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In response to the growing concern amongst members, the Suffolk Association of 
Voluntary organisations called a Special Assembly for December 08.  The aims of the 
Assembly were: 

1. To gather information and views on the immediate and future impact of the 
severe economic conditions on Suffolk’s VCS 

2. To provide an overview of the current thinking of statutory agencies and VCS 
leaders on the implications of the crisis on Suffolk groups. 

3. To identify and then champion solutions and proposals that would address or 
ameliorate the negative impact of the downturn. 

 
In total 25 delegates attended and presentations were received from the following; 
(please see appendices for expansions to the summaries below) 

 
Presentations: 
Richard Williams,  Director of Enterprise, National Council of 
Voluntary Organisations 
Richard presented a review of the evidence pulled together by NCVOP and comment 
on the need to build on the resilience of the sector. Promoting self-help amongst 
organisations and lobbying and implementing changes to public policy that will help 
ensure and underpin the resilience.   

1. Evidence is mixed and sometimes contradictory – a key question is whether 
this is a different type of recession. 

2. Statutory sources and public giving form 2/3rds of VCS income – both these 
sources are being changed by the crisis, but individual philanthropy is quite 
resilient.  Major concerns about continuing poor funding and contracting 
process from statutory sources – evidence of last recession was one of 
widespread funding cuts.  Generally though there is not evidence that income 
will necessarily decrease in economic downturns 

3. The sector is poorly capitalised, making it vulnerable ion relation to income 
and cashflow. Staff costs equate to around 50% of expenditure and therefore 
employment issues will come to the fore as conditions worsen – evidence that 
cutting is already occurring in the sector.  Differing views on impact on 
volunteering -  most expect an increase in demand, but concern about 
capacity to soak this up as funders underestimate or don’t recognise the  
costs of managing volunteers. 

4. Demand for services will increase rapidly especially in relation to advice, 
housing and employment/labour market integration work.  Impact will be 
variable – by size, geography, theme of groups 

5. Increasing concern regarding social cohesion. 
6. Smaller organisations likely to be hardest hit 
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Jane Storey, Suffolk County Councillor and Portfolio holder for 
Resources, Finance and Transformation 
Economic instability has not hit home to some people yet. SCC’s budget meetings 
have recognised increasing pressures and tensions in services for all vulnerable 
people in Suffolk and their families.  Responded by allocating a reserve sum to 
enable flexibility in Adult and Children’s services to respond to emergency. 
   SCC will build on existing good partnership work, believing collaboration is best 
way of adding value and providing stability.  “We have the capacity to respond 
swiftly to protect communities from the worst effects of the downturn’ 
In conducting business with VCS and others will endeavour to ensure prompt 
payments of invoices – especially to smaller organisations. 
    Will respond to requests in as rationale and pragmatic way as possible – but also 
having regard to continuity of services and innovation in response to extraordinary 
situation. 
 

Andrew Good, Chief Executive Mid Suffolk District Council 
8 months ago the theme was about growth.  The rapid reversal has had immediate 
impact on confidence. It is a different form of recession from before – being housing 
and credit led (on job lost in construction leads to 9 other jobs lost elsewhere).  
This one could be more sustained and damaging – but worsened by media hype.   
From Local Authority perspective: council house sales have collapsed – reducing 
capital receipts. S106 agreements are disappearing impacting on social intervention 
funding.  
    MSDC is detecting a slight increase in homelessness in an area where it is rarely 
seen. Registered social landlords suffering from pressure on mortgages. Private 
rental market expanding, but so are prices. 
MSDC has target of 400+ affordable homes, but not confident of reaching this. The 
Council is bringing forward rural exception schemes.  Will continue small business 
rate relief at 100% and the subsidised loan scheme. Regeneration of Stowmarket and 
SnOasis offer opportunities. Will maintain energy saving and benefit advice services 
MSDC will build on strong relationship with VCS, fulfilling its 3 year commitments 
despite internal financial concerns. Andrew has impression that more people are 
volunteering – wanting to give something back. 
   Increasing anxiety and depression need to be tackled – we need to look at personal 
impact on people together. 
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Jonathan Moore. Chief Executive Suffolk Association of Voluntary 
Organisations 
Like other speakers, feel we are in a ‘phoney war’ fear and anxiety anound 
potential impact and how to respond.  Collaboration  between sectors a vital 
response and reassurance.  Agree with Roland Bee’s  (SAVO Trustee) assessment that 
this recession is going to stimulate a paradigm shift in relationships and thinking. 
1. Income/Finances:  
Suffolk’s small kitchen table groups will hunker down and continue to do what they 
do as best they can.    Suffolk’s Medium sized groups – 2 or 3 employees and bigger, 
will probably be hardest hit with many facing very hard decisions about cutting or 
reshaping services in response to hard conditions.   Some casualties in terms of both 
organisations and employees.  Bigger organisations will face similar conditions to 
medium sized, but probably in a better position to remain on track with services and 
objectives.  Some will benefit from government investments aimed at tackling 
downturn. 
2. Services/facilities: 
Pressure on services across all areas will increase – creating cost pressures and 
delivery difficulties for some organisations.  Trustees/officers  are likely to become 
more risk adverse in their planning processes – meaning in some cases opportunities 
will be missed and innovation stifled.  Collaboration – crisis may well encourage 
greater capacity for co-operation as solutions gain precedence over problems in 
relationships.  Merger talks will become more commonplace 
3. People: 
More volunteers likely to come forward, especially in context of employment 
seekers – concern about ability of Suffolk VCS to absorb without investment in 
management support .  Redundancies will be one response to service rationalisation. 
Many smaller organisations will be ‘fire-fighting’ to maintain survival – placing great 
pressures on staff, trustees and volunteers. Community tensions at pressure points 
could flare up 

 “It is more important than ever during these tough times for charity leaders to plan ahead. It 

is vital that they look carefully at their objectives and funding streams, to ensure that they 
have the best strategies in place to deal with any likely changes."   
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Assembly discussions 
In two groups, delegates were asked to address the following questions: 
Are/will the current economic conditions impact on your organisation’s work? 
How are you and your stakeholders’ responding? 
What support/help would assist you now and in immediate future – from Local 
Government? National Government? SAVO?  Others? 
 
 

Group #1 facilitated by Jonathan Moore 
 

Age Concern seeing impact on charity shops of decrease in takings and decrease in 
quality of donations.   For service delivery already an increase in demand and 
expecting it to grow substantially.  Response is more effective and efficient business 
processes.  Assess that despite conditions can stabilise to serve current demand, but 
not to meet increase. Older people suffering disproportionately – income doesn’t 
keep pace. People not able to retire because of pension funds.  Communication and 
information important. 
Volunteering – last 6 months have seen increase in university graduates looking for 
skills and unemployed seeking stepping stone.  Motivation is different and needs to 
be understood. 
 
Home-Start Mid Suffolk expecting significant increase in referrals (currently 50 
families)  Cannot met the increase and existing funding very uncertain.  
 
Good Neighbour Scheme – new initiative, have more volunteers than can use, 
indicative of wider opportunities? 
 
Bridge Project has seen increase in volunteers wanting routes to employment.  Vital 
for referring agencies to understand charity’s needs and capacity and the costs of 
manageing and supporting volunteers. 
 
Suffolk Befriending Scheme finding funding extremely tough, impossible to do longer 
term planning.  53 volunteers vital and organisation only as good as it’s volunteers – 
and it is a costly business doing support properly.  Greater competition for funding – 
feel groups of their size suffering from great volatility.   Endorsed by Richard 
Williams as national trend 
 
Bury Volunteer Centre has had large increase in younger volunteers – motivation is 
often as stepping stone/experience getting.   Jobcentre and others making more 
referrals of this sort.  Opportunities to volunteer not keeping pace.  Running Ipswich 
volunteer Centre have got 100s of people wanting to do things, but VC doesn’t have 
capacity to meet demand 
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Ian Hartley argued that Government should be supporting volunteering more – 
especially with changes in Job seekers rules.    More of the Government funding 
streams should be opened up to small local groups. 
 
Polish Centre – fairly new project, not experiencing people going back as is reported 
in other areas. Wants to provide support to similar minority/immigrant groups.  
Reliant on volunteers, but feel as though walking funding tightrope, but keeping 
balance at moment. 
 
Other comments: 
Need for groups to be more business like – but difficult for Small and Medium sized 
groups with limited capacity. 
Grant funders are tightening criteria as means of managing demand. 
Need to look at fundamentals of your charity – consider how far you can diversify 
and, indeed, consider core objectives.   Challenge of mission drift versus survival. 
 
Solutions: 

1. Funding Stability 
All funders, esp Statutory, need to support continuity and stability through 
policy and practice.  Recognition of increased service pressures needed and 
resources/investment applied when asking groups for more.  VCS need to 
respond with efficiency and effectiveness and clarity of what it can and cannot 
do.  Proper commitment to full cost recovery 

2. Access to Funding 
ESF/Jobcentre and other funds are not available to local groups when regional 
contracting.  Money doesn’t filter down to the coalface where most work done. 
This needs major rethink by funders 

3. Collaboration 
Need to develop ways of promoting and enabling smaller groups to collaborate 
eg frameworks and models for subcontracting that reflect true costs of smaller 
groups.   Managed Network approach still not developed – a role for SAVO. 
Keep the money in the sector 

4. Reducing Costs 
Help in reducing cost, changing or sharing services, outsourcing needed. 

5. Social Capital 
Need greater awareness of social capital of small groups eg communication 
with local politicians re growing this area of investment 
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6. Voluntary Sector solutions not Statutory 
SCC and NHS have adopted approach of floating off services and setting up 
‘social’ businesses.  Investment should be in existing groups or at least making 
it a level playing field. 

7. Volunteering  
SCC need to have volunteering strategy – as do other agencies 
More support for volunteering and volunteering management and funders to 
recognise the costs of managing volunteers 

8. Flexibility 
Support needed in helping VCS flex service to meet increasing and changing 
demands 

9. Procurement 
Voluntary Sector options need to be included in all procurement 
opportunities/decisions (ie no silly rules that exclude local bidding/delivery) 
Need to be Compact compliant. 

10. Public Giving 
Need to develop wider public awareness of the importance of giving to charity, 
how to do it efficiently and importantly to sustain at this time in particular. 
(note increase in Children in Need total against expectations) 

11. Managing service expectations 
Statutory Sector need to better understand the VCS (and vice versa).  
Contracting needs to understand and respond to VCS context to maximise 
impact.  Need clarity in vision for community based services. Recent showcase 
event at Endeavour House was appreciated 

12. Performance Management 
Support for this needs to be improved to produce outcomes sought above, 
needs to be proportionate and simple – a tool to help growth 

13. Good employment practice 
Decisions  that will be faced by groups need support, information and guidance 

14. Changing demands and roles 
The role and demands are changing significantly for the sector.  We need to 
scope out future scenarios and develop sectoral plans to respond to whatever 
changes happen. 
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Assembly discussions 
 
Group #2 facilitated by Richard Catherall 

• Local authority revenues will fall as land charges reduce  
• ESF money applicable to the UK will have a higher value because of the fall of 

the £ against the Euro.  
• Suffolk is the second area in the UK to be able to integrate employment and 

learning services for vulnerable adults and access ESF money to provide new 
joined up service  

• Need to support innovative packages of support for those made unemployed to 
find work and retrain  

• Need to share intelligence and data about impacts  
• Not easy to sub-contract using ESF resource once the contract won.  So need 

the best placed lead agency to prepare bids and influence ESF funders to make 
it easier to bring in local VCS groups who could help after the fact  

• MSDC has access to £300k in Section 106 agreement money to invest in such a 
programme like skills training  

• Early warning systems about charities need to be improved, often too late to 
help  

• We will uncover, during the recession, some of the underlying sustainabilty 
issues of organisations, hidden before.  These have to be tackled to avoid 
further negative impacts from changes linked to LGR etc.  

• The costs of transition linked to LGR may now be exacerbated.  
• More volunteers are coming forward, this brings management costs.  
• LGR should not proceed based on existing business cases.  Opportunity should 

be taken to make it all about localities and new opportunites.  
• LAs really need to use the process to understand the role of enabler  
• SAVO -    

- Should be more prepared to look at different models of delivery in the 
VCS and help faciliate the change  

- Prepare orgs better to work in a political environment, manage assets 
and develop competencies to deliver services  

- Articulate the sector better  
- Address the sector's weaker business models  
- More tangible partnership between SAVO and its members, above other 

SAVO interests 
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Plenary 
Electronic votes were taken on a series of 
questions to get a ‘straw poll’ sense of the 
challenges facing Suffolk’s VCS.  This was followed 
by groups feeding back their discussions in the 
form of proposals that were then put to the 
electronic vote. 
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