Policy Officer Network Event Friday 25th May 07 
What’s Next? Post Elections Seminar,
Chair  - Shabnum Mustapha, Campaigns and Policy Officer Co-ordinator, Oxfam in Scotland
Part 1. A Vision for the Future 

Ruth Parsons, Head of Public Services Reform Group, Scottish Executive 

Ruth spoke of the essential role of the voluntary sector in increasing sustainable growth and leading to better outcomes for people, which is why it has been given a central position in the new Executive. She described the five new strategic themes that the Executive will be working towards:

· A Wealthier and Fairer Scotland

· A Healthier Scotland 

· A Stronger Safer Scotland

· A Greener Scotland

· A Smarter Scotland
The new government aims to be an open government. It will also be a smaller government, with a smaller Cabinet. There will be five Cabinet Secretaries, for:

· Health and Wellbeing (and Deputy FM) 
· Finance and Sustainable Growth
· Education and Lifelong Learning
· Rural Affairs
· Justice

The Cabinet Secretaries and First Minister will each be supported by two Ministers, except for the Cabinet Secretaries for Justice and Rural Affairs, who will each be supported by one Minister.  

The aim is for the Executive to form a single, coherent unit, rather than a group of departments with separate identities. The civil service will work across the themes, with five Directorates-General on the Strategic Board, one to lead on each of the 5 key strategic policy objectives. Ruth spoke of the new, central role for third sector under the portfolio of the Cabinet Secretary for Finance and Sustainable Growth, John Swinney, and stressed that the Cabinet Secretary is very keen to engage with the sector.  

Lucy McTernan,  Director of Corporate Affairs, SCVO 

Lucy said that the whole political balance of Scotland has changed, and the impact of these changes on the sector is still unclear. A lack of stability means uncertainty, but there are also opportunities. Eg for the new Executive and local authorities to really engage with the sector.

New research from SCVO shows that the voluntary sector employs more people in Scotland than the NHS, and more than the Scottish agriculture and fisheries industries combined. In 2006 it generated over £3.2bn for the Scottish economy, up from £2.6bn in 2004. 130,000 people are employed in the 45,000 organisations that make up the sector.  Over 1.2 million people across the country volunteer, and 50 % of our income is self generated. 
But bureaucracy hampers our progress, and we still need sustainable funding and full cost recovery. SCVO estimates that the sector subsidises the public sector by £180 million per year. This needs to end. We need a fresh start in our relations with Scottish and local government in order to improve the sustainability and performance of the third sector. The signs are encouraging that the full potential of the sector is starting to be understood. 
Prof James Mitchell, Professor of Politics, University of Strathclyde:   What will the changes mean for public policy decision making? 

Professor Mitchell stressed that for the first time in Scotland we have a minority Executive, an SNP Executive, and a Government that is very different North and South of the Border. There have also been massive changes to Scottish local authorities, with new coalitions establishing themselves in many more councils – a “patchwork of agreements” is forming.

Where does the power now lie? There has been a shift to the Scottish Parliament. There had been hopes before that with devolution more power would reside with the Parliament. But the coalition Executive was always able to drive its programmes through, leading to a more Westminster style of politics. But now the minority Executive will have to continually seek to construct majorities in the Parliament, not just on every Bill, but on every part of every Bill.  

Conventional wisdom has it that a minority government is by its nature unstable, but globally this has not been the case. Eg Denmark has been in minority administration since 1973. It works well, but only because the parties allow it to work. They don’t allow the government to do everything it wants, they do allow it to govern. Parties that are purely oppositional are less successful in this kind administration. There is a greater opportunity for influence where there is stability. 
A minority Government can be good for lobbyists, who need to develop contacts in all the parties, and involve themselves in coalition building/agreement building. In this Parliament there are 41 new members out of 129, which is helpful in bringing about culture change. However we have fewer Greens and no socialists, which may make things more difficult.
The Committee structure is likely to change, probably with fewer committees, to mirror the slimmed down government. The committee system has worked well before, although there has been too high a turnover of members and conveners. 

Professor Mitchell warned voluntary organisations not to forget the overall context - many important issues are still dealt with in Westminster. The Comprehensive Spending Review may have big implications for the Scottish budget and for the voluntary sector, as budgets are no longer increased year on year. It is a good time to come up with policy ideas that don’t have massive resource implications. The main challenges ahead are likely to be financial ones.
Questions from the floor

· Will voluntary sector access be improved? 

· What about areas not devolved – eg equalities - will there be further opportunity for synergy?
· Does having the voluntary sector under finance degrade it’s role?

Lucy McTernan – The SNP showed a good understanding of the Voluntary Sector Manifesto, and even incorporated some of it into their own manifesto. The moving of voluntary sector from Communities to Finance means it has a more central position. It will be closer to the First Minister’s Office, which could present increased opportunities for dealing with quasi-reserved issues such as lottery, benefits, equalities etc. The changes in the civil service could be positive too, with the Directorate-General roles designed to be cross cutting on policy arenas. More cross-cutting activity was one of the recommendations in the Taking Stock report.
James Mitchell – added that he suspects the ‘real’ deputy to the First Minister is John Swinney...he is the minister to target, and it should be a positive that he has responsibility for the sector. There is a sense that John Swinney’s cross-cutting role could create/ feed synergies which could improve coherence, as with the Treasury in Westminster, which has been the core policy-making department. 
Part 2 Discussion Groups
· Lobbying the Scottish Parliament  - what will the changes mean to voluntary sector participation? (facilitated by Jill Flye, SCVO). 

We discussed the high levels of hostility between the parties, whether the new administration will be unstable, or whether it is just early days after a bruising election campaign. The opposition parties probably realise that destabilising the government without good reason would be a vote loser. The SNP did win the election, and although the results were close, if the electoral system was entirely proportional, the SNP would have 50 seats. The Labour group may plan to put through its own legislative programme via Member’s Bills and Committee Bills, but any party will need to find cross party support to get legislation passed, just as the minority Executive will. 
We discussed the increased opportunities for voluntary sector lobbyists with the power shift to the Parliament. The Executive has to engage much more with MSPs and MSPs and committees engage with lots of external groups. The parties that used to be in the Executive are used to having the civil service backing – they will be feeling a gap, and good quality information from the sector could help to fill the gap. There may also be increased opportunities for reviewing existing legislation. However - 
· Voluntary organisations will need to work across the parties more than ever and this may be quite resource intensive.

· We may sometimes have to compete in our lobbying activities with MSPs ‘lobbying each other’ in the effort to construct majorities.
· We may find it will be easier to stop policies getting through, than to get new policies taken on board. 
· We will need to constantly keep an ear to the ground to be aware of coalition building and other issues. It will be more important than ever to network with each other and share information, and come together in our own alliances and coalitions to deliver strong clear messages. 
· Cross party groups – will they be more or less influential than they have been before?

There is a different geographical influence now – less West of Scotland focus. 
We will need to be careful about party politics and be responsible in not playing parties off each other and increasing hostilities and instability. A lot of voluntary sector lobbyists are active party members too – is this going to be a problem?
It is likely that the whips will be tighter on their members than ever given the incredibly close numbers. On the other hand individual MSPs may be more powerful than they were before, as their every vote counts. 
Things could change before the next elections. An Executive coalition may form at a later stage – eg after an independence referendum. 
· Working with new Executive - (facilitated by Andrew Jackson, SCVO 


In the immediate future and because of the composition of the Parliament the group felt the Parliament will be a more pressing  focus for work than the Executive, so that’s what the discussion focused on.

There was a feeling that the civil service had usually been good to work with in the last administration and was showing no signs of behaving differently under the new one – even with a number of staff changes they are professionals and will ‘get on with it’

It was felt that the following would increase in importance if we want to get our messages across and have them acted upon

· Joint-working / alliances / coalitions between voluntary organisations

MSPs are inundated by letters etc from voluntary organisations – they would prefer to get ‘joint position statements’ etc to gauge multi-organisation support and also feel this gives legitimacy to positions (unlike Executive consultations where lots of individual  responses seem to trump one paper that 100 organisations have signed up to) 

· Cross party groups

Cross party groups are open to all – should attend to network if nothing else & more time may need to be spent just ‘being at the Parliament’ to network. They are also most effective when they do not stray over issues where there are – or could be - entrenched differences between the parties but rather on issues that can comfortably attract cross-party support.

· Relationships with individual MSPs

We will need to make sure that it is appealing to an MSP’s own agenda and their prospects to take forward our agendas – and using them to lobby their colleagues can be very effective

The 5 themes of the new Executive (healthier, wealthier, safer, smarter greener) may form a strategic framework that will make it easier to link up our ‘asks’ across the various government agendas. 

The whipping may well become more dogmatic if they fall back to being more party political than cooperative – there is a real danger of anti-SNP alliances.

· Working with new Executive - (facilitated by Celia Carsons SCVO

It’s good to have more cross-department working, but – re. organisations which have a wide remit – who can they appeal to for support?  How will this affect funding or budgets?  Eg Voluntary Action Fund – who is responsible? and Who will be in charge of Supporting People budgets through L.A.s?

The more streamlined Executive could reduce application process, rationalise funding procedures. 
Health - we need a designated person.
Parliament and Executive, strategy and implementation – these need to interface, and we need to interface with both. Which is more important?  Need to decide which is best to link with. 
How will budgets for Departments work?  SNP seems to be big on empowering communities which sounds good. Will funding policy be devolved down more to local authorities?  

Public service reform is a big issue – which is good for the sector 

We need to be more sophisticated about influencing MSPs/ parties, especially  small orgs (we discussed possibility of using intermediaries as support for this work, and agreed collaborative work is very important). Having lots of new ones could be positive – culture change? There is also potential to mobilise members to engage with their MSPs and to participate in coalition building. But MSPs may be busy lobbying each other. 
Re legislation – discussion agreed that there will probably not be so much legislation in the coming period – although there is some on the books still waiting to go through

How do keep stay informed? Good web updating is very important – SCVO’s Parliament and Executive info is very good, as is the TFN Policy Tracker.  PON needs to help by adding to the website info also?  - People liked the idea of a forum where they could add info, but SCVO could double check it before publishing it on web 
The role of Cross Party groups could be greater 
The role of the whip – will this change? 
People felt the Scottish Parliament website needs improving

Part 3 -  The voluntary sector manifesto, action for the third session of the Scottish Parliament 
A panel of MSPs discussed issues with delegates: Robert Brown (LibDem), Patrick Harvie (Green), Derek Brownlee (Con) and Kenneth Gibson (SNP).

Q. on the future treatment of equalities, now that it appears in the communities brief
· Patrick Harvie - Equalities is still high up the agenda and the voluntary sector has an important role, but needs to be resourced for this, and build capacity. There had been some concern that equalities was being downgraded in the Executive, but this is not the case. Most of the work on equalities legislation has been done, so now we need to work on social attitudes. The SNP used to question the spending on advertising campaigns on equalities issues…
· Kenneth Gibson …the SNP were concerned about the advertising campaigns promoting one area over another. SNP are keen to keep equalities at top level, and the Executive is committed to equalities on a broad basis. It’s a hearts and minds issues – the sector needs to engage with the public, and the Executive needs to engage with the sector and public.
· Robert Brown – we need to allow Ministers time to settle into post. We will soon have the Commission for Equalities and Human Rights and also the Scottish Human Rights Commission. The way the Executive involves these bodies will set the tone for the new administration. The voluntary sector has an important role in changing attitudes and encouraging an equalities culture.
· Derek Brownlee – We are entering unchartered waters. John Swinney’s speech yesterday was a positive one. Governments usually legislate to change things, but this is unlikely to be the main role of the new Executive. The spending review will make a difference but there will be a lot to play for in influencing the government’s agenda.
Q John Swinney has such a large portfolio – is it a good or bad thing that the voluntary sector is under Finance?
· Derek Brownlee –John Swinney’s comments on the voluntary sector have been reasonable, and things seem to be moving in a positive direction. 

· Kenneth Gibson – it should be a good thing, given the increasing importance of the voluntary sector to the economy and the central area of finance and sustainable growth. The Executive will have intensive discussions with the sector. 

· Robert Brown –expressed some qualms, as the remit is very big, but added that much depends on the way it is dealt with. Minority government is not necessarily weaker, but the previous government was good – eg on funding and the compact – it will be a challenge to build on that framework and move forward. 
· Patrick Harvie - having the sector in John Swinney’s portfolio could mean it will be just another cog in the economic machine. The voluntary sector is about much more than that. On the other hand we need more focus on social enterprise, so in that respect maybe it will be good to have the sector in that remit. 

Q On the significance of the ministry on public health – and in Scotland will the other parties allow government to govern, as has been described re. Denmark?

· Patrick Harvie – the debate about who is in power is less important in a minority government. It shifts power toward parliament - the government cannot come up with a list of what it will do, but has to seek agreement issue by issue. It is a positive thing to have a minister for public health, and could help make the link between environment and health. 

· Robert Brown – agreed with PH to a degree but stressed that the Executive does still have power to act – it isn’t all about legislation. There is a problem with its mandate. We need a more measured, targeted and accountable approach, as outlined in the Howat report. He was pleased to have a minister for Public health, but spoke of the danger of moving between populist issues. 

· Derek Brownlee – everyone is looking for the route ahead. Much depends on the way in which the new government decides to govern and party alliances will split different ways on different issues. Parliament could be more important now –one MSP can swing it!  It will be an experimental process. The concept of public health is a good one, although in the future we could be more pushed for resources, and the pressures on health won’t be on public health, but on the NHS.  
· Kenneth Gibson – the Executive has a responsibility to take other ideas on board, but also has a responsibility to its voters to get as much of its manifesto through as possible. It needs to be a strong, consensual government. The different directorates will be working closely and not in silos. A holistic view on public health is crucial, eg to tackle low life expectancy in Glasgow. Sexual health is a big public health issue (he will join the cross party group on sexual health). 
Q. What happened to the Vision for the Voluntary Sector? – Will the new administration bring it back to life? 

· Robert Brown – There have been tensions around service delivery, and local governments have sometimes been involved in empire building, and keeping the money in their own services. There is scope for the voluntary sector and new government to look at current relationships and how to take a new direction of travel. 

· Kenneth Gibson – Local government should work closely with the sector. it should be helpful to break out of the monolithic thinking. There should be parity of esteem between voluntary organisations and local government – the voluntary sector is not the poor relation. The different local government coalitions may mean a kaleidoscope of ways of working with the sector. 
· Derek Brownlee – there will be more diverse working at local authority level – the different coalitions are likely to work differently with the sector, and so some groups may do better than others. However a localist approach can be useful - sometimes a national perspective can result in the lowest common denominator. Best practice sharing is important, as are more open and fluid politics.
· Patrick Harvie – Organisations have sometimes evolved from grassroots community organisations into public service delivery organisations – this is not necessarily a bad thing. The last Executive should be commended for the way it worked with and continued to fund organisations which were campaigning against its policies, and we need to recognise the value of that.
Q on the term economic inactivity do the panel agree that the term is insulting? Are volunteers seen as being economically active?

· Derek Brownlee – volunteering is an active process and needs to be valued properly. But the term is not meant to be insulting.

· Patrick Harvie – Carers and volunteers are an important part of economy. The economy is not just about money, it is about how we live – the GDP doesn’t say what good or harm money is doing. 
· Robert Brown – agreed on the importance of volunteering to the economy.

· Kenneth Gibson - agreed that the term is not meant to be disparaging and does not include volunteers. 

Q. on housing – will the focus continue to be on aspiration rather than need? – ie help for aspiring home owners through grants etc, when we actually need to build more houses. 
· Patrick Harvie –The focus has been on affordable housing for young middle class people. They are as important as anyone else, but not more so. We do need to build more genuinely affordable housing, eg social rented housing, and more family houses.

· Robert Brown – there is a tension between housing need and housing aspiration. There is probably enough housing for everyone, but not in areas where people want to live and where they feel safe. 
· Derek Brownlee – we do need to build more houses – demand not met by supply pushes prices up which affects all housing. 

· Kenneth Gibson – there are many issues to be addressed. Eg in rural areas and islands, permission may be granted to build a holiday chalet but not a home for your son or daughter. 
Close – the chair thanked the organisers for getting the event off the ground and bringing together the speakers so soon after the elections, and Jill Flye thanked the speakers for all coming to speak at such a hectic time and at incredibly short notice. 
