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Introduction

This paper summarises the benefits of working with and supporting the Third Sector as well as identifying some of the issues and difficulties faced by remote communities in establishing and sustaining Third Sector organisations which have the potential to meet many of their social and economic needs. This paper reflects work which has been carried out by Argyll and Bute Council and Carnegie Commission for Rural Community Development. Contributions from Highlands and Islands Enterprise, Scottish Natural Heritage and Shetland Islands Council have been added to this paper and demonstrate the diversity of work that is being carried out throughout the COHI membership. 

Background

The Third Sector is a crucial component of Highland and Island communities, this has never been more so than today when a convergence of national and local policies has created new opportunities for a step change in progress in our rural communities.   Within this Paper, there are some ideas about how these opportunities might be seized.

Key elements of the Paper:

· What constitutes the Third Sector

· Challenges facing our rural communities, why the sector plays such an important and visible role.

· The current policy context

· Key lessons from the work of the Carnegie Commission for Rural Community Development

· Community assets and asset acquisition

· Current Approaches

· Future Challenges

· Action

The term “Third Sector” is taken to cover all of what would have formerly been thought of as the voluntary sector, ranging from small, local, entirely voluntary organisations to large Social Enterprises employing many staff and having a large turnover.  It includes such organisations as mutual finance organisations and trading co-operatives as well as new legal structures such as Community Land Trusts, who own and manage assets for the community in perpetuity. Rural communities are increasingly served by a great diversity of organisations from small charities to social enterprises and this is something that should be celebrated. No apologies need to be made for the range and diversity that is the nature of the beast and one of the tasks in growing the sector will be to support organisations in moving across this spectrum to somewhere they need to be to fulfil their own aspirations.

As well as recognising the diversity of the Third Sector, It is important to bear in mind the scale of what falls under its banner.  It is estimated conservatively by the Economic and Social Research Council that there are 55,000 Social Enterprises in the UK with a turnover of £27 billion.  In Scotland the best estimates suggest that there are about 1,000 Social Enterprises with a turnover of about £1.25 billion. Let us turn now to the challenges facing our rural communities.

Challenges facing our rural communities
The Carnegie Commission found that the challenges facing rural communities the length and breadth of the UK and Ireland were often similar:

· Depressed local economies

· Ageing population, with a shrinking skilled workforce

· Poor infrastructures, especially transport

· Overly complex planning

· Lack of affordable housing

· Complex and confusing funding ‘cocktails’ for local initiatives

· Pockets of extreme poverty

It was clear form this work that the Third Sector was a key part of the solution to these problems.  Rural communities are sustained by a mix of public, private and third sector service providers - but the third sector can provide the flexibility, local understanding of the precise needs of a very small number of beneficiaries and holistic approach that constrains other providers. Dr Kate Braithwaite, has written extensively about these issues. 

Current Policy Context

The Scottish Government are to be congratulated for promoting the use of the Third Sector, and Social Enterprise  - both for community sustainability and also as a way to deliver better services more efficiently. Under the Concordat agreement proposed as part of the settlement for Local Government Indicator 13 identifies as a national target to, “Increase Social Economy turnover.” 

In support of this the Government have included as part of its 2007 Budget Spending Review a 3 year allocation of £63million for the Third Sector and an additional £30million Scottish Investment fund to support the greater investment in assets, business development and training within the sector. This represents a 37% increase in funding for the Third Sector by the Government.  

John Swinney MSP in recent presentations has discussed the need to review commissioning and procurement practices to enable the sector to develop, and this is likely to be supported by a new Social Enterprise Action plan scheduled to be issued by the Scottish Government in April 2008. The newly formed “Third Sector” division within the Scottish Government reports to Jim Mather MSP, Minister for Energy, Economy and Tourism. 

Why is all this so important? It is important because our rural communities can only prosper if they have viable economies.  This is unlikely to be achieved unless there is a partnership with local communities which builds on their strengths and energies and gives them much greater control over their own destinies.

Key Lessons form the work of the Carnegie Commission for Rural Community Development   (Dr Kate Braithwaite)

The Carnegie Commission for Rural Community Development came into being in 2004. Believing that a vibrant rural life is a vital component in an enduring, balanced and healthy society the Commissioners aim was to open eyes to the capital assets of the countryside and to give those who live and work in rural areas the keys to a sustainable future. Their aim is fully complementary to much of what CoHI is about, for example the recent work around “Arc of Opportunity” and “Strengthening our Island Communities”. 
The three year study undertaken by the Commission covered the length and breadth of the United Kingdom and Ireland listening to both the challenges, and the opportunities presented by rural communities. The result of this comprehensive analysis is “A Charter for Rural Communities” which details a vision of dynamic, engaged, vibrant, sustainable rural communities and presents a set of ideas for action.  At the core of the charter is the call to recognise the value of, and support for, the community and Third Sector as a valuable, binding and cohesive element for a sustainable future. 

Charter for Rural Communities 

The Charter identifies the essential ingredients of thriving rural communities:

· Community ownership and management of local assets

· Stronger local governance and effective community action planning

· Strong social networks founded on high levels of volunteering and skilled support. 

10 Characteristics of vibrant, sustainable rural communities are identified:

 -    Optimising assets

 -    Achieving fairness for everyone

· Empowering local governance

· Increasing financial resources for community benefit

· Enjoying locally relevant services

· Enriching social capital and wellbeing

· Valuing local distinctiveness

· Developing reliable infrastructure

· Enhancing environmental capacity

· Supporting a dynamic local economy

Challenge for agencies 

The 41 points for action within the Charter are all relevant to the Convention membership.  There are specific points for government – national and local, for HIE, for all public service providers, communities themselves and private interests. Many would have the outcome of supporting and enabling the Third Sector to develop and grow and assist our communities to mobilise and energise. In particular those which relate to the characteristics of:

· Increasing financial resources for community benefit

· Enjoying locally relevant services

· Enriching social capital and wellbeing

A number of the key action points are highlighted in the final section of this paper.

Current Approaches

Support for, and working with, the Third Sector is not a new thing. Particularly in Highlands and Islands communities where there is a rich tradition of volunteering, Private Sector interest can be low and the design of locally relevant services to remote communities is challenging. 

As no doubt many other Local Authorities have done, Argyll and Bute Council has undertaken reviews in the past of its relationship with the Third Sector and in 2003 the Best Value review picked up on a number of factors which  needed to be responded to – for example establishing clear liaison points within the Council for the sector and ensuring that strategic partnership organisations were supported by service level agreements and 3 year rolling core funding packages.  

All Local Authorities will have good examples of what they are doing right with particular Third Sector partnerships. And when it works well considerable benefits can be realised for communities, and our organisations.

Argyll and Bute has a wide range of successful examples of Social Enterprises.  One of the ones which is probably most widely known is that of Gigha.  The islanders had the opportunity, a few years ago to buy the island, with substantial external assistance.  The result has been truly transformational.  The community suffered all of the ills identified by the Carnegie Commission, a declining, elderly population, out migration by young people a stagnant economy, this has all been turned round by the energy and imagination of local people, in control, for the first time, of their own destinies.  The population is rising, new businesses are starting, new houses are being built, HMIe have indicated in a recent report that there is a pressing need to extend the school.  This is the only small rural school in Argyll and Bute where this is an issue.  And of course there are the “Dancing Ladies”, their very own wind turbines, owned by the islanders themselves.

Another outstandingly successful example we have is Atlantis Leisure.  The local community in Oban were concerned about the lack of indoor sports facilities in the area.  The council agreed to transfer ownership of the swimming pool, this formed the basis of a very successful Social Enterprise which has greatly expanded the sporting facilities available and now employs 40 people.

Mull is another area which was suffering many of the problems of declining economy and population.  The Mull and Iona Community Trust was set up ten years ago to begin to tackle some of these issues.  This has led to a wide range of Social Enterprises addressing local needs and supporting the growth of the local economy.  These include setting up an abattoir, a local butcher business, putting in pontoons to support tourism, a key part of the island economy.

Argyll and Bute recently hosted an Economic Summit, and also a Trade Fair and Conference for Social Enterprise organisations.  The Minister for Enterprise, Jim Mather, MSP, was a keynote speaker at both these events, making clear the Scottish Government’s commitment to taking forward these issues. 

Argyll and Bute Council has just finished writing a new Community Learning and Regeneration Strategy.  This was the product of a long and wide ranging process of consultation last year.

A residential conference was held in the Spring of last year.  This brought together representatives from our designated Regeneration areas; all located in the larger towns and representatives from remote island and mainland communities.  Examples of good practice were exchanged from these diverse communities.  Representatives from other Island and Highland Authorities were invited.  Delegates came from Western Isles, Moray and Shetland.  Contributions from these delegates reinforced the common nature of the problems that were being faced.  Another important ingredient of the conference was a rigorous evaluation of the previous strategy by the Scottish Community Development Centre.  The conference set out to be self critical, to be outward looking and to bring together diverse models of practice in order to share lessons.

The result of this process was an outline strategy which was agreed at the end of the two days and which identified similar priorities to the Carnegie Commission.

· Improve measurement of deprivation to take account of rural needs

· Build capacity for individuals, organisations and communities

· Maximise community benefit from assets both physical and human

· Enable effective community engagement

· Strengthen partnership working and related policy and practice

It was also recognised that these priorities required us to engage with the following cross cutting themes:

· Learning

· Sustainability

· Quality Assurance

· Equalities

· Innovation

This outline strategy was developed into a more detailed one which was considered at a recall conference in the autumn and has now been finalised.

Significantly, however, there has been a continuing dialogue between communities in Argyll and Bute on best practice, with exchange visits taking place.  There has also been continuing discussion about structures to embrace the diverse communities now involved in ways that would also facilitate more effective involvement in Community Planning structures.  In addition to this discussion has continued, in the first instance between officers and latterly between elected members and the Scottish Government on the issue of rural deprivation and this issue is now much higher up the national agenda than it previously was.

All of these things put this Local Authority in a stronger position to begin to fulfil the potential of the Concordat with the Scottish Government, which was signed up to by the Dick Walsh, Leader of Argyll and Bute Council.  These issues will also figure strongly in this Authority’s Single Outcome Agreements.

What is the current position and what are the future challenges?

Future Challenges
It is important for everyone within the Highlands and Islands to work together to develop a common approach to these issues and to work in partnership with the Scottish Government who are providing policies which are sympathetic and supportive.

The Third Sector is crucial to the health of rural areas.  This is due to:

· the importance of both voluntary and active community involvement in our communities

· the need to harmonise local energies and innovations to provide solutions and meet the challenge of service delivery within their own communities

· the need for meaningful partnership with key public agencies through community planning to achieve this

· the challenge of developing procurement practices that make this possible, for organisations to move away from the grant dependency that requires organisations to demonstrate “lacking” in order to win funding.

· the need to develop approaches through those processes that are economically viable in the longer term

· this will also require a willingness to transfer ownership of valuable assets to local communities because ownership of assets can release communities from the tyranny of grant dependency. 
These are all significant challenges for public bodies locally and nationally.  This strategy will require a sustained approach over the medium term to develop the capacity of communities and organisations through appropriate support and training to enhance the quality of community engagement through the development and support of appropriate structures; through new approaches to procurement and asset transfer and through continued efforts to improve partnership working between public bodies with the Third Sector and most importantly with local communities.  These commitments need to be enshrined in Single Outcome Agreements.

Action
The following action points are recommended as a beginning to this process:

· Progress the development of a Rural Community Development Strategy across the Highlands and Islands and as a manifesto for cooperation between rural areas and negotiation with the Scottish Government.


· Identify a range of specific initiatives arising from the Charter for Rural Development  (http://rural.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/files/rural/A%20Charter%20for%20Rural%20Communities.pdf) where there is scope for pooling resources and tackling the issues jointly.


· These are likely to include the following (The figures in brackets refer to the action points in the Charter):

-
Develop measures to encourage asset transfer (3), (4) 
-
Develop rural deprivation indicators (2)

-
Promote more effective community engagement through existing Community Planning structures (10 – 13)

-
Extend funding periods and link to community action plans (16), (17)

-
Support initiatives for co-production and external commissioning and procurement opportunities for Social Enterprises (20), (21), (22)

-
Improve local work based training opportunities for community development in rural areas (26)

-
Support enterprise development in local communities (36), (37)

· The issue of procurement is a key one; Local Authorities will have to be willing to consider a range of new approaches, for example:

-
Breaking down contracts into smaller units

-
Adding “community benefit” as a criterion for contract/tender comparison purposes

-
Working jointly to design services

-
Giving Social Enterprises opportunities to pilot the running of services before going out to tender

-
Explore opportunities for Social Enterprises to combine in consortiums to deliver services

These are just a few examples of the kinds of innovation and development that should be taken if we are serious about seizing these opportunities.  This is an exciting time to be working in partnership with the Third Sector.  Further examples are overleaf.
FURTHER EXAMPLES OF PUBLIC BODIES WORKING IN PARTNERSHP WITH THE THIRD SECTOR

Further examples of working with the Third Sector have been supplied by other Convention members. Please see below:

Why the third Sector in Shetland

Shetland has a history of high levels of third sector activity, at one stage boasting the highest level of volunteering per head of population in Scotland.  20,000 hours of recorded volunteer hours during 2007 in social care alone represents almost one hour’s volunteering per head of total population.  The third sector in Shetland includes some 600 voluntary groups and organisations including social enterprises, delivering a diversity of services to all ages. A report in 2000 held that third sector income was some 14% greater than that of the local agriculture sector. The conclusion of this report stated “Shetland’s Third Sector plays an essential role in the local economy in terms of employment, economic turnover and bringing communities together”.

The umbrella organisation underpinning much of Shetland’s Third Sector, The Shetland Council of Social Service, provides a range of professional support services and practical assistance. A small team of experienced salaried staff provides a comprehensive range of such support. Part of Scotland’s CVS network, it can draw on a wide range of knowledge and experience to facilitate the work of volunteers. This is seen as crucial in the ever-increasing complexity of roles and functions Third Sector groups and organisations undertake in the heavily - regulated environment of voluntary work in modern Scottish society.  This provides much of the quality assurance expected from service users and purchasers such as the local statutory agencies. It further demonstrates this assurance to national voluntary organisations such the Citizens’ Advice Bureau that this remote island community can maintain quality standards in service delivery.

Scottish Natural Heritage

Policy context

 

The natural heritage has traditionally held a strong role in volunteering in Scotland, reflecting people’s enthusiasm to become involved, especially in their local place.  The Scottish Biodiversity Strategy (2004) places people at the heart of its agenda for action. It recognises the need to strengthen the links between people and biodiversity, through encouraging enjoyment, involvement and understanding, and so building commitment to its care.  The Scottish Sustainable Development Strategy, ‘Choosing our Future’ (2005), places voluntary action by people at local level at the centre of change.

 

The overall context for SNH’s approach to volunteering is provided in its policy statement on Enjoying the Outdoors. Many opportunities for volunteering also arise through our work to support the involvement of local communities in care and management of their local natural heritage, and also through our support to voluntary sector organisations.

  

Current approaches

SNH's vision is that “through environmental volunteering more people in Scotland will take positive action for the natural heritage and in so doing will enjoy the benefits to their quality of life and well being.   The overall context for SNH’s approach to volunteering is provided in its policy statement on Enjoying the Outdoors.  Such activity supports the development and use of path networks, conservation and enhancement of biodiversity, and the regeneration of poor quality landscapes.  The involvement of local people will help to ensure that action for the natural heritage is relevant to local people’s lives, and accessible to all.

 

We engage with the third sector in a number of practical ways.  A key focus is to work with land management groups to develop opportunities for volunteers and community groups to become more involved in local conservation projects. For example, SNH supports the John Muir Trust Award programme which aims to encourage, over a 3 year period, 50,000 new participants into environmental volunteering.  A significant proportion of these awards are targeted at harder to reach, 'excluded' sectors of society who may not normally be associated with conservation volunteering and help them to build confidence and learn new skills that they can apply elsewhere.  We also work through a number of community planning partnerships to deliver natural heritage outcomes - such as the Abriachan Forest Trust, Foula Heritage Ranger Service and Mull & Iona Community Trust.

 

SNH also work with schools, youth groups and community organisations to promote the links between volunteering and creating stronger, safer communities and the promotion of responsibility and citizenship amongst young people.  The CSV Action 4 Sustainability' programme is a good example of where this is already happening in the Highlands.

 

Future challenges
- to promote better links between voluntary organisations working in the natural heritage and volunteer centres.
- develop opportunities for community engagement in the management of their local natural heritage.
- to develop social enterprise groups that deliver conservation outcomes for local authorities and other public agencies, including on National Nature Reserves

- to develop safer and stronger communities through increased community learning and development. 

PAGE  
1

