Policy Officer Network – notes of Meeting 8th December

1. Building Links with Local Government 

Guest Speaker Councillor Maggie Chapman (Green), Edinburgh City Council - Maggie spoke with the PON about ways that councils and third sector can engage, the roles of councillors and officials and the impact of STV and multi-member wards, community planning, SOAs and the localism agenda.

Within either an Executive Cabinet Structure or the Committee structure that Edinburgh has now moved to, individual councillors will have responsibility for driving forward particular projects, but they will also work quite closely with council departments/ committees/ officials. Committees scrutinise policy and services and might look in quite close detail at a project. Committee conveners are not as powerful as their equivalent in the parliament, but have overall responsibility for their committee’s area of work. In Edinburgh there are Green councillors on every committee, even though there are only 3 Greens out of 58 councillors.  Such ‘over-representation’ of small groups is not seen in many other councils in Scotland.
Scrutiny can involve questions to committee/ council/ the Executive – most of these tend to come from the opposition and can be party political. In full council (plenary) in some councils, any councillor can ask questions. In others only administration councillors (the ruling group) can ask questions.

Or there are targeted motions, to committee/ council/ the Executive. In Edinburgh, these require a proposer and seconder, and, given this, a motion will get discussed. Motions and questions can both be good for moving work on a subject in a particular direction, and suggestions from local organisations are generally welcome. Such suggestions can be made by approaching ‘friendly’ councillors (spokespeople or ward members).
Some councils are more politically aligned than others, and this can extend in practice through to council officials (although this is not always the case).

The impact of multimember wards – Edinburgh used to have 58 wards, but now this is down to 17 larger wards with three or four members each. All of these have plurality in representation, and so there is the opportunity to play councillors from different parties off each other. Quite often there is some one-upmanship going on, and councillors will work harder for their constituents’ cases, but it is also the case that councillors from different parties in a ward get used to working together as a team, on all but the most controversial of issues (eg, in Edinburgh – trams).  

Community planning partnerships – this is a structured way for voluntary organisations to get involved in the work of local authorities. Most CPPs have a role for the local CVS, who will be seen as the voluntary sector representative. This gives the CVS a lot of power, and also a lot of responsibility. It is an important role, but CVSs can find themselves getting pulled in different directions by the voluntary organisations that they represent. 

SOAs – are now coming to the end of their first year and have worked to a varying degree in different councils. In Edinburgh the councillors were divided over the SOA, the opposition perceiving a lack of strategic outlook. There is a lack of clarity around targets and what happens if they aren’t met. There needs to be a broader communication around SOAs and more clarity about non-statutory services, and non-statutory requirements – or the latter are likely to be missed. There is an important role for the third sector here to ensure that proper partnership working develops, not simply cronyism.
Localism – the Scottish Government drive towards localism (devolving power to local authorities) does provide some opportunity for changing dramatically how local authorities work. This has not been taken full advantage of yet. 

Questions/ discussion points with PON members

 Difficulties for national organisations with local branches/ local projects – they can lose out as they aren’t perceived to be local. 

· Maggie confirmed that councillors can’t work on national issues, just those within their local authority area and national voluntary organisations can feel the pinch. Sometimes different local authorities can come together to pool funding for a particular area, but it comes down to cost effectiveness. COSLA can look at issues for Scotland as a whole but this can be a bit unwieldy. Co-ordinating over regions would be a possibility to explore.

How do we know who to contact – eg who is on the CPPs?

· The information should be available from the LA website – eg in Edinburgh it is on the neighbourhoods partnership pages of the site. Also, Improvement Service should have links to the details. http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/useful-links/commplan/
Has accountability improved under the new voting system?

· STV brought in a lot of new councillors. They may feel more able to challenge officers, or sometimes their inexperience may go against them. The increased cross-party discussions and scrutiny should improve accountability. 

Is there training for new councillors? 

· Yes – the local authorities are responsible for the training of their councillors and this is taken more seriously since councillors have become salaried.

Are surgeries still a good way to get in touch?

· they are declining in importance – email is increasingly used instead. In the bigger wards one-to-one relationships are harder to establish – email needs to work. 

Do all councillors in a ward all turn up together for things? 

· Sometimes – eg community councils. They will usually co-ordinate on other kinds of meetings on a non-partisan basis. 

Who is more important to contact – the officers or the councillors?

 - Councillors should be more influential as they are the elected representatives, but this is not always the case – eg where there are new councillors and officers who have been around a while. Briefings come to councillors from the council officials so the officials are influential in that way too.  

Information point – Voluntary Arts Scotland have a briefing on Community Planning. It is written for arts organisations but would be useful to a wider audience. 

The Impact of STV – Kate Robinson (PON member), Electoral Reform Society - 
The ERS supports STV for all UK public elections, and is currently investigating the impact of STV   for Local Government elections. There is information about this in the leaflet – Communities in control. http://www.electoral-reform.org.uk/article.php?id=144 

PON members discussed the following with Kate:

· That STV is easy to understand. It may be hard to tally up but that should not concern the voter – if explained properly, how to vote using STV is not at all complex, and people often prefer to rank people rather than choose one over the rest. There was some discussion about spoiled papers and whether decoupling would help.  

· That certain power blocs have been broken down by the proportional vote. 

· Plurality works well for voluntary organisations – one councillor says no, there are two/three others. 
· There is variation between and within councils – sometimes councillors divvy up the ward between them. There is also some thematic divvying up by councillors within a ward – to subjects of interest/ expertise. 

· Sometimes an organisation will go to its committee of interest rather than its ward councillors. 

· If a community council covers more than one ward, it can get a bit inundated by councillors if they all turn up at a monthly meeting
· Will the fact that every vote counts encourage people to vote? – it is early days to tell.  

· How accessible is the voting – for people with physical or learning disabilities? the ERS is talking to these groups about access issues – there were some issues with the vote. The Scottish Council on Deafness have funding from the Electoral Commission to run an accessing democracy project, and the Equality Unit is funding a civic participation project for people with communication support needs. There is a toolkit on the Communication Forum website- Talk for Scotland. http://www.communicationforumscotland.org.uk/index.htm
Charity Law Update – Nancy Fancott, SCVO
The Scottish Law Commission has announced the publication of a discussion paper on unincorporated associations.  The paper identifies the legal issues which may affect the many thousands of voluntary organisations that do not have separate legal identity (e.g. are not incorporated under the Companies Act). The consequences of this may include personal liability for members and trustees where the group incurs debts, employs workers or is found legally responsible for personal injuries. The paper suggests several ways of overcoming the problem, including automatic deeming of separate legal status for those groups which satisfy a minimum set of criteria. Comments are requested by 6 March 2009.

SCVO welcomes the discussion and is committed to joint working with the Law Commission on this issue. We recognise the need for further work in this area and the potential impact it could have on the voluntary sector.  Many thousands of small and medium sized groups across Scotland could be directly affected.  Our initial view is that this could afford much needed protection for groups, particularly given the current climate of heightened risk and insecurity in the sector.  However, any proposal needs to be straightforward, transparent and cost-effective.  We will be preparing a formal consultation response and will assist the Law Commission to ensure the wide participation and input from voluntary organisations of all shapes and sizes across Scotland.  The Law Commission paper and press release are available at: http://www.scotlawcom.gov.uk
Nancy will circulate some information and gather views from the wider PON – eg how other people might want to get involved. 

Fiona Campbell flagged up that OSCR is holding a consultation on a one-stop-shop for limited companies (the SCIO) SCVO is working on this too. 

Voluntary Sector Update – Peter McColl, SCVO
Financial downturn – SCVO held a summit meeting on the recession on the day of its AGM, and the report of the discussions is now available, and SCVO is asking some further questions about the impacts on your organisations. See  http://www.scvo.org.uk/scvo/Information/ViewInformation.aspx?al=t&from=h&Info=1761
Localism – the localism taskgroup met on the 19th November and is working on funding guidance, and how voluntary organisations can get involved with CPPs and SOAs. 
BLF consultation – (Big thinking) this is running until late Feb and asks some big Qs about future use of the reduced funding. Peter urged PON members to respond. http://www.biglotteryfund.org.uk/index/about-uk/big_thinking.htm
Calman Commission – SCVO made a response to the Calman Commission which was informed by a series of local events. In the same week the UK government made a response which indicated a very limited appetite for change. The Calman Commission has published an interim report, which asks for more views on a lot of areas, and gives some very broad indication of direction of travel – which is not towards more radical fiscal devolution options. Some of the areas SCVO flagged up are touched upon and SCVO is likely to submit further evidence on these, particularly to challenge the view that all is well with the lottery as things stand. See Future Scotland http://www.scvo.org.uk/FutureScotland/Home/Home.aspx
FOI – there is a discussion happening about extending FOI to parts of the voluntary sector - eg housing associations and charities such as leisure trusts. Currently this is at the stage of preliminary public discussion and the S. Govt may hold a further consultation when it decides how to proceed. 
Voluntary concerns include a lack of clarity about who will be affected; that if it is to extend beyond the public sector it should not be just to the voluntary sector, but should cover the private sector too, and whether extension from the public sector is appropriate or whether it affects the voluntary sector’s independence from the public sector. 

On the other hand, if we are providing public services, why shouldn’t we be equally transparent? (are we already transparent enough?)

Information sharing
The note of the Big Conversation event is available from Voluntary Arts Scotland - http://www.vascotland.org.uk/uploaded/map8286.pdf
Future Dates:

January 29th - lunchtime meeting at Edinburgh University with the Public Policy Network. 
February 19th 10.30 am – 12.30 pm at Glasgow Alcohol Focus - main agenda item, SOAs. 
April 23rd 1.30pm – 3.30pm - at SCVO Edinburgh office, main agenda item manifestos. 
