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 the work of the third sector. Here we talk to Conservative MP Nick Hurd, Shadow Minister for Charities, Social Enterprise and Volunteering. Please give us your thoughts and opinions in our election 2010 discussion forum.

A strong, vigorously independent voluntary sector is one of the pillars of the strong kind of civil society that we want to encourage. It has in my experience the unique ability to bring people together and encouraging people and the sense of responsibility that we need right now and I think they are hugely important and I think the role of the sector is just going to grow. 
The stop-start nature of funding for third sector programs can prove difficult for charities and their beneficiaries. How will your party ensure that publicly funded work does not fall foul of fashionable trends in funding?

There is an important issue here. It’s hard enough running these types of organisations without the funding stopping and starting in the way that it tends to or just fall off a cliff after two or three years. So there is a big issue here and it means a huge opportunity because the people running these organisations spend a huge amount of time scrambling around to get the funding that they need. So we recognise that and want to create a more stable funding environment for charities and voluntary organisations and there are three parts to that. One is we have announced that we intend to work towards longer-term grants and contracts with three years as a minimum rather than the aspiration. We announced last week in David Cameron’s Big Society Speech that we are introducing a new society grant program and that will be deliberately set up to have the ability to give long-term grants to community programs. Then we also intend to set up a Big Society Bank which will be able to connect social entrepreneurs with strategic long-term capital when they are starting out. So I think those will be three elements of our design all designed to make the funding environment more visible.
What will you do in the next parliament to help support the work of social entrepreneurs?

They are very important to us because often they will be the providers of solutions to some of the very stubborn social problems that we have got to try and break down. Again our approach will be broken down into two or three elements. First we want to create more markets for them in sense of opportunity to deliver public services. So if you look at the range of our policy proposals: education, criminal justice, rehabilitation of offenders, even promoting domestic energy efficiency. There is always a piece about encouraging new providers to come in and help us deliver a better service. So, new markets and then our proposals for a Big Society Bank are explicit about wanting to try and provide funding for those intermediaries that are out there, trying to nurture social entrepreneurs particularly through those first few difficult years and there are organizations that do outstanding work in this field and they need more support. And then I see the Big Society Bank will be a provider of strategic capital for social entrepreneurs giving them access to paid-up capital that so often makes the difference particularly in the first one to three years of existence when the entrepreneur just needs someone to back him or her on their journey and we think the Big Society Bank will play an important part in that.
Now what’s the one most important, practical thing that the government can do to support volunteering?
Set a strong lead and we are intending to do that. Again in our Big Society launch we talked about the need to ensure that civil servants are exposed to more community service options. We are announcing the Big Society Day which we think will be a very important moment in time to encourage people to think more about what their neighbourhood needs and encourage people to come forward and get it done. Just create a more exciting sense of possibilities in terms of our plans to push power into communities and give people whether it be the right to buy community assets or take over a park, a sense that it’s worth getting involved because there is a real opportunity to make a difference. 
It’s no coincidence that 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’ve been to Croydon which is a good example of where a CVS that works very well. I’ve got two observations at the moment. The first is that the infrastructure market is very inconsistent and fragmented and the people in it are operating in a very, very difficult funding environment. So my starting point is we can make this more efficient but I want to consult very effectively with the sector before making announcements on the way forward.
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?

We set out some of the clues in our Big Society document. We require a lot of consultation with the sector because the government can’t do this on its own. But a large part of it is - particularly about the giving of time - is around creating a sense of involvement in communities, a sense that it is worth getting involved, that there’s a new environment out there where people have a chance to make a difference and shape their community. So I think it is a lot about the atmosphere of possibilities that the government creates and in terms of giving of money we are very keen to encourage this market of social investment and we think the Big Society Bank will be a major catalyst in terms of connecting people with the opportunity to invest for good.
