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About the Women’s Resource Centre

The Women’s Resource Centre (WRC) is a charity which supports women’s organisations to be more effective and sustainable. We provide training, information, resources and one-to-one support on a range of organisational development issues. We also lobby decision makers on behalf of the women’s not-for-profit sector for improved representation and funding.

Our members work in a wide range of fields including violence against women, employment, education, rights and equality, the criminal justice system and the environment. They deliver services to and campaign on behalf of some of the most marginalised communities of women.

There are over ten thousand people working or volunteering for our members who support almost half a million individuals each year.

For more information about this response or the WRC, contact:

Karen Moore



Women’s Resource Centre

Policy Officer



Ground Floor East, 33-41 Dallington Street
Email: karen@wrc.org.uk

London EC1V OBB
Tel: 020 7324 3030


www.wrc.org.uk 

Introduction

The Department for Communities and Local Government is consulting on proposals for a fund to support third sector organisations in empowering communities across England.

WRC welcomes CLGs recognition of the role of the third sector in empowering local communities. In addition, we are particularly pleased to see that the themes include a focus on community development, community involvement in planning and empowerment of excluded communities. 

However we also have a number of concerns about the Empowerment Fund which are outlined below.  In this response we have not responded to the specific consultation questions. Our comments refer to our concerns about the Empowerment Fund overall.
General comments

WRC welcomes proposals which are aimed at supporting third sector organisations to empower the communities they serve. However, we reiterate the concerns raised by Urban Forum (UF) in the letter they drafted and which WRC signed,  that the proposed thresholds outlined in the consultation document seem arbitrary and ignore the contribution an organisation can make (regardless of size or the area it serves) to the aims of the empowerment agenda. 
Funding well-resourced third sector organisations with a national remit not only excludes smaller voluntary and community organisations (VCOs) who are directly supporting and empowering local communities but takes the funding away from where it would have most impact.
The fact that the document invites applications by November 2008 raises questions about the opportunity to genuinely influence these proposals.

In our view the proposed levels of funding are not appropriate to the aims of reducing inequality by placing power in the hands of those who do not currently have it. And we question the assertions made in the Communities in Control Equality Impact Assessment (EIA) that the Empowerment Fund will have a positive impact on all sections of the community including equalities groups. Given that specialist equalities organisations such as women’s VCOs tend to be smaller they are more likely to be excluded from accessing the fund as result of the proposed thresholds.

This is more worrying given that the EIA also states that ‘there are no notable gender differences in relation to subjective empowerment…Moreover, men and women seem to participate at similar rates in civic and political life.’ This statement overlooks important gender differences which impact on women’s access to decision making and influencing. For example, in a study of local decision making in Manchester, Oxfam found that even when women were present in equal numbers to men (on Local Strategic Partnerships), they tended to speak less often and for less time than men.

However, it is more likely that women (despite making up over 50% of the population) will be under-represented in formal decision making:

Research on women's engagement and representation on LSPs has found:

· Across England only 1.8% of voluntary and community sector representation on LSPs are women’s organisations (despite comprising 7% of the voluntary sector).

· Only 11% of central LSP boards have 50% or more female representatives.

· Over 80% of LSPs did not monitor women's representation.

We are extremely disappointed that sustainable, core funding is only accessible to those organisations that already have incomes far exceeding that of most charities. In our view this document replicates what the voluntary sector is already seeing in terms of the commissioning agenda – the large, generic organisations cleaning up in terms of funding (often because of the reduced administration involved in managing a few large organisations) at the expense of smaller organisations with the skills, knowledge and experience of meeting the needs of the most vulnerable people in our society. 
This trend was also highlighted in the Third Sector Review – that big organisations are getting bigger and smaller VCOs are struggling to secure funding -  and in our view the Empowerment Fund risks accentuating this by undermining the redistribution of power as those without voice, i.e. marginalised groups, are inevitably going to be smaller.
Again, we reiterate the concerns that UF raised in the letter they drafted in response to this consultation and which WRC signed, that were this approach to funding endorsed by CLG, it sends out a worrying message to other funders which could have a devastating impact on smaller, community organisations. 
We also have serious concerns about the ability of large national third sector organisations to represent the views of and ‘empower’ marginalised and ‘hard to reach’ groups in our society and equalities groups in particular. In addition, as UF have highlighted there are concerns that there is no scope within the consultation for partnership bids. The one-size fits all approach that CLG appears to be taking is at odds with increasing opportunities for handing power back to local communities.
We are concerned that it would be down to a small number of large, national third sector organisations to represent the interests of local communities (including local communities of interest such as equalities groups). These organisations do not necessarily have the expertise and experience of representing marginalised groups and those that do, i.e. specialist equalities organisations, tend to be smaller and would be unable to apply for this fund. 

For example, women’s VCOs play a key role in supporting and empowering women, often those who experience disadvantage on the basis of their race, sexuality, disability, age or faith as well as their gender. This has tangible impacts beyond that of the individual but to their families, the local community and wider society. 

Recent research for example has clearly illustrated the added value of women’s VCOs in supporting women (particularly those who are vulnerable and marginalised) to rebuild their lives following experiences of violence and abuse, helping them to support their families, gain new skills and employment and contribute both socially and economically to society. 

Example: Women’s VCOs

Changing lives – the impact on women

The interviewees gave numerous examples of how women’s lives have been transformed by the work of the organisation. Impacts included long-term freedom from violence, improved mental health, and economic independence through training and employment.

“Women’s lives have been completely controlled by their violent partner. [...] When they've left here, they have been able to manage their own affairs, they have been able to deal with their own children, they've been able to run their lives and that's a huge impact on their life.” 
(Tower Hamlets Women’s Aid)
Changing communities – the impact on communities
The organisations in this study also spoke about the impact of their work on women’s families and communities, for example children being able to be looked after by their parents rather than social services, and women playing more active roles in their communities.
“Women end up in much more fulfilled positions in their lives both in work and in relationship terms and are therefore better mothers, better sisters and better workers. But also they are able to contribute to their community in the broadest possible way – by being better neighbours and better volunteers. I think it is also not uncommon for them to leave the role of victim and help someone else along.” 
(Haringey Women’s Forum)

For women’s VCOs to continue this vital work there needs to be recognition of its importance by CLG and other Government Departments and funding structures which offer the flexibility for community organisations to fill the gaps in mainstream service provision. 
However, the current lack of diversity in funding opportunities, mostly due to the emphasis on commissioning is having a devastating impact on women’s VCOs. This is compounded by a lack of understanding about the need for women’s VCOs as a result of the widespread myth that we have achieved gender equality.  In fact, discrimination against women in UK society is persistent and widespread:
· Only 19.5% of MPs are women and only two of these come from minority ethnic communities. There has never been an Asian women MP.

· 45% of women have experienced some form of domestic violence, sexual assault or stalking.

· It is conservatively estimated that 80,000 women suffer rape every year.

· At least 32% of children, mostly girls, experience some form of child sexual abuse.

· An estimated 66,000 women living in the UK have undergone female genital mutilation (FGM) and 21,000 girls under 16 are currently at risk.

· In 2004, the Metropolitan Police decided to re-open 114 murder cases from the previous decade, which they now think may be so-called ‘honour’ killings.
 
· The Forced Marriage Unit in the Foreign and Commonwealth Office deals with approximately 250 forced marriage cases each year. Approximately 85% of these are female.
 
There needs to be acknowledgement of how community participation and engagement is gendered. Women play an active role at the community level and in a less formal way than men. More needs to be done to ensure that women have the opportunity to participate in formal decision making (especially those from minority communities) to ensure they are able to articulate their concerns and can help to shape the local agenda. Now that we have the Gender Equality Duty, statutory bodies are acting illegally if they do not proactively address this.

In the letter that UF drafted and WRC signed it was argued that if CLG wants to empower local communities, they need to fund work to support it at a local level building on the existing experience and expertise of local groups. For example, women’s VCOs contribute significantly to both improving and empowering local communities. They have a long history of campaigning for recognition of women’s inequality and it is largely the result of their struggle that women have the rights and protections they do today. 

Women’s VCOs have both local and specialist knowledge, and therefore have vital information to contribute about women’s experiences of living in an area, accessing local services and so on. They highlight issues which are often hidden such as domestic violence and sexual violence, female genital mutilation, crimes in the name of ‘Honour’ etc. These issues would not come to light without the existence of women’s organisations.
Research has found that women’s organisations also provide added-value in terms of meeting women’s complex needs, providing safe women-only space which involves them in decision-making and empowers in terms of building self-confidence and skills. It also found that the key to empowerment is to support women to become their own advocates:
“Success is a woman who actually feels able to articulate her own needs. So she's not only taking what you offer, but she's actually able to say is. 'What I need for me is…' ”

We are concerned that the proposed fund will not achieve its aims unless it reaches those organisations working at the ‘coal face’ that are making a tangible difference to the individuals and communities they live and work in.
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