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 asking them what effect each of their party’s policies will have on work of the third sector. Here we talk to MP Jennie Willot, Liberal Democrat Shadow Secretary of State for the Cabinet office. Please give us your thoughts and opinions in our election 2010 discussion forum.

The main role of the third sector is filling the gaps where the state doesn’t work, it’s building up communities and it’s using their frontline experience to influence policy makers, using the experience of people that they are helping, that they are working with to inform their campaigning and their policy development. To make sure that decisions that are then made in government and local bodies are based on the real experiences of people on the ground.

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 does not fall foul of fashionable trends in funding?

This is an age-old problem for the sector and as someone who used to work in the sector I know what it’s like getting money for one thing here or whatever. To some extent the sector is always going to be subject to whims and what is in, what is trendy and what is not. But the Libs have always been clear that we work in three-year cycles in local authority which should provide some sort of stability. I think it’s going to be very difficult with the current financial climate to get people to commit to longer than that because we don’t know what the climate is going to be like in three, four, five years time. It’s difficult to commit to longer-term funding.  But I think that long as funding is based on very serious long-term principles that back up all of our policy making then there shouldn’t be too much in flipping from one idea to another and changes should be slower over time.

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

I think social entrepreneurs and social enterprise is going to be a much bigger feature of public life in the next few years. The sector has grown hugely and I think that lot of that will continue.  In terms of what the government can do a lot of the issues are around businesses in general because social enterprises are businesses and are affected in exactly the same way that the rest of the private sector is. In terms of specifics for social enterprises there are things around business rates Liberal democrats will bring it all down to the local level which will give local authorities more control over what mix of organisations they have in a area and they can choose to support social enterprises in a certain area which could give them more support after the election. There are other issues that we would work on. For example, giving access to public land which is currently owned by the MOD, by local authorities. There are huge tracts of land across the UK that is not being used properly at all. Making them available for a peppercorn rent to social enterprises and to third sector in general would make it much easier to do things like develop community facilities, social housing. It will make it more affordable because they won’t have to pay for the land.  The third issue we would deal with  is around VAT on repairs and renovation of property which at the moment is very high. We would bring it down to the lowest level possible which is from from 17.5 per cent to 5 per cent which will make it more affordable to do renovations of public buildings which is something a lot of social enterprises are keen on doing. 

We all recognise the fantastic contribution that volunteers make. Now what’s the one most important, practical thing that the government can do to support volunteering?
I’m not sure there is one most important thing that one can do to support volunteering. In the long run the most important thing is to generate a culture of volunteering in the UK but that’s something that takes a very long time and isn’t something you’re going to get in one term of parliament. I think government could lead the way by doing a lot more volunteering with their staff. Civil servants are entitled to eight days a year paid leave to volunteer and very few of them take it up.  That should really be encouraged a lot more to make better use of the skills and expertise in the civil service and build the links between the third sector and the civil service. That will also help promote the idea and encourage other private sector organisations to extend their employee volunteering schemes. I think it would make a real difference to better understanding of the sector more generally across society as well as bring new expertise and skills in. It would start to change the culture so that people see volunteering as much more a part of their daily life.

The places with the healthiest local charities 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?  

That’s absolutely right-it’s crucial. In the area that I represent in Cardiff we have some fantastic infrastructure bodies. It makes a huge difference to the support that’s available especially for the small organisations that don’t have the capacity to do things themselves. There has been a lot of money put into that over the last few years and I think it has made a difference. The Liberal Democrats wouldn’t roll back on any of that – the funding would still be there. I think there is more that can be done to look at the way governments support infrastructure bodies but at the moment it’s quite complicated and not necessarily as transparent as it could be. I’d like to see the way that funding is organized being overhauled so that we know what’s going where, so that money isn’t going into admin but into frontline services like the CVSs of this world to make sure that the support is there for the small organisations. 

The grassroots grants endowments program has boosted local philanthropy, increased local grant funding and increased the sustainability of local third sector organisations. How would you promote giving to local endowment funds?
A lot of this links back to the question about vibrant local communities. The more people feel part of the local community the more likely they are to want to give to organisations in their local area. The more people volunteer in local organisations and the more links they have with local organisations in their local area the more likely they are to give to charities in their area. So, part of it is encouraging people to volunteer and build an ongoing relationship with organisations in the sector. If you don’t volunteer when you come out of university aged 22 and you haven’t got a job and can’t find work because there is a recession, you volunteer and work and you build that relationship and you are likely to do so in the future and later on in life.  It’s building that long-term relationship with organisations, building the expectation that part of your normal life when you work is that you volunteer, you give to charity, is really critical to make local communities feel that they have a stake in the society around them and part of that stake is devolving decision-making down to local government so that people feel they have a stake with their local authority and with the rest of the community around them. They feel that they have more of a role and they have more to give locally.

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

I think part of developing social norms is starting young. It’s looking at volunteering in schools. If young people are brought up thinking that volunteering is normal, that it’s normal to give-for example having charity weeks in school, having cake sales, which we did at my school – this makes it a natural part of life. I think we also have a real opportunity at the moment because so many more people are volunteering at the moment because of the economic situation that there is a real potential to be able to turn people from volunteers into donors and building them into real long-term relationships in the decades to come.  Trying to get people to volunteer has been real difficult in the last couple of years. All the sector has been commenting on how hard it is to recruit new volunteers so we really need to make the most of the opportunity that we have now where we have a lot of people who want to get involved and make sure that they have a really good experience when they are volunteering so that that is turned into a long ongoing relationship and that part of that is they donate to charity and to the future. It’s is working with schools, working with volunteers, it’s also working in businesses as well. But volunteering as part of employment volunteering schemes is also tied in more broadly with understanding how the sector works and the needs that they have and encouraging people to donate as well.

