Government Rescue Plan

The Government has published details of its rescue plan for charities and social enterprises in England (with some reference to Scotland and Wales) facing difficulties because of the recession/depression. Amongst the solutions are: a £15.5 million Community Resilience Fund in local authority areas considered to have the greatest need; more work with commissioners to ensure that smaller organisations receive their share of contracts; providing volunteering opportunities for jobseekers; a £16.5 million Modernisation Fund to enable third sector organisations to restructure and share facilities and services; a small investment in the School for Social Entrepreneurs to expand its work. Most of the schemes will start in April 2009.

Background
There’s no escaping the fact that this package is a poor one and offers unimaginative ideas combined with a real lack of money borne out of a real lack of money.

The plan is the result of several months’ consultation managed by the Office of the Third Sector in response to pleas from the third sector to do something about the growing demand for services from communities and the risk of declining income to the sector. You know you’re in trouble when what should be a considered and measured document starts with a two-page letter and smiling photo from Gordon Brown telling us how bad things are and that it’s time to buckle down and make the most of the all the opportunities that the Government has provided for the sector over the past 10 years. Towards the end of the document are six pages of ‘quotes’ from various government ministers saying how wonderful the third sector is and how well it will be able to weather the storm. Much of the plan is a very detailed reiteration of why the third sector is already in good hands.

Called Real Help for Communities: Volunteers, Charities and Social Enterprises, the plan and the document is part of the Government’s broader ‘Real help now’ programme that offers solutions to the private sector too. There are some new fund names in there, but much of the content is a rebadging or restatement of existing or previously-promised schemes, a call to make the most of opportunities like Gift Aid that have been around for ages, and a celebration of programmes like Grassroots Grants, Futurebuilders and the volunteering organisation v.

The detail
The Government has broken its rescue programme into two main sections: Meeting Demand for Services and Tackling Unemployment; and Strengthening the Sector Now and in the Future.
1. Meeting Demand for Services and Tackling Unemployment.
This set of schemes takes up £25.5 million of the £42.5 million offered by the programme as a whole. Amongst the specific proposals are:

· Up to £10 million to a volunteer brokerage scheme for unemployed people to create over 40,000 opportunities for people to learn new skills. Unlike most of the proposals, this one covers England, Wales and Scotland. It will build on an existing DWP commitment to support the benefit entitlement of people on Jobseekers Allowance who volunteer. From April 2009 it will allow people who have been unemployed for at least 6 months to access suitable work-focussed placements without their benefits being affected.

· A £15.5 million Community Resilience Fund to provide grants to small and medium providers of services in local authority areas most at risk of deprivation. This will be provided by the Office of the Third Sector, the Department of Communities and Local Government, the Department of Health, the Department of Children, Schools and Families, and the Department of Work and Pensions, and will be managed by ‘third sector partners’. There will be two elements to the scheme: grants for small/medium service providers whose services specifically relate to needs resulting from the recession (for example debt advice, family breakdown, skills development, mental health issues, drug or alcohol use etc.); and building closer ties between service commissioners and small/medium providers (an extension of the existing scheme of the OTS called the National Programme for Third Sector Commissioning, which will start in June 2009). Grants will be available from April 2009, with the Office of the Third Sector taking the lead. 

There are also proposals to pilot new accreditation systems for smaller third sector welfare to work providers, and a national campaign to press upon government bodies that invoices should be paid within 10 days.
2. Strengthening the Sector Now and in the Future. £17 million will be spent in this area. The specific proposals include:

· A £16.5 million Modernisation Fund to support ‘viable third sector organisations’ to access specialist services in order to restructure and become more resilient and efficient in the recession. Following a web-based diagnosis, which is due to come online in April 2009, organisations will be signposted to existing support services. From the summer of 2009 there will also be the possibility of a grant or loan where appropriate. The money will need to be used on purchasing specialist legal, financial and employment advice and guidance that will be required for you to merge or collaborate with other organisations.

· £500,000 to support the School for Social Entrepreneurs to expand its action-learning programme. 

There will also be an independent review of the incentives for investment in social enterprise, and a campaign to inform the third sector about the impact of the recession on pension schemes.
Real Help for Communities: Volunteers, Charities and Social Enterprises is available at www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/media/121758/real%20
help%20for%20communities.pdf or by calling 0845 014 0010 quoting URN 09/Z1.
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