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We are not an arm of the State. We have our own arms.

www.independentaction.net
Promoting and Protecting
Voluntary and Community Action
NCIA is an alliance of individuals and organisations who believe that our freedom to join with others in truly independent voluntary and community activities is in danger. This leaflet sets out why we think this is the case, and what can, and should, be done about it. It also gives some examples of what we mean by independent action.
Why our role and our future is in danger

In the UK, and elsewhere in the world, what we call the Voluntary and Community Sector (VCS) is a crucial part of having and keeping a free, open and democratic society. Whether it’s stamp collecting or sedition, the VCS represents one part of the ‘ungoverned space’ in which we can freely associate. The liberty we have to join together to pursue shared interests, even when these bring us into conflict with others, has been fought for and won. These are precious rights. Over several centuries, the VCS has been a haven and testbed for new thinking, for community action, for social support, a platform for dissent, campaigning and social action, and a way of holding Governments and other powerful interests to account. These are our roles.
The VCS can only play these roles if the voluntary agencies, community and campaign groups are able to decide for themselves their interests, aspirations, objectives, priorities, methods and ways of working. These ‘independent’ organisations then engage with the outside world. Where the pursuit of divergent interests or active dissent is required, the capacity of an organisation or group to hold to its own autonomy is truly tested.
Pressure on this independence is now extreme as a result of Government interest in using the sector for its own purposes and especially privatisation through their Public Service Delivery Plan. The legitimacy of separateness, and of dissent and challenge, essential to the structural relationship between the VCS and Government, has been replaced by the language and practice of “partnership working”, which disregards the realities of unequal power relationships and divergent interests, and assumes an alignment between State and VCS interests. The voluntary sector has ‘re-branded’ as ‘The Third Sector’, and is expected to operate, alongside the private sector, as an arms-length ‘delivery vehicle’, competing for contracts, working to Government targets and controlled by prescriptive performance management systems. 
Community needs are assessed by Government (central and local), priorities identified, budgets set, specifications preapred and put out to competitive tender. Not only does this force us to abandon our own priorities to match the specification, it also forces ways of working and styles of management that suit our new ‘contractor’ status. The winners in this debacle are corporate national voluntary agencies, most of whom have ‘transformed’ themselves into private sector look-alikes. 
Meanwhile the historic mainstay of the UK voluntary sector – smaller, service-focused groups, rooted in local communities, are being shafted. Too few of these organisations have been able, or willing, to resist the pressures and assert their own autonomy. These agencies are now in crisis, many in outright panic. They are bending to State pressures to ‘modernise’, to become ‘fit for purpose’, and in the process are losing their own purpose within their communities. Gone are the grants to support their own priorities. They are losing funding, are hastily forming themselves into consortia in the hope of winning contracts, and refashioning their management and governance to mimic private sector practices. Others are shutting down or being taken over.
And the ‘community sector’ - small, poorly funded, volunteer-based, community groups - which has been largely ignored and marginalised by statutory agencies, remains marginal and poorly supported. Despite Government rhetoric about ‘empowerment’ and valuing community-based action, the reality is otherwise. Public funding continues to decline to the smallest groups, onerous conditions are placed on what is available, freedom of action is increasingly constrained by regulation and rigid local ‘strategic’ priorities (Local Area Agreements, for example), whilst local CVSs and other second tier organisations are funded to ‘capacity build’ the community sector and make it ‘fit for purpose’, rather than represent its interests.
What’s most important to fix?

Asserting and defending self-determination is usually to be found in practical action, rooted in you and your organisation’s daily life. Here are the areas where we are working - building a picture of what’s wrong, what needs to happen, who’s doing it and how we can connect with each other through action. 
There are many other issues and areas of work that we could look at. If you want to help out with the ones we’ve chosen, or suggest new priorities for our attention, get in touch at indyaction@yahoo.co.uk   

First off, there are lots of problems with the way things are now done, underpinned by damaging assumptions, and which force voluntary agencies and community groups to work in certain ways:
· So-called ‘partnership working’;
· The use of funding regimes to prescribe how work is to be done and the results to be anticipated – especially via the current fashion for ‘procurement and commissioning’;
· ‘new managerialism’ – the arrival of management styles and techniques from the private sector, forcing rigid hierarchies, fear at work, and loss of democratic involvement;
· ‘Quality assurance’ systems that take up masses of time but ultimately assure nothing of much benefit to clients and communities;
· Use of jargon and language that confuses and tells lies;
· The contracting out and privatisation of public services and the complicity of parts of the voluntary sector in this;
· How the sector is represented and by whom;
· The loss of collective and direct action and how we need to get it back.
Secondly, we need to have our agendas in what we care about, such as:

· Arts and culture

· Criminal justice

· Economic and social justice for minority ethnic communities.

· Environment and climate change

· Legal advice and rights work

· Health and social care

· Refugees, asylum seekers and migrant workers

· Housing and homelessmess

· Community development

· Representation and grassroots support

What we need to do

Governments do what Governments do. But we have never seen before such a determined and sustained attempt by a Government to use the power of the State to bring voluntary and community action under its control. And we have not seen so many voluntary organisations bend to these pressures. We now face a crisis and it is not going to get sorted out by itself. We have to fight our own corner. We need to take action to protect and defend our independence and our autonomy, as individuals, as groups and for the sector as a whole.
Forming a view, having an opinion and a plan of action is the first step. But, in itself, having a view or plan changes nothing. It is ‘doing’ that changes things, by yourself or by joining with others.

Get Talking. The first and most basic need is to speak these issues out – to name ‘the elephant in the room’. It may be surprising that we say this, but it is shocking how little debate there has been within the VCS about these issues and their impact on the sector. This is one of the things we can do as individuals – talk to others around us, say what we think, ask others what they think, generate a conversation. But as individuals we can also act unilaterally. Are there things that you are asked to do in your work which offend your values or which will damage your organisation, your users or their communities? What scope do you have to say ‘no’ to these things, or to find more acceptable ways and means? Being out-and-out oppositional can be scary and demands a certain bravery, but there can also be more subtle ways of using your influence to move things in a positive direction.

Action by your group. You are independent, after all, and can decide for yourselves what you want to do, with whom and on what terms. When organisations look at themselves with their independence in mind (and we can help you do this, if you’d like us to - link), they often find how much this has been compromised by agreeing to some targets here, a contract there, a change in management style, to join a Consortium….. It’s only right that you say ‘no’, if the pressures on you are going to stop you doing what you really think is needed and important. Saying ‘no’ to funding is, of course, one option and some groups are beginning to do just that, if it takes them too far away from their purpose. But being clear what you are willing to do, and not do, can also help you take the money and agree terms that do not compromise your independence. Negotiate hard on the contract, insist on full cost recovery, propose your own monitoring system, resist interference in your staffing practices or your operational systems, insist that your relationship with your funder is an equal one, don’t be a pushover.

Acting together. Taking a position and acting on with others can have a powerful impact. Many existing forums and networks, especially in local areas, can be the start of successful action. Where networks don’t exist, the effort to set something in place can be well rewarded. Groupings like this are most useful when they are used to hammer out your own collective positions on the issues that concern you, help you find ways of working together better, and us the results to influence statutory bodies or other powerful interests. If you, as a group of organisations, know what you want to happen you will find it easier to persuade – sometimes force - others to abandon their own plans.

Who speaks for us? Lastly there is an important role here for the ‘second tier’ groups, the ‘infrastructure organisations’. At local level, the job of these organisations is to support the VCS and an important aspect of this is strengthening and defending independence, both of individual groups and the sector as a whole. Often these groups reckon that they speak for the sector too, represent it in the local area. This is a vital activity, whether or not it is paid for properly, but should always be done on the basis of a proper mandate from, and accountability to, those it purports to speak for.

At national level too, there are the federations, the membership organisations and the ‘trade associations’. These also have important roles in protecting the independence of voluntary action. Their generally poor performance in this crucial role is one of the main reasons why the Coalition was set up. Effective national agencies of this sort will be researching and reporting on threats and damage to the sector, and speak plainly about the things that must stop and the things that must start in their place. Their programmes of work will reflect their commitment to independence and they will not conspire with policies and practices that subvert that.

Want to know more and join in the action?

If you or your organisation would like to know more about the Coalition and get involved, please have a look at our website: www.independentaction.net and contact us at indyaction@yahoo.co.uk 

10 Top tips …….


Decide what you need to do with your users and your community and hold to that; chase the money to do that job and that job only


Speak plainly and tell the truth as you see it, even – especially - to those you fear are more powerful than you. If you don’t like something, say so. If the Emperor is naked, don’t pretend to admire his new clothes


Repeat to yourself until you breathe it – the voluntary/community sector is DIFFERENT to the statutory and private sector. This is structural not personal. We each have a different job to do; and this may commit us to dissent – with each other and with others. If you don’t know what the differences are, then find out


Argue for what you want – for policies, responses, solutions – and not just against those that are unacceptable. Say what you want and know how to get it


Be willing to say ‘no’ – to money, to unsound ideas, to co-option – and be prepared to stand up to the vilification and exclusion that may follow from that


You don’t need anyone’s permission to be independent. Stop looking upwards for the next set of instructions; look sideways to your users, communities, friends and colleagues for inspiration and guidance


Don’t allow yourself or your organisation to be isolated, frightened and exposed through corrosive competitive relationships and encounters - look for allies and work together


Pay attention to the exercise of power - who has it, how it is used and for what purpose; reach for collective action to redress power imbalances


Act tactically; remember that there can be many ways to get a result


Act as you believe and lead by example. Don’t just talk about the problems and the pressures – DO something about them. None of this stuff is going to get sorted by itself.








In practice…….. an individual’s response








In Practice ……. A group’s response





In practice…….. working together, making our own plans, fighting back





In practice…….. supporting and sustaining voluntary action





In practice…….. plain speaking on the policy issues











PAGE  
3

