Hello and welcome to this special pre-election podcast from KnowHow NonProfit. We’ve been talking to the third sector ministers from each of the main parties and been asking them what effect each of their party’s policies will have on work of the third sector. Here we talk to Labour MP Angela Smith, minister for the Office of the Third Sector. Please give us your thoughts and opinions in our election 2010 discussion forum.

I view the third sector as an essential part of  society and it’s quite clear in every constituency up and down the country  you find normal people doing extraordinary things to help their community.  This job has been a real honour because I’ve seen some people who have had problems themselves but are looking to put something back into society and I really think we need to celebrate their work far more than we have to date. 
The stop-start nature of funding for third sector programs can prove difficult for charities and beneficiaries. How will your party make sure that publicly funded work doesn’t fall foul of fashionable trends in funding?

I’m not sure that we should ever have fashionable trends in funding.  What has to be the crucial criteria in funding is what makes a difference and what works.  One of the things we are trying to embed and have had some success with is three-year funding. I think anything less than that makes it a nightmare for planning an organisation. So, three-year funding is the key thing. One of the other interesting ones we’ve been working on is endowments through grassroots grants where government has match funded donations in local areas and that means for some time money should go to some of the smallest groups in society and I don’t think we should be fashionable about funding but be practical and understand the needs of those who need to be funded.

What will you do in the next parliament to help support the work of social entrepreneurs?

I think that this is absolutely key. There is so much that governments ought to do. The way social business and social entrepreneurs and social enterprises operate is what the public wants at the moment.  They don’t want business as usual. The key thing for me is to encourage that climate where they can flourish and the most important thing in that will be social investment.  I met this morning with The Big Issue talking about their Big Issue Invest and the work they are doing. So, with the Social Investment Wholesale Bank and also looking at other ways to encourage investment directly in social enterprises and social businesses. 

We all recognize the fantastic contribution that volunteers make. Now what’s the one most important, practical thing that the government can do to support volunteering?
There are probably lots of things. Finding one of them is quite difficult.  I think the one I’d single out is to give good-quality volunteering opportunities.  Volunteering isn’t just about finding something for someone to do so that they are not unemployed, have something to do with their time.  It’s about giving someone skills, about giving them confidence, about making them more employable, it’s about putting something back into the community. So a lot of work has to go into providing them those opportunities. England has been very good that way that we have done a lot of work on it that has really been effective. So for me it’s good-quality volunteering opportunities.

It’s no coincidence that the places with the healthiest local charity and voluntary sector also have the strongest local support and development organisations. How will you ensure that all local groups benefit from strong infrastructure support?  

I think continuing in the way we have. One of the things that have been quite effective is the way we have worked with organisations, and I’ll use CVSs as an example, as strategic partners. And but that means that we provide funding for them but we also means we have a relationship with them.  I think it’s important that government’s relationship with the sector recognizes the value of the infrastructure organisations. If you look at all the surveys that have been done they show that the organisations themselves value the support they get from infrastructure organisations. So they are not just a nice thing to have. They are quite crucial to developing the organisations – their skills, their talents, their ability to communicate and connect. The other thing that’s crucial and I think Total Place, which we are working on, will help with this is having local organisations represented on the governments of the local areas, through the LSPs for example I find it very difficult to understand why Westminster Council has said that charities in the voluntary sector haven’t got a role in the LSPs. They should be involved in the heart of affairs in the local community and we are going to do that through Total Place.
The grassroots grants endowments program has boosted philanthropy, increased local grant funding and improved the sustainability of local third sector organisations. How would you promote giving to local endowment funds?
The local grassroots grants fund is one of my best and favourite local programs and the key on this has been the match funding and the fact that government put money in to match local donations. So we have seen the value of that in increased donations. I’ve collected quite large cheques from a company and I’ve said to them ‘why are you giving this much money into your local fund?’ –‘Because the government is matching it’. So that money has gone to a local endowment that’s there for years to come. Sustainable local organisations are benefiting from it. So that match funding which was a risk, which hadn’t been done before –whether we can do that in the future, that is something we have to look at.  For me the crucial part about future funding is we should use it in a way that is sustainable. It’s not just a one-off, it’s ongoing.  This is something that has been really effective with local organisations and we are very proud of it.

All the main parties have in the past talked about developing a social norm of giving. How might you turn this into a reality after the election?

There are a number of ways. One we have been looking at is philanthropy generally from high-value people who have got lots of money want to give and are want to contribute. We have a philanthropy ambassador who’s been working on that. But the other side is the small local donations that people make to a small organisation or community or it can be to a national organisation. If you look at the figures you will find that the British public, even during the recession, have been really good in making those donations. On coming back to match funding where government has matched funds, we can look at that. But the key thing is helping organisations show the value of what they are doing. I have a view – it’s slightly controversial – that I think we don’t really understand the value of community groups, voluntary organisations and charities. We think they are good things. When you really look at how much they do, how dependant society as a whole is on them, we really change the whole nature of the debate. We have to understand how incredibly valuable and vital they are. That, I think, increases giving.
