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I’m chief executive of the National Council for Voluntary Organisations which is the main umbrella in this country for civil society and the wider voluntary sector. There’s a couple of key points that I’m going to make this evening in the talk. The first is that the pressures to collaborate between voluntary organisations, between organisations in civil society, is greater now than it’s ever been and I think it will increase as the financial situation gets tighter. But, of course, it’s not appropriate for all organisations. Organisations differ, their context differs, and that will be the second point.
Finally, I’ll develop within the speech the idea that there are different models of collaboration in different situations. There’s almost a menu of them that can be chosen from and it’s up to organisations to understand the models that exist and how they can work with it and find the one that suits them. 
The economic pressures and the reductions in public spending will place severe strain on a number of organisations. People talk about the difficulties that the smaller organisations face but I don’t think it will be the very small that suffer in this environment. The very small have very low incomes; they are mainly volunteer-led; and they don’t receive any public money at all. Of the 180,000 charities only around 40,000 have a direct relationship in terms of funding with the state. So the smallest, I think, survive anyway because they are not under the same level of pressure.
Large charities will find the going tough but mainly it will be medium-size charities. And it’s no surprise to me that the RNIB example which is being looked at tonight was an example of a large charity collaborating with a medium-size charity and that I think is going to be fairly typical in the future. 
Do I think the drive to merge can dilute the vibrancy and diversity of civil society? Not really, I don’t think. The diversity of civil society is around the whole range of small, voluntary organisations and citizen-led organisations and they won’t be caught up with this. I think you might lose some important niche players in this because they won’t be able to survive but I don’t think the vibrancy of civil society will decline as a result. 

I think whether or not large organisations lose their agility depends on the way in which they are structured. Years ago, there was a famous book called ‘When Elephants Learn to Dance’ which was about how large organisations could become agile. They do it by having flexible structures; by having an innovative leadership; by not getting over bureaucratic. And I think if larger organisations led to greater bureaucracy then that would be problematic and we need to think about how we can create flexibility within larger entities. 
