Notes of Policy Officer Network Meeting 16th November
Voluntary sector issues - Andrew Jackson gave an update on the latest, including:

Budget update – there has been a significant funding commitment for the voluntary sector. While we have yet to see how the details of the funding arrangements work out, SCVO views announcements so far in a positive light.
Queens Speech – there is to be legislation on unclaimed assets - The UK-wide bill would enable the government to ensure that funds held in bank and building society accounts which are unused for 15 years can be used for good causes. South of the Border the money will go into youth facilities and social investment, and priorities for the Scottish share will be for Scottish Ministers to decide. A formal consultation on these is expected in the New Year. SCVO’s position is that the money should not go solely for particular government-picked schemes, but should be available more widely across the sector.

Fair Funding agreement - SCVO, Community Care Providers Scotland, and the STUC, UNITE/TGWU and UNISON have come to an agreement on calling for fair funding for the sector. In recognition that the government increasingly calls on the sector to deliver on its priorities, they are calling for wages and conditions for front-line staff to be on the same terms as for public sector front-line staff, minimum 5 year contracts for 3rd sector providers, appropriate as opposed to routine use of competitive tendering, training of public sector commissioners (in particular around the role of  users and their advocates in service design and, the added value which third sector providers are able to contribute), and for the Scottish Government to revisit guidance on procurement and Best Value.
Training - Jill Flye has made an arrangement with lobbying company Grayling to provide cut-price training for PON members, which SCVO hope to subsidise further. Areas for training discussed were:
· How best to communicate with politicians in the new minority government shaped landscape 

· The legislative process from early policy formation through to the Bill Stages, and beyond to subordinate legislation and implementation.
· Working with local government post May 2007. 

PON members present were interested in all of these proposals and also in some introductory training on the Westminster processes. 

More details to be emailed to the PON soon.

Information sharing 
SDEF will be having a stand in the Scottish Parliament during Equality and Diversity week. PON members discussed how they have found it useful to do this – it has been a good way to make contact with interested MSPs, gather signatures for petitions, instigate PQs etc. or disseminate information, eg in advance of a Members’ debate. People need to have an MSP to sponsor their stand, but you would probably not have to book so far in advance as you need to for holding an event in the Scottish Parliament – PON members have managed to get a stand by booking just a few weeks in advance. 

Voluntary Arts Scotland said that there had been a ministerial statement on Creative Scotland and culture policy on the 7th November, and that the remit of Creative Scotland includes the development of voluntary sector arts organisations, and VAS hopes to work in partnership with them in this respect.
The Skills for Scotland Strategy was also flagged up, eg that this will affect the voluntary sector, and is not just about volunteers, but includes trained staff. (NDCS raised issues around the skills shortage of sign language interpreters.)
VAS also flagged up that there may be links made between the Commonwealth Games and the Olympic Games and that there are likely to be events around these taking place in Scotland. It is hoped that there will be a voluntary sector dimension to these.
Patrick Harvie’s Bill to require the aggravation of an offence by prejudice on grounds of disability, sexual orientation or transgender identity to be taken into account in sentencing has gathered enough support to be introduced. There will be the usual call for evidence at Stage 1 after it is introduced. There is no timetable for the Bill as yet. 

The Independent Living taskforce is to be announced on the 3rd December 

The NDCS report that there may have to be changes made to the Additional Support for Learning Act which is not operating as the original policy intended in terms of placement requests that are outside of the local authority area.
Dates for Future Meetings
PON members requested another meeting on research, this time focussing on research methods and tools – which are useful for voluntary organisations? Which should be avoided? What legal aspects do we need to be aware of? For the seminar event they decided to have an event on the National conversation, looking at the issues as they may affect voluntary organisations.
28th January – SCVO Glasgow, 1.30 – 3.30pm – Research tools and methods.

March 12th  - Edinburgh, National Conversation seminar. 9.30 – 1pm, venue TBC

May 15th – SCVO Glasgow, 1.30pm – 3.30pm (theme - one year on from May 2007)
Round-table discussion on Working with Westminster 
Members of the PON felt that focused on the Scottish Parliament, they did not always feel they had the expertise in working with Westminster, and yet a number of important policy areas still lie with the UK – eg benefits and welfare reform. SCVO has been responding to Whitehall consultations on Gift Aid, unclaimed assets, and lottery objectives. Sometimes it can be useful to link in with an English or UK body working on the same consultation and give backing to what they are saying – eg SCVO where appropriate will support the response of NCVO rather than respond to the consultation ourselves. At other times a Scottish perspective is sought.
It was discussed how we tend to work with Westminster on a reactive basis and are less involved on a proactive level than with the Scottish Parliament/ Scottish Government. Sometimes we could do with looking at how we build on consultation responses. Eg - What do Scottish MPs need to know? They are generally keen that we do make contact with them. 
There is less advance notice of what is coming up via Westminster, and we generally find the information less accessible than Scottish Parliament/ Scottish Government information. For people who use BSL the access is even worse at Westminster than at the Scottish Parliament. 
We discussed how under the current political climate the devolved and reserved areas are a bit less black and white than they used to be – there is more willingness to explore the shades of grey. Also, policies brought in down South are not necessarily going to be reflected up here, and vice versa, to the same extent as before. 
The SCVO hope to hold events to get people involved in the National conversation in the New Year. There will be advance briefings and articles and then key questions asked at the events to stimulate discussion. The events will feed into a report to go back to the Scottish Government, and also help inform the SCVO response, and organisations will be encouraged to make their own responses to the consultation. 
Mark Lazarowicz MP – the modernisation process at Westminster

Mark Lazarowicz is a member of the Modernisation Committee. He spoke with the PON about the modernisation work that is taking place at Westminster. 
Mark gave us some information about the select committee, which is chaired by the Leader of the House of Commons– currently Harriet Harman QC MP, and previously Jack Straw MP, and the background to the modernisation process. 
The committee, set up in 1997, initially looked at working hours, family friendly working policies, and physical access issues, and more recently two reports have been published to introduce a new system of considering legislation. Rather than having select committees taking evidence on a subject and then standing committees to go through the legislation line by line, there is to be a shift to Public Bills committees that will take evidence on the issues before moving on to going through the bill line by line. More use will be made of draft bills to look at the broader issues before the Bill is introduced (as was the case with the Climate change Bill). 

The role of the backbench MSPs has been looked at to allow for more topicality in PQs. Topics no longer have to be always planned 7 – 10 days in advance. Greater use will be made of urgent debates. The changes in timing in debates (eg time limits on front-bench speeches to allow more members to take part) offer backbenchers more flexibility, more opportunities for influence and a greater role in policy debate. The old "debate on the adjournment" for discussing issues of the day is to be replaced with more comprehensible "general debates". 
Discussion with PON members

House of Commons Website – this has been improved, with a new intranet being launched, and online forums. The process is ongoing. Issues include how to manage the volume of people using the site.
Has the Scottish Parliament been an influence on the modernisation process? – yes there has been some influence, eg on the education unit, and Jack Straw visited and was impressed with some of the processes in the Scottish Parliament.
Do MPs still have contact with local issues post devolution? – it depends on the individual. Sometimes an MP will get involved in local issues, such as school closures. Organisations tend to know more about the demarcations of reserved and devolved areas than individual constituents. 
There was a discussion about the consultation process. The committees with the clerk will agree the remit of the inquiry and invite people in to give evidence, aiming to get a cross-section of groups. Select committees do not operate so much to party lines, but more formal party lines get drawn up when Bills are under scrutiny. 
Freedom of speakers – at Westminster speakers are less driven by whips/ business managers as the majority is greater than in the Scottish Parliament.  
The Private Member’s Bill Process – there is a random ballot of MPs names to see who may put a private Member’s Bill forward. This is held near the start of each session in the autumn, twenty names are drawn in the ballot, and parliamentary time will be set aside for consideration of the Bills introduced by these successful MPs. Often an MP will decide what their Bill will be after the ballot process, and will be lobbied by organisations with suggestions after their name has come up.  (Mark was at this point high up in the ballot). 
Private Member’s Bills are sometimes used to make a political point (these are less likely to actually get through). Sometimes they are on a minor and yet important matter (these are more likely to get through) and sometimes they are used to get something through for the government. If the government is opposed to a Private member’s Bill it will get blocked. 
Urgent debates – is it not detrimental if a topic is brought up at the last minute allowing MPs less time to prepare for the debate? – sometimes a period of notice can help in holding the government to account, but at other times things happen fast and there may be a more urgent need to discuss an issue.
Petitions – these will be modernised and there may be a move to a committee system, similar to that in the Scottish Parliament, but there are practical issues to do with the large volume of petitions submitted to Westminster. 
The reports: 
Revitalising the Chamber: the role of the back bench Member - published July 07http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200607/cmselect/cmmodern/337/337.pdf
The legislative Process: published September 06.  http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200506/cmselect/cmmodern/1097/1097.pdf
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