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Executive Summary
The Northumberland Voluntary and Community Sector Learning Consortium consists of 50 member organisations, who deliver informal learning provision, training, skills support, advice and guidance across Northumberland. The Secretariat is provided by Northumberland Community Development Network.  
This report provides recommendations for action, based on the responses to an online survey and a follow up focus group in September 2009.  The review has achieved consensus from the membership in the following key areas: 
a) defining the purpose of the consortium, its membership and agreeing a set of clear roles

b) raising the concept of a steering group and how that could operate to provide leadership accountability and direction;  

c) clarifying the nature of representation to outside networks and bodies; 

d) establishing views on the best means of communication and meeting arrangements and content;

e) agreeing the role and remit of the secretariat.
f) Identifying key priorities for action over the next 6 months and next 12-18 months
Initially, actions will be taken forward by an Interim Steering Group in October 2009.  Independent support is being sought via Phase 2 of the Modernisation Fund programme, which has funded the consultancy support for the review.
The online survey
 had responses from 42 member organisations from a total of 50 listed, with additional responses from key public sector partners (Learning and Skills Council, Local Authority departments, Fire and Rescue Service and Connexions).  The survey showed that despite the difficulties raised in previous Consortium meetings, there is a clear consensus of what the purpose and roles of the organisation should be and how it could progress to creating greater transparency, accountability and neutrality, to enable the consortium to become stronger.  The Consortium members clearly understand that the need to collaborate is greater than ever, if the range and quality of service provision is to be extended and improved, at a time of increasing need.  

The review has confirmed the strategic importance of having this Voluntary and Community Sector infrastructure in a county with diverse needs in a large county with concentrated urban centres and large rural areas.  The reach of the combined membership into communities and their ability to deliver a wide range of learning, skills and training is substantial.   

Consortium members have identified immediate and emerging policies and opportunities which need to be addressed and which constitute both potential threats and opportunities and have suggested ways in which they can begin addressing these and establish genuine and effective collaboration.
RECOMMENDATIONS
The actions agreed by the Focus Group following discussion of the online survey results, relate to partnership development, which will enable the Consortium to build strong foundations to then progress with collaborations and address delivery and policy priorities.  
The Consortium membership believe that by working together they can provide an effective response to the needs of local people, generate more activity, improve services and be able to bring in more resources to both the sector (helping financial resilience) as well as to the clients/learners.  They also feel that the actions proposed will give the Consortium a greater role in influencing policy and practice linked to learning, training and skills.

Greater trust and awareness of each others' services will be generated through these actions and this in turn will help facilitate and promote a series of collaborations on projects and services which in turn will benefit local people requiring help and support.
1. Establish and interim steering group to take forward Consortium and partnership development issues (by October 2009).   

2. Create and agree new Terms of Reference/Memorandum of Understanding for the Consortium, based on survey outcomes.
3. Agree and advertise person specifications for roles on the steering group as well as representatives to outside bodies.
4. Formalise secretariat roles and remit (based on survey outcomes)
5. Establish permanent Steering Group, elected from membership, which will drive forward actions and engage the members in meaningful collaboration (based on survey outcomes).
6. Review and revise Consortium representation to external bodies.
7. Create and endorse a protocol for funding applications which involve multiple members and can be submitted on behalf of the whole Consortium.
8. Create a separate website and identity for the Consortium, which members can use to actively seek partners for collaboration, share information and learning, identify opportunities and issues to be addressed and report back from key network and partnership meetings.  This will include a directory of services and specialisms of consortium members, which should help facilitate greater collaboration.
9. Deliver a series of themed events led by different Consortium members on key issues and opportunities for the VCS learning, skills and training sector, as well as clients/learners.

10. Establish Task and Finish Groups working on key opportunities for collaboration and fund raising to improve and extend services.  Timetable opportunities to enable advance preparation, quality collaborations between Consortium members and external partners and avoid knee-jerk responses to opportunities.  In addition, to support future joint bids, they will provide information and support about the pros, cons and expectations when leading consortium or collaborative bids, e.g. financial and performance monitoring and evaluation requirements, target setting and reporting, identifying risks and managing peer relationships.
PRIORITIES 

The following are a list of priority areas identified by the Focus Group which need to be considered and addressed over the coming 6 months and 12-18 months.  It is not an exhaustive list and it is likely that the Steering Group and membership will identify other key issues and actions as they proceed.  

The Steering Group will be critical in taking forward the actions listed above and driving the development of the Consortium, but there is recognition that members from across the Consortium will be able to take on responsibilities for leading on different issues, bids, events or other activities.
Priority issues for the next 6 months

It is recommended that the Consortium should seek to develop a  timetable of opportunities, so that members are well prepared and have a process to take up opportunities as they arise, rather than having little time to respond.  This would mean that members have time to develop ideas and progress collaborations.  There should be a means of evaluating what works and what doesn’t and why.  The use of Task and Finish Groups and events would enable people to get involved in activities which are of specific interest to them.  
The following issues are in addition to the partnership development work cited above.  

Learning and training

· Themed event on skills training and learning to help organisations identify where they sit and what is the fit with the consortium 
· Exploration of how we co-ordinate the informal learning and training agendas to pool skills and join up with other agendas
· The Learner Journey – joined up thinking (ensuring that there is a VCS conversation before the multi-sectoral conversation) 
Consortium bids and requirements
· Experiences of the lead partner with mainstream funding and external funds

· Requirements and roles, monitoring, evaluation

· Peer relationships when working on delivering a project together as a collaborative bid
· N.B. link to Contracts Matter (event on 23 October)

Working Neighbourhoods Fund

· Meeting to explore what is being delivered, by whom and where in Northumberland, following the approval of submissions in September.

· Referral routes and opportunities

· Collaboration and partnership opportunities

Funding and policy opportunities
· Third sector Capacity Fund opens in November
· Transformation Fund

· LEADER
· Flexible New Deal

VCS Profile raising with new structures and wider partners
· Changes in structures – LSC, County Council, Train the Gain, DWP etc – raising awareness with key partners and commissioners about what the VCS LC is and what it can provide (once foundations are established)

· Quantifying added value of the work of the sector

Marketing and Communications

· Marketing and communications (task group)
· Publicity and profile for VCS LC

· Directory of who is doing what within VCS LC (for use internally and externally) link to capabilities database regionally (build on work already undertaken by NCDN on services in Northumberland and informal learning)
· Produce Case studies (contextualised, specific and relevant)

CRB Regulations

· CRB regulations changes (affects whole sector – could be an issue for the Northumberland VCS Consortium, rather than the VCS Learning Consortium)

Priorities for the next 12-18 months

The Consortium Focus Group identified a number of key activities which would build in the work of the first 6 months of development and which would relate to the longer term effectiveness of the Consortium and support future collaboration:

1. Develop the advocacy role of the Consortium in terms of exercising influence over policy and decision making on priority issues with good quality input from representatives and ongoing partnership knowledge and awareness raising.

2. Ensure that the Consortium can prepare effectively for the post General Election era, with whatever consequences that may bring in terms to changes in structures, policies and funding streams.

3. Develop a rolling programme of collaborations between Consortium members and between the Consortium and external partners, which are well supported, evidence based, effective and relevant and which add value to the delivery of quality services in Northumberland. 

4. Develop improved marketing and communications: 
a) internally - to communicate with each other, support collaboration, highlight opportunities and issues and have an ongoing feed of information and progress reports;

b) externally:   to raise the profile and awareness of the consortium, including with key stakeholders and commissioners, as well as other networks and partnerships, to demonstrate good practice and case studies and to be seen as an effective mechanism through which to deliver learning, training and skills support and attract more resources to the sector to improve services.
5. Support the longer term investment in capacity building and VCS learning/skills/training workforce development, to undertake continuous professional development and improvement in the quality of services delivered to learners and clients.

SUMMARY OF ONLINE SURVEY RESULTS (13 September 2009)
1. ROLES AND PURPOSE

There is a clear view on the role and purpose of the Consortium according to the survey response.  96% of respondents agreed with the statement that:  

Northumberland Voluntary and Community Sector Learning Consortium is a network for VCS organisations which provide skills, training, guidance and complementary support services to people in Northumberland.
In addition, 90% agreed with the main aim of the Consortium being:
To strengthen the capacity of the sector to deliver quality learning and skills to the people of Northumberland.

There was majority agreement in relation to the key roles of the Consortium, as being:

· Supporting information sharing on activities and opportunities in Northumberland on learning skills and IAG (89%)

· Facilitating collaboration and joint working between member organisations (84%)
· Providing representation on key partnerships and networks to promote the views of the sector, raise the profile of delivery and influence future developments (80%)

· Coordinating and promoting workforce development for paid and unpaid staff of member organisations to strengthen capacity (78%)

· Supporting organisations to deliver new qualifications within the sector (78%)

· Providing a forum to debate issues relevant to the sector and planning responses and actions (78%)
· Acting as a broker to support consortium bids (73%)
· Acting as a lead body for consortium bids when requested, in line with agreed roles (69%)
· Assisting VCS Groups to become training providers, assessors and IAG providers (67%)
· Supporting multi-sectoral partnerships (64%)
· Providing access to accredited status for smaller organisations (60%)
Although over half supported the following, less convincing as main roles were:

· Ensuring quality standards for programme content are agreed/understood (56%)
· Supporting organisational development (56%)
· Supporting organisations to achieve Matrix accreditation and quality standards (56%)
Not supported by the majority was the following role:

· Supporting organisations to achieve PQQ (38%)
2. ACCOUNTABILITY AND TRANSPARENCY
Steering Group: To promote transparency and accountability, it was proposed that a Steering Group be formed to guide and oversee the work of the Consortium, drawn from the membership. This Group would have a mandate from the membership of the consortium and its role enshrined in the revised Terms of Reference. 
Mandate: The responses indicated that the Steering Group should take its mandate from the membership in a variety of ways, including through positions agreed at specific issue meetings and events (81%), opinions through surveys and questionnaires on specific issues (79%) and through general consortium meetings (67%).

Membership: According to respondents, Steering Group membership should be based on a mix of large and small organisations (96%), a range of providers of VCS workforce skills (84%), represent a geographic spread (81%) and specialist networks (74%), as well as have some public sector partners and networks in attendance (63%).  Comments stressed the need to retain a third sector focus, with public sector input as relevant.  

The Steering Group should have between 7 (49%) and 10 (51%)  members and should either be elected annually or bi-annually from the membership (42% for each option). There was little support for the Steering Group to appoint itself annually (12%) or biannually (23%).

Of the respondents, 59% said they would be willing to join the Steering Group.
3. REPRESENTATION

Nominations: Respondents thought that representatives should be chosen to act on behalf of the Consortium on other bodies (partnerships, networks, working groups etc), either by nominations through the Steering Group endorsed by the Consortium membership (57%) or nominations from the main Consortium membership endorsed by the Steering Group (43%).  

Feedback: In terms of feeding back to the Consortium, representatives would be expected to do this in a variety of ways, including through written short notes (55%), updates on the website (48%), updates in the Steering Group (45%), reporting issues through the main Consortium meetings (43%) and by providing links to further information (43%).

Groups and networks: When asked about other groups or networks which the Consortium should be represented on, the majority views related to the Northumberland VCS Consortium (67%), Northumberland County Council groups (64%) and Northumberland Employability Collaborative Partnership (62%).  There was not majority support for the Consortium to have representatives on VONNE (45%), NEWS Network (43%) or Tyne and Wear Employment Consortium Third Sector Focus Group (36%)

Representatives: Of those who responded, 40% said they would be prepared to represent the consortium.  When asked what support they would require, some suggested basic administrative support, some said travel expenses, others said briefings and a single point of contact to feed back to.

4. COMMUNICATIONS

Methods of communication: A range of options had been provided for respondents to consider in terms of how they would like to be communicated with.  Email and website based information was the most popular form of communication for almost every category, apart from feedback from representatives, where presenting at a meeting was preferred.

· meeting and event information (the majority of people preferred email)

· Breaking news (predominantly email, with some website)

· Case studies (predominantly website, with newsletters and email)

· Progress reports (spread fairly evenly across email, website, newsletter, meetings)

· Feedback from representatives (spread across meeting, website, email, newsletter)

· Policy information (predominantly website, with email and meetings)

· New contract opportunities (predominantly email, with web and meetings lower)

· Partnership requests (predominantly email, backed up by website and meetings)

Meeting frequency: 76% of respondents thought that meetings of the full Consortium should be held quarterly, with only 22% stating bi-monthly and 7% twice a year, with 0% monthly.
Special events: 100% respondents said that events on specific issues/opportunities should be convened as appropriate.  There was majority opinion on the types of issues that should be covered, including:  collaborative contracting opportunities (76%) and new opportunities (76%); meetings with public and private sector partners to promote collaboration on learning and skills (73%), networking events to improve contacts and awareness (68%); workforce development (56%) and new areas of policy and practice (54%).

Features:  There was significant consensus on the elements which should feature in Consortium meetings, which included:  feedback from representatives (83%); the latest funding and contracting opportunities (83%); news of VCS Learning Consortium programmes progress and problems (76%); and networking sessions to profile activities across the county (71%) and information on policy changes and implications (61%).  Of less importance to respondents was the need to have information on the wider skills agenda (51%), feedback from county and regional networks (51%) and profiles of agencies and organisations (32%).  
5.  SECRETARIAT FUNCTION
There was significant consensus on the role of the Secretariat in terms of: providing administrative support, updating members’ profiles, maintaining the Consortium database (all 95%), maintaining the website (93%) and arranging meetings and speakers (90%).  Compiling and circulating information to members (88%), organizing events (80%) and responding to members’ queries (78%) were also important.  Of less importance, but still a majority of support was identified for offering briefings to representatives (63%), investigating and promoting collaboration opportunities (60) and offering induction and capacity building to emerging providers (50%).  
Northumberland VCS Learning Consortium Review
Survey Respondents 
September 2009
	Northumberland County Council

	Connexions

	Fourth Action

	CB Learning & Assessment and NCDN

	CRC/NERFN SE Northumberland Faiths Group

	Northumberland VCS Consortium

	CFBT

	Transport in North Northumberland (TINN)

	Northumberland Care Alliance

	Northumberland County Blind Association

	Volunteering Northumberland

	Norcare

	TDB Training

	Bliss services

	Beaumont Associates (Northumberland) Ltd

	Northumberland Community Development Network

	Wansbeck Centre for Voluntary Service

	Acumen Community Enterprise Development Trust Ltd

	Workers' Education Association (WEA)

	Lynemouth Community Trust

	PNE

	Northumberland County Council

	PNE Development

	Anonymous

	Anonymous

	Northumberland County Council 
Parkhead & Wansbeck Powersports

	Silx Teen bar

	Acumen

	Headway

	DISC

	Project Northumberland

	VoiCeS

	Wansbeck CVS

	NCDN

	OCNNER

	Northumberland County Council (Regeneration)

	CVA Blyth Valley

	Action for Children

	CEP Associates

	Wansbeck CAB

	Northumbria Youth

	The Career Navigation Company

	LSC

	Wansbeck CVS

	Ashington Community Development Trust

	Northern Learning Trust

	Women's Health Advice Centre

	Northumberland Wildlife Trust

	Newbiggin Arts Forum

	Adapt (North East)

	NCDN

	N.E. Arts
Northumberland Fire and Rescue Service

Sure Start Children’s Centre North
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� A summary report of the results of the online survey of Consortium members and the presentation made to the Northumberland VCS Learning Consortium Focus Group on 17 September are available on the Consortium's webpages.  � HYPERLINK "http://www.ncdn.org/pages/learning-and-support/vcs-learning-consortium.php" ��http://www.ncdn.org/pages/learning-and-support/vcs-learning-consortium.php� 
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