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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 its proposals for a ‘revitalised and enhanced’ Third Sector Partnership Board which will be the principal forum for future strategic engagement with the third sector. 
WRC welcomes the CLGs wish to engage with the sector but has some concerns about the composition of the board members and about the ability of the board to represent the third sector adequately. 
Do you agree with these proposals on the role of the Partnership Board?
We are pleased that CLG sees the partnership as being a two-way process, but third sector representatives should be able to advise on issues beyond those that affect the delivery of CLGs Departmental Strategic Objectives. Currently, the proposals seem limited to focusing on CLGs agenda, with little scope for third sector organisations to discuss the challenges they are facing. 
Voluntary and community organisations (VCOs) are generally set up to meet the needs of particular groups whose needs are not met by mainstream services and therefore Government departments have much to learn from them. VCOs work at the grassroots level and have specialist expertise and knowledge about meeting the needs of specific communities. CLG should not place its own priorities above meeting the needs of local communities.

For example, women’s VCOs campaign on issues which have not yet been identified or acknowledged by Government, such as the ‘No recourse to public funds’ campaign which is highlighting the need for support for women who, because of their insecure immigration status, cannot access public funds if they need to leave a violent relationship. Organisations such as Southall Black Sisters have worked tirelessly to get this on the Government agenda and improve services for some of the most vulnerable and marginalised women in our society. It is this campaigning which underpins changes in both policy and service delivery.
We have some misgivings about the Partnership Board being the ‘principal forum’ for the third sector to contribute to CLGs activities. The Board needs to be aware of the risks of creating an ‘elite’ group which has a significant level of strategic influence who may not be aware of how this impacts on the broader third sector. It is vital that CLG is able to engage with a diverse range of third sector organisations and that equal weight and consideration is given to the views of those beyond the Partnership Board.
The Partnership Board can never be representative of the whole third sector and we are pleased to note that CLG will be looking at other methods of consulting with the sector. CLG must strike the right balance in terms of representation on the Partnership Board. It is vital that specialist equalities organisations are represented on the Board as they have specific expertise and experience in advocating on behalf of and representing the most marginalised and vulnerable members of our society. They have vital intelligence to contribute to Government about how to empower and improve the lives of individuals, communities and wider society.
It is not clear from this consultation document how the Partnership Board will strengthen engagement with the third sector.
Recommendations: 

· The Third Sector Partnership Board should provide an opportunity for the third sector to discuss the challenges they are facing. This should inform CLG policy.

· The Third Sector Partnership Board should include representatives of specialist equalities organisations which represent the different equality groups.

Do you agree we need a mixture of third sector organisations, representative bodies and local government?
Do you have views on which representative organisations should be invited, given our strategic objectives?
If the aim is to consult with the third sector then the majority of members should represent third sector organisations. Given that there are only five seats available, we recommend that not only do all these go to third sector organisations but that the current membership is reviewed. Again, the third sector is large and diverse and organisations represent myriad different interests. Whilst we acknowledge that the Partnership Board cannot represent everyone we believe there is scope for better representation in the current and proposed membership.

In particular, we advocate an explicit focus on specialist equalities organisations who support the most under-represented and disadvantaged communities in our society. Women’s VCOs for example, are particularly important because they have expert knowledge of the communities they work with and live in. They are able to articulate the needs and concerns of women; their services often deal with cross-cutting issues; they have specialist expertise and experience of working with local women as well as knowledge of living and working in a community; they can reach the most vulnerable and marginalised women and can support local authorities to challenge discrimination and advance women’s equality.

Furthermore, by supporting and empowering individual women, they make a tangible difference to local communities and wider society – see example below:
Changing communities – the impact on communities
Research on women’s VCOs explored the impact of their work on women’s families and communities. It found, for example, that children were able to be looked after by their parents rather than social services, and women played 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)

Recommendations: 

· The current membership of the Partnership Board should be reviewed to ensure that the input of the third sector is maximised.
· Membership of the Partnership Board should include specialist equalities organisations.
Do you agree with the proposal that the department should hold an open competition for members during 2009?

We agree with this proposal with the proviso that it is a fair and transparent process, e.g. that it is widely advertised and that a diverse range of third sector organisations have the opportunity to apply. 

However, we have concerns that members would be unpaid. Many voluntary and community organisations are small and over-stretched and do not have the capacity to engage with policy unless it is properly resourced. We strongly advocate good practice in this area and encourage agencies to acknowledge the valuable resources (intelligence, expertise and experience) that VCOs bring to the table as well as the more practical issues – such as organisations finding suitable cover so that they can attend meetings. 

Good practice on consultation:

WRC has been running a Policy Forum for the women’s sector for the last 5 years.

Women’s organisations from different equalities groups and areas of work are invited to join the Forum. It is a space where WRC can learn about the key issues and priorities of women’s organisations and a chance to find out what is happening ‘on the ground’. 

Members can exchange information, share good practice and build networks. In acknowledgement of this vital expert input and time (as well as the practicalities of small organisations arranging cover to attend meetings) we offer a payment as well as travel and childcare expenses for participation in meetings. As a result women’s organisations know that they are valued and have a genuine opportunity to engage and influence at a policy level.
Recommendations: 

· Opportunities to apply for a place on the Partnership Board should be accessible to a diverse range of third sector organisations.

· Engagement with the third sector needs to be properly resourced, therefore they should be reimbursed for their time and input appropriately.

Do you agree the Partnership Board should meet three times a year linked to key milestones?

Yes, providing there are also opportunities for the third sector to feed back on their key issues.

Are there key opportunities and risks, relevant to our strategic objectives, that the Partnership Board should consider to discuss?

It is vital that CLGs strategic objectives are underpinned by an explicit commitment to equality and human rights. For example, in practice this would mean recognising that discrimination against women has an impact on women’s (and women’s VCOs) ability to participate in decision making processes. For example:
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.

This has serious implications as women and women’s VCOs then have little opportunity to raise issues which are of concern to women or to ensure that these are identified as priorities. Violence against women, for example, would remain a hidden issue were it not for women’s organisations. 
Statutory bodies such as CLG have an obligation to ensure that gender equality is taken into account in all its policies and practices. Women’s organisations can highlight the gendered nature of policy and how it impacts on communities as well as providing solutions which benefit not only women but the whole of society. 
Recommendations: 

· The Partnership Board must have an explicit commitment to addressing equality and human rights issues.
· CLG must ensure that the Partnership Board and strategic objectives take gender (as well as other equalities) into account to ensure it is compliant with it’s obligations to promote gender equality. 
Do you agree with the proposed approach to project groups?

Yes. This should be reviewed regularly to ensure it is an effective approach and that a wide range of organisations are engaged.
Summary of recommendations
WRC welcomes the CLGs commitment to working with the third sector although we have some key concerns. We recommend that the Third Sector Partnership Board:

· provides an opportunity for the third sector to discuss the challenges they are facing. This should inform CLG policy.

· includes representatives of specialist equalities organisations which represent the different equality groups of age, gender, race, sexual orientation, disability and religion/belief.
· reviews its current membership of the Partnership Board to ensure that the input of the third sector is maximised.

· ensures that specialist equalities organisations are included in the membership of the Board.

· provides opportunities to apply for a place on the Partnership Board to a diverse range of third sector organisations.

· properly resources engagement with the third sector so they are reimbursed for their time and input appropriately.

· has an explicit commitment to addressing equality and human rights issues.

· CLG must ensure that the Partnership Board and strategic objectives take gender (as well as other equalities) into account to ensure it is compliant with it’s obligations to promote gender equality. 
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