can be very hard/ impossible to achieve consensus where a group’s subject matter attracts groups that are firmly in opposition to each other – eg snaring, tail docking. 
· Why do they go wrong? – it can be due to a change in MSPs; a perception that ‘the job is done’ – (eg after getting a piece of legislation through); busy MSPs spread thin; political sensitivities; intractable positions. 

In conclusion: 

· Sometimes a cross party group may not be a good lobbying tool but may be a good networking experience. 

· We tend to expect MSP membership of the groups will reflect their interest and activity on the issue, but this is not always the case - sometimes an MSP who is not a member will be active on your issue, and sometimes MSPs in the group are less active. It can be difficult to put pressure on a busy MSP to act.

· Groups work in different ways – some are more open and focused on public meetings, some meet less often and are focused more on the relationships formed with the MSPs and actions MSPs support them with (PQs etc). 

· W should as members offer support to the secretariat, given the amount of work involved in providing this. 

· It could be useful for groups to co-ordinate their work sometimes, share meetings on topics in common. It would be good to have a way of keeping on top of what all the groups are doing/ planning – co-ordination between secretariats where there may be interests in common. 

· We need to be clear about what the group is for, carry out long-term planning and be strategic – look carefully at what we want a group to focus on over the coming six months or so. 

· We need to be clever and work within the constraints on MSPs – eg if they can only drop in for ten minutes, plan a ten minute focus on something they can take forward, for when they do drop in. 

There was little experience of all-party groups, although of the two members who had worked with them found them rather more traditional regarding hierarchy and protocol, although one had some success on a specific issue.
Public Petitions Committee Inquiry
PON members were asked for their views on the petitions process, to help SCVO draft a response to the committee inquiry into the effectiveness of the current system, and where this can be improved. Initial thoughts included the following: 

· Sometimes you need to be able to speak ‘legalese’ to find the system accessible.

· An organisation was disappointed that it was not allowed to submit a petition on deaf issues in BSL.

· It would be good if members could come out to meet with a group sometimes instead of the groups always having to go into the committee.
· Petitions can get batted around for a long time (sometimes for years), and sit with a subject committee for a long time, and the committees are not always so good at keeping petitioners informed about its progress over such a long timescale.

· Lots of petitions go nowhere – we need more information on what makes a petition successful – and to be able to see examples of where they have had results. 

· There was some confusion about what is an e-petition and what isn’t. 
· There were mixed feelings in the group about the usefulness of petitioning – some saw it as a ‘last resort’ tactic, or one more for grass roots organisations than organisations that had established some contacts/ influence; others had found it a useful form of leverage on the Executive/ government, or in helping to establish an Executive working group. 

· People may go into the process with too high expectations – it is more likely to be successful as one lobbying tool amongst others. 

· Who gets invited to give their views on a petition? - There had been some experience of a not very balanced range of witnesses getting called in during committee considerations. 

· Can petitioners influence which subject committee a petition goes to?

· Could a petition be considered by a full parliament, rather than always got to a subject committee?
· Could petitions – eg those above a certain number of signatures – be made more powerful? 

Voluntary sector update
Charity tax  - CCPS has been conducting a survey of its members to assess the possible impact of the implementation of the 2008 Budget promise to reintroduce VAT on agency staff costs, and the Charity Tax Group are preparing a paper on this in response to a number of enquiries from MPs and peers. Preliminary findings suggest that Scottish voluntary care agencies make quite limited use of such agencies, and the consequent VAT liability is small. This evidence has been supplied to the 
SOAs – Local Authorities have published their Single Outcome Agreements and SCVO has started to analyse these. There is an interim report available at http://www.scvo.org.uk/scvo/PolicyAndParliament/ViewPolicyInformation.aspx?al=t&from=h&Info=1729&CatID=10 – NB this is a working document of the analysis so far available and will be updated. So far it has found that there is not a great deal of mention of the voluntary sector. 

Funding - There was discussion about the situation for small organisations where local authorities have more control over their finances and some voluntary organisations may be losing out. It is difficult to monitor the situation, due to council restructuring, and due to there always being projects that win and lose funding. Peter McColl is collecting anecdotal case studies – contact peter.mccoll@scvo.org.uk
Waste collections – some organisations are experiencing increased charges. SCVO’s new Campaign Assistant, Sarah Beattie-Smith is collecting information about who is affected and how – sarah.beattie-smith@scvo.org.uk 

Dormant Bank Accounts consultation – the closing date for responses (was) the 8th September. PON members were reminded to get their responses in. 

