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Dear Colleague
Infrastructure Support Service in Manchester

Thank you for the feedback you provided on Survey Monkey last year regarding the provision of infrastructure support to third sector organisations in Manchester. We are writing to all groups that responded to let you know how the feedback supplied has been used and to outline the process for what happens next. 
The feedback showed there was a great deal of support for a comprehensive volunteering service in Manchester as well as a simpler and clearer community engagement function. Respondents also clearly expressed a desire for less duplication between existing services.  See end of letter for a summary of the feedback provided by the consultation.

As a result of third sector feedback a proposal titled ‘Infrastructure Support for Third Sector Manchester: A New Framework’ was written outlining what a new infrastructure service might look like and the process needed to establish this.  
The ‘new framework‘ (a copy of which is enclosed) proposes that infrastructure in Manchester will have four service themes:  Capacity Building, Commissioning, Volunteering and Community Engagement. A number of prominent infrastructure stakeholders: Manchester Alliance for Community Care, Third Sector Essentials, Greater Manchester Council of Voluntary Organisations, Four Communities Together, Manchester Council for Community Relations; Lesbian Gay Foundation, Community Network for Manchester and Greater Manchester Youth Network were asked to consider the document and participate in a discussion group to consider how a single service can be developed to meet the needs of the sector within a budget of £730k. The process is ongoing and is being facilitated by an external independent agent Richard Caulfield from Voluntary Sector North West.
This group will shortly produce a Business Plan for what the new service will look like and how it will be delivered. At this point it will be circulated to third sector organisations in Manchester and feedback invited.  Any new contract for infrastructure support, whether negotiated, as is currently proposed, or put out for tender will have to meet the legal requirements of commissioning and be approved by the Council reporting process.  
Manchester has a vibrant third sector and the Council is committed to providing the support needed to meet the challenges that are being faced.

Once again thank you for your contribution. 
Yours sincerely

Steve Higgins

Programme Manager, Area Co-ordination and Third Sector Team

Issues Raised by Survey Monkey (November 2010):

The following is a summary of the points received from respondents to the infrastructure support service survey carried out in November 2010 by the Area Co-ordination and Third Sector Team. 

· There are a number of organisations providing a range of infrastructure support services to the voluntary and community sectors in Manchester. In some areas the agencies duplicate or overlap with one another causing general confusion across the sector and to service users.  This creates too much bureaucracy. 

· Manchester Community Central’s consortium of local suppliers approach is a good model that helps ‘tidy up’ the infrastructure but there is still a lot of duplication and confusion over which organisation to approach first, often puts organisations off approaching anyone at all. 

· There were a number of comments criticising the number of meetings and questioning what they achieved. One typical quote was: ‘there seems to be lots of meetings with very little output'. 

· There was support for the community engagement function but several respondents said it should be given a strategic focus not linked to any individual organisation.  This could be delivered through existing mechanisms e.g. Area Co-ordination.  

· Too much time and money is spent on meetings, too much duplication of networks, and information,  difficult to know who to approach, queries can ‘fall between the cracks’, things could be simplified, needs to be a rationalisation of services, it is bitty and disconnected, there is no coherent strategy, there is a need for a central coordinating body

· Information should be in one bulletin and consultation should also be more coordinated.

· Need for more direct and bespoke support for groups around commissioning issues. 

· More work is needed to make commissioning processes more accessible to third sector organisations. 

· The sector wants to see action and leadership with a CVS type organisation and a membership structure accountable to the sector it serves.  However a smaller number of respondents expressed support for moving away from the strategic and representative role of the third sector infrastructure organisations to operational and practical models with clearly defined objectives.
· There is a need for a comprehensive volunteering service – promoting volunteering across the city, offering support to organisations around managing, recruiting and retaining volunteers etc.

· There should be support for all the equality strands not just BME.
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