	[image: image1.png]% resource
centre





	

	Template consultation response


	Open Public Services White Paper

	

	Consultation by the Cabinet Office

	

	July-September 2011

	

	[image: image2.jpg]Understanding and supporting
women and their organisations








This document is available in other formats. Contact the Women’s Resource Centre on 020 7324 3030 or info@wrc.org.uk
The Women’s Resource Centre is supported by

[image: image3.jpg]&

LOTTERY FUNDED



       [image: image4.jpg]LONDON :



      [image: image5.png]Trust for London
Tackling mrearty and Snacuaiity





About the Women’s Resource Centre
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HOW TO USE THIS TEMPLATE RESPONSE
1. Please feel free to cut and past as much of this template response as you want into your own response to this consultation.

2. Remember to create a new document and include information about your organisation, logo etc. 

3. Remember to add your organisations’ name where appropriate and indicated in the text.

4. Remember to add further information on your own organisation and the work it does and the women you work with where appropriate and indicated in the text.

5. Please let us know if you respond to the consultation and send copies of your response to policy@wrc.org.uk   
About this template

The Government has announced its Open Public Services White Paper
, which sets out significant reforms to public services that will have wide ranging implications. The aim is for “more freedom, more choice and more local control” in the provision of state services. Under these plans, all services are included except for the judiciary, police and national security. The aim is to decentralise the services to the lowest level and open up the provision of services to the private and voluntary sector, where a diverse range of providers will be able to bid to run services. The plans will allow communities to set up local councils to commission services on a local level and service users will get more personal budgets to buy services. As such, there is a strong focus on opening up the market for public services and reducing central government involvement in provision. 
There are five objectives outlined in the White Paper:
1. People will have choice and control over services;
2. Services will be more localised, including community budgets being introduced in 50 local authorities;
3. Service provision will be more diverse and opened to other sectors  - the Government believes that the increase in competition will ensure quality services;
4. There will be measures to provide fairness in the provision of services – for example, disadvantaged children can be allowed to enter the best schools;
5. Service providers will be accountable to both service users/communities and to independent bodies who will regulate management and provision of services – for example, WHICH? will extend its role to public services. 
In the White Paper, public services are divided into three areas:

· Individual, for service users e.g. education and social care;
· Neighbourhood, on a collective basis e.g. community safety. This will include the set up of elected local councils that will oversee the appropriate services;
· Commissioned services, services that cannot be decentralised e.g. tax collection. 

This all means that a market will be encouraged in the public sector. 

WRC’s position 

This template response focuses on the main issues that will affect the women’s sector. Concerns include:

· Opening up public services means more suppliers which could result in costs decreasing for competition and standards declining, or it could mean costs rising. In contrast to maintaining fairness, wealthier people will have more choice in getting the better quality services and larger organisations are more likely to be able to win bids, despite the fact that they may not be most likely to deliver a quality service. Private companies have more finances and resources to successfully bid in comparison to the voluntary and community sector. 

· There need to be measures put in place to ensure that service providers can enter the market and are not disadvantaged for being specialist or small services. Further, it should be ensured that failing services are not simply allowed to collapse without any intervention - necessary public services should not be viewed as commodities. 
· New providers might not actually have the long-standing skills needed for organising and running successful public services. Women’s organisations are also facing closure and the loss of the historical expertise and knowledge which makes them so effective. 
· Without an equalities analysis embedded into the commissioning process, inequalities are likely to be entrenched. There is already a lack of representation for women and women’s organisations in local decision-making processes and there is a lack of understanding of the importance and value of women’s organisations when commissioning services. 

Response 
Diversity of Service Provision
[insert name of your organisation] is concerned about a focus on ‘diversity’ of provision without an acknowledgement of the need to ensure that the actual services are appropriate to diverse needs. In order to ensure that services are appropriate and respond to need, an assessment that takes into account need across the equalities strands is essential. For example, a gendered analysis of public service provision reveals the importance of women-only services. 

Women’s organisations are already providing many essential public services for women and also help to save money for the wider public sector. For example the cost to statutory services of treating mental illness and distress due to domestic violence is £176,000,000.
 Many women’s organisations provide this support for a fraction of this price because of their specialist knowledge and understanding of what women need. Yet women’s organisations often miss out on funding from statutory bodies, particularly through the commissioning agenda where generic service providers are favoured even though they may not provide an appropriate specialist or women-only service. The current public sector cuts have already resulted in a drastic reduction of funding from statutory bodies and many women’s organisations that previously relied on this are now looking for alternative sources of funding to continue their services. Therefore we would hope that there is an understanding of this to ensure that women’s organisations, the services they provide, and the women they support, are not negatively impacted on as this shift in Government policy emerges. 

The majority of women’s organisations provide front-line services to women, such as refuge space and counselling. We would be concerned if the new agenda led to women’s organisations having to move away from their core service provision work in order to have a chance of accessing funds and support. Many women’s organisations have excellent service models based on historical knowledge and expertise and need to continue and expand on these rather than start new projects that fit with new imposed priorities but do not address local women’s actual needs. We would also hope that any voluntary and community sector organisations (VCOs) that are expected to provide public services will be adequately funded and supported to do this and their expertise acknowledged. 

Women’s organisations have the skills, knowledge and expertise to respond to the diverse needs of women, including the most marginalised and vulnerable. They provide essential specialist services to these women.
  

[Insert paragraph on your own organisation, the work it does and its impact/value]

Barriers to diverse service provision

The Women’s Resource Centre’s (WRC) research on specialist women-only organisations discusses the barriers that they face, including a lack of awareness of the importance of these services, a lack of understanding of gender equality, and problems relating to funding and sustainability.
 This is supported by recent WRC research, which has shown that at a local level, women’s organisations struggle to have their voices heard and face a lack of commitment to, and understanding of, the vital work that they do.
 This lack of representation and voice at local level is of serious concern, considering the Government’s current agenda. For example, research has shown that few women are Chairs of Local Strategic Partnerships Boards and fewer than 2% of voluntary and community sector representatives on LSPs are women’s organisations, despite making up 7% of the voluntary and community sector (VCS). This research also shows that even where women are on decision-making bodies, they struggle to have their voices heard.
 Therefore local women are not represented in these forums and their needs cannot be addressed locally to the detriment of the whole community. 

Ensuring access for smaller organisations and marginalised groups
As stated above, the voices of women and women’s organisations tend to be marginalised in decision-making processes. It must be ensured that the voices of female community members are equally heard and that women are able to be involved in decision-making and planning for local priorities. The most urgent needs of individual women from marginalised communities, and the organisations supporting them, must be supported proportionally and addressed locally. There may need to be positive action and specific support for marginalised women to make this possible. We hope that Government plans will include programmes and projects which work to increase the inclusion of the most vulnerable and marginalised in society. This would mean positive action around women’s representation and involvement as well as specific women-only projects to ensure the participation of as wide a range of women as possible. WRC’s research, Power and Prejudice,
 contains practical suggestions for engaging with these marginalised voices. 
Choosing the most appropriate service provider and supporting specialist services
[Insert name of your organisation] is concerned that private sector investment will lead to further marginalisation of specialist services. Private sector investment would be unlikely to be appropriate for women’s services as these providers would lack the skills, experience and expertise to provide appropriate, quality services that are value for money. For services that meet women’s needs, we recommend supporting women’s organisations to provide these services and underline the importance of recognising the value of these services rather than generic private providers. 

Investing in women’s organisations saves money in the short and long term. The women’s voluntary and community sector is value for money. As stated by Theresa May MP, “the women’s sector is a model of the Big Society we wish to build”.
 Evidence has shown that the services the women’s sector provide deliver better outcomes for women, are cost-effective and make great savings to the State. Below we have outlined some key areas of our work which show how the women’s VCS is ‘doing more for less’ whilst ensuring that we are still able to carry out our vital work of supporting some of the most marginalised and vulnerable communities of women in the country:
· Women’s organisations have been around for over 30 years and have amassed a wealth of specialist expertise and experience in meeting the needs of women and in dealing with the root causes of some of the most challenging and complex social problems that our society faces.

· The average annual income for one Rape Crisis centre which provides support to hundreds of survivors of sexual violence was £81,598, only marginally more than the cost, to the state, of one rape. Investing in Rape Crisis centres is investing in safe, women-centred, long-term support for women who have experienced sexual violence.
 

· Research by the New Economics Foundation has found that for every pound invested in support-focused alternatives to prison, £14 worth of social value is generated to women and their children, victims and society generally over ten years.

The majority of women’s organisations are small; half have an annual income of less than £100,000
 and provide specialist services to women locally. Many have been forced to compete with large generic service providers for local contracts and are unable to do this in the commissioning and procurement agenda. Commissioning and procurement by public bodies often disadvantages small organisations and those working with marginalised groups and although many women’s organisations do currently deliver public services, the procurement process is making their funding less stable. 
We are concerned about the move to competitive tendering because women’s organisations are often small specialist organisations providing ‘politically unattractive’ services. Generic providers are often not able to provide an adequate service for women as they do not have the historic understanding or expertise that women’s organisations do and may not meet the needs of local women, for example by not providing a women-only service. One of the key concerns is that women will simply not access other services and so will not be getting the help and support that they need. 
The concept of a level playing field is problematic for women’s organisations as many large providers are already in a position of advantage over small specialist providers simply because of their size (for example women’s refuges being taken over by private housing organisations). These organisations are not starting off from the same position in terms of capacity and finances and smaller specialist services should be supported locally to acknowledge this e.g. with capacity-building support. 
As there is a move away from the traditional funding methods for the women’s sector, such as trust and grant funding, there is also the danger that women’s organisations are simply being pushed out of service provision and will be forced to close and their expertise and specialist knowledge and understanding lost. 
As increased pressure is placed on public agencies to create efficiency savings there is greater risk that value for money will be decided by the lowest possible costs which may worsen the position of women’s organisations. For example, women’s services are often excluded from tendering processes as commissioners may wish to enlist a generic provider to save money
 and government spending cuts may increase cost consciousness and encourage commissioners, such as GPs, to disregard the social value of services. 
Payment by results
We are concerned about the use of methods such as payment by results. Firstly, there is a real risk that the results, or outcomes, chosen to be measured will not be nuanced enough to capture the change that occurs for service users, which may vary from person to person and may not be constrained to outcomes that are easy to measure. The success or failure of a service for an individual will depend on their particular circumstances – what may seem like a small achievement from the outside may have a profound affect on that woman’s life. 

Further, if there is a short timeframe in which to achieve these outcomes, changes that take longer to emerge or that have an effect over time will not be captured.

In addition, there is a risk that forcing service providers to focus on results for funding will mean that only those women that are likely to achieve these results are chosen to receive the service. This means that the most acute and complex cases will not be taken on and these are likely to be the women who are most vulnerable and most in need of the services. 

We are also concerned that this approach would shift focus away from the wellbeing of the women using the services and stifle the ability to respond to the diverse needs of service users. 

Gender and Localism in public services

[Insert name of your organisation] is concerned about a shift in focus from national to local level in the case of women’s services, as these services are often provided to small marginalised groups. We fear that due to a lack of understanding of gender differences (for example, commissioners who lack an understanding of issues relating to gender equality), vital women’s voluntary and community organisations will lose out to private providers. 

Women are more likely to experience domestic and sexual violence, less likely to be involved in local decision-making and are generally more economically disadvantaged than men. Gender inequality is an ongoing problem in society however many local authorities failed to meet their obligations under the Gender Equality Duty and fail to treat it as priority. 

Helping organisations to overcome barriers 
Research shows that there is a lack of gender analysis in the decisions taken by local authorities and a limited understanding of their equality obligations
. This may compromise local authorities’ ability to scrutinise activities in relation to equalities and support the design of services that effectively meet local people’s diverse needs. There is an evident risk that commissioners’ decisions may exclude a gendered analysis due to a common misperception that gender equality has been achieved or a misinterpretation that it means treating men and women the same. 
To ensure effective commissioning, decision-makers must be made aware of the differing needs between women/girls and men/boys and receive training on the value and legality of women-only services. This will be imperative in the economic recession as the level of public funding is anticipated to contract which will consequently impact on funding for the third sector.

The Government must support VCOs and local women to engage in the decision-making process and removing barriers to do so. We urge the Government to also provide information and support to the VCS on bidding for tenders to provide services, so that they can engage properly with the commissioning process and truly compete with the private sector and local authorities.

Despite being value for money and providing vital services, women’s organisations are facing a funding crisis. The cuts to public services will have a particularly disproportionate affect on women who use them more. Conversely there is also anticipated to be an increased burden on mainstream services because the cuts will disproportionately affect women and families who will then need to access services. For example, cuts to local front-line services will only lead to more need for them. Women’s organisations are already being affected by local authority budgets being slashed with many losing funding and having to cease services as well as becoming vulnerable to closure if they cannot secure further funding. 

Women’s organisations have already been facing the worst funding crisis seen in decades. Research by WRC found that 1 in 5 women’s organisations have closed and many more face an uncertain future.
 Research into Rape Crisis centres found that 69% of centres said that they were ‘unsustainable’ in the future and some had no funding secured for the next year despite making numerous applications.
 Research by the National Council for Voluntary Organisations has also found that a third of charities have no reserves and the median reserves level for charities that receive state funding is only one month’s expenditure.
 Therefore women’s organisations and the essential work they do locally are under threat and many organisations are at risk of closure before the end of the year. This reduces women’s and girls’ choices and opportunities to access specialised, local support and does not promote a fair, just and Big Society. 

As stated earlier, women’s organisations face unique barriers to their engagement in commissioning due to three key issues:

· A myth of gender equality-which perpetuates a lack of understanding amongst commissioners of the need for women-only services;

· The under-representation of women’s organisations in local decision-making which means that gender equality is often not deemed as a priority; and;
· The accelerated use of competitive tendering - whereby women’s organisations are disadvantaged as commissioners often wish to enlist a generic provider (serving men and women), thereby denying the gendered nature of particular health inequalities to save money.

Commissioning and the Women’s VCS

It is important that the Government educates commissioners about their duties under existing equalities legislation and engages a range of equalities organisations in the commissioning process. Government should also simplify competitive tendering processes to facilitate the participation of smaller organisations.

The Government should work together with infrastructure organisations to help organisations to become ‘commissioning ready’ and where appropriate support consortia bids. Government should build upon best practice exhibited by commissioners and promote the work of those who successfully engage with different equalities organisations. 

It is important to note that whilst many organisations experience difficulty in participating in competitive tendering, the process of awarding grants is far simpler. We urge the government to consider the increased use of grant aid and promote a funding mix. 
The Government should take the following actions to reduce the bureaucratic burden of commissioning: 

· simplify commissioning and procurement processes; 
· provide clear concise information to voluntary organisations; 
· fund training programmes to make organisations ‘commissioning ready’;

· encourage commissioners to work in partnership with voluntary organisations and assist them to engage in the commissioning process.  

It is essential that commissioners provide organisations with enough time to participate in tendering and consider the use of grants. Government should ensure that public bodies do not adopt EU procurement processes when they are not necessary. Most health and social care services come under part B, however, some commissioners choose to use a full EU procurement process when it is not necessary or appropriate.   

Pressure to create financial savings may increase cost consciousness amongst commissioners and encourage them to employ generic service providers as a way of saving money. To counteract this problem the Government should promote the value and legality of women-only service provision and the wider benefits of specialist services. 

To ensure that the value of voluntary organisations is assessed fairly the Government must encourage commissioners to commission intelligently. 

Intelligent commissioning is characterised by an inclusive approach which engages local VCOs and service users in all stages of the commissioning process.
 Under this system commissioners are required to acknowledge that organisations do not operate on an equal playing field and should seek to address this in their commissioning process.
 By fostering effective competition for contracts and engaging the fullest practical range of providers, commissioners can help to ensure the most appropriate provider is chosen.  

Intelligent commissioners are also required to adopt a holistic approach and consider the broader benefits of their funding decisions.
 This means taking account of the impact of commissioning on broader, social, economic and environmental concerns. For example, the impact commissioning may have on the outcomes of the VCS. Commissioners are also expected to consider the full value offered by providers, such as the wider and multiple benefits indirectly connected with contracts. Examples of associated benefits include supporting local economies, promoting employment, and fostering community cohesion. 

We welcome proposals contained within the Public Services (Social Enterprise and Social Value) Bill which support the assessments of social value in the commissioning process. However, we encourage policy makers to acknowledge that in reality social enterprises and charitable organisations may not have the ability to compete for bids on an equal footing to the private sector. At a time of public funding cuts, commissioning decisions will be more likely to be taken upon cost and this may increase the dominance of private companies in public service provision. 

Intelligent commissioners measure value in a variety of ways and do not focus upon securing the lowest cost. Success can be assessed using wider objectives for example promoting gender equality; and commissioners consider the whole-life costs of decisions and how they will impact upon services users across their lifetime. Intelligent commissioners design service specifications that are outcome-focused rather than centred upon outputs and focus their objectives on effectively meeting the needs of communities.

The commissioning process does not always involve competitive tendering and commissioners are encouraged to use a funding mix of tendering and grant aid. Intelligent commissioners select funding methods that help to achieve good outcomes and meet their commissioning objectives. They also help to engage a broader range of providers in the procurement process by ensuring that monitoring requirements are proportionate to the value of the contract.
Transparency and data
[Insert name of your organisation] welcomes the move towards greater transparency and the publishing of data. The following information is required:

· Meaningful data that is disaggregated according to gender and other equalities strands;
· Data on how decisions have been made;
· Equalities assessments;
· Data on how information was collected; and; 

· Evidence upon which decision-making was based – such as evidence of the needs of service users, particularly local women.
Summary of recommendations
· Ensure that the voluntary and community sector is financially sustainable and able to deliver services. Monitor the health of the sector and provide support to enable the sector to flourish. 

· Develop national strategies for service provision on issues affecting women, such as violence against women, and put measures in place to ensure that these are adhered to. 

· Provision of specialised services should be on a national level, for services that are more effectively delivered across regions and that cater to marginalised communities.

· Ensure that an equalities analysis underpins an assessment of need in relation to public services and training for decision-makers on issues of equality. 

· Promote intelligent commissioning to ensure transparency and fairness - adopting an inclusive approach and engaging local voluntary and community organisations and services in all stages of the commissioning process. Decision-makers should acknowledge that all organisations do not operate on an equal playing field in commissioning and should seek to correct this in their commissioning process. By fostering effective competition for contracts and engaging the fullest practical range of providers they can help to ensure the most appropriate provider is chosen.
· Assume a holistic approach and consider the wider outcomes of funding decisions. Examine the impact of commissioning on broader social, economic and environmental concerns and examine the wider and numerous benefits indirectly associated with contracts. Rather than focusing on cost, an approach should be developed that examines how decisions will impact on service users across their lifetimes and use service specifications that are outcome focused and designed to meet a community’s needs.
· Develop processes that use a funding mix of tendering and grant aid and employ the funding method that is most appropriate to achieve positive outcomes and meet their commissioning objectives. To ensure that a broad range of providers are engaged, the following actions should be taken to support the participation of smaller organisations in the commissioning process:
· Ensure that monitoring requirements are proportionate to the value of the contract;

· Simplify application forms;

· Promote bids (and allow sufficient time in the application process for partnerships to be formed between smaller organisations); and

· Actively approach the voluntary and community sector to advertise funding opportunities and work alongside them to address barriers to their engagement in commissioning.

PLEASE LET US KNOW IF YOU RESPOND TO THE CONSULTATION AND SEND COPIES OF YOUR RESPONSE TO WRC policy@wrc.org.uk 
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