Young Suffolk Forum

28 January 2010 

Panel Questions and Answers
Dawn Henry – Chair, Young Suffolk Forum (DH)

Simon White – Suffolk County Council (SW)

Keith Whitton – Anglia Care Trust (KW)

Chris Lee – NORCAS (CL)

Q. Are the County Council able to provide more free training for staff and volunteers?

SW: Overall finances have an impact, however we are trying to offer training and encouraging our partners to do the same. If there is a specific course being requested about let me know and I will enquire.

KW: This is a key issue for the voluntary sector, it is full of talented individuals and frontline staff often have to take on a lot of individual issues.

CL: In my experience I’ve found the workforce development to be good in the county. 

Young Suffolk have now sent out a FlasheMail to the Children and Young People’s Training book available to County Council staff and Voluntary organisations.

Q: How can we get schools more involved in BME issues?
SW: It is a big question of how schools engage. Schools are independent, self-supporting, and in general our role is just to sort out problems. So there are many issues schools have to take ownership of. We do try to make sure performance measures take account of BME issues. One key issue is the consistent underperformance of East Asian and Afro-Caribbean boys, which white working class boys are now in the same group as. There are no easy answers. 

CL: Strategic level should talk to BME groups on the ground more. 

KW: There are wider issues as well, engagement with schools, local communities are being hindered by defensive practices. 
Audience Comment: Martyn Burnside, Waveney Community Forum: At a recent County Council meeting Offsted reported it is now measuring community cohesion as part of a schools assessment, so maybe this factor will get better. 
Q: How involved do you want the VCS to be in the Children’s Trust?
KW: A strategic involvement is key, but lots of issues are operational for example how the meetings translate into activity. The Voluntary Sector has a strong influence to play in its ability to be risk taking and to learn from this, however sitting meetings assess risks and don’t appreciate this culture so much. The Voluntary Sector can bring different thinking to the Children’s Trust.

CL: We are so diverse and tough, we clearly have a role to play. 

SW: It is essential that there are strong coordinating organisations that can organise representation. It is difficult for Councils to engage with the diversity of the Voluntary Sector. We are lucky in Suffolk that we have Young Suffolk. Young Suffolk needs to ensure dialogue and feedback. It is important to note that the Children’s Trust is not just a meeting, it is meant to work with what’s going on on the ground. 
Q: Secure long term funding is important – does the Council recognise this?

SW: Yes, very much, the policy that we are implementing sets out three year funding. Occasionally we are restrained by streams of funding, but I’ve worked in the Voluntary Sector and remember the ridiculous situation of having to chase money annually. 
DH: So what is the minimum basis?

SW: It is three years. 

KW: Sometimes commissioning services can be narrow and prescriptive, however there is lots of ingenuity in public sector procurement where they seem to be able to navigate round it.
SW: There are mixed messages, I liked the phase where commissioning was tried on outcomes so it was unprescriptive, and created Voluntary Sector cohesion where organisations could come together in unprecedented ways to secure funding. 

Audience Comment: Tina Hines, Suffolk County Council: We have tried to be flexible in Suffolk in grants and procurement. Also, we don’t want to just go down a procurement line, we want to foster relationships as well.

Q: What could you do to facilitate the systems that are not working?

SW: Coming here is a part of that. I want to facilitate a kind of Voluntary Sector I think we need in Suffolk, where we try to respond to issues raised.

Q: How much less budget are you expecting in pounds?

SW: £25million. It won’t come out all at once, and depends on the general election to a certain degree. However there is a worrying reliance on grants with a likely strategy to follow will be the government giving it to Councils, who will use it to bridge their deficits, and only a small amount will be left to the Voluntary Sector.  

KW: I would like to know how the Voluntary Sector can help this situation, and it needs a partnership where the Council are honest about their agendas.

CL: I echo this, a two-way partnership is essential. 

SW: I think there are lots of ways the Voluntary Sector could be very central to a solution. For example with areas of failure that exist at the moment, such as with whole family work, housing and housing support and adolescents. Adolescents are the group spent the most on to the least effect.

CL: So could the council support Voluntary Sector agencies in writing bids?

SW: This is certainly an issue, and organisations like Young Suffolk should create the infrastructure to support this. We fund Young Suffolk for things like this.

DH: Thank you Panel, and we ask now Simon White whether you would be prepared to come back and report on progress.

SW: I would.

