Supporting a Stronger Civil Society – Social Firms UK Response


Introduction
Social Firms UK is the national support agency for Social Firms. Social Firms Scotland and Social Firms Wales are our sister organisations. We are responding on behalf of our members, who are Social Firms or organisations interested in the Social Firm sector.

Social Firms are social enterprises that sell a wide range of quality goods and services and   who are committed to employing people facing major barriers in the labour market. For more information see www.socialfirmsuk.co.uk 

1
How can online services for frontline groups be improved?

It would make sense to have a single portal for all Government related online services for civil society organisations, which, if the relevant civil society infrastructure organisations agreed, could include links to their own websites.
2
What can government do to forge more effective links and transfer skills between small civil society organisations and businesses or larger charities?

Make the initial approach to all relevant organisations and, in consultation,  support ( including financially) the development of an exchange infrastructure. This could take the form of an online matching service where organisations with skills to transfer can set out what people in their organisation can offer, and organisations seeking assistance can set out the kind of help and expertise they need.
3
How could brokerage of pro bono support be improved?

The usefulness of pro bono support is dependent upon having sufficient information about the needs of the organisation requiring support and the specific expertise and interest of the organisation/individual  offering the support. This would need to be designed into the work done as described in answer to question 2. 
4
What support might your organisation need to become more resilient?

Social Firms UK members are social enterprises. Members who have indicated that they intend to compete for public sector contracts have asked for the following support and action:
· raising commissioners’ awareness and understanding of social enterprise and Social Firms; 

· help with preparing tenders;

· setting the size of individual procurement packages  in a way that makes them accessible to social enterprises and SMEs and help with developing partnerships and consortia in order to jointly fulfil contract requirements;

· extending the length of contracts in order to mitigate the risk for Social Firms and social enterprises that’s associated with the investment that may be necessary to develop innovative services.

5
What do you think should be the priorities for a bursary fund?

It is unclear from the consultation paper whether the bursary holder will have a free choice in who they select to provide support, or whether there will be some form of “preferred support provider”. If the latter is the case then there should be some way of assessing the quality of support provider services so that appropriate choices can be made and to reassure the bursary holder that service provider has expertise in the field of work that they (the bursary holder) is operating in.

The purpose for applying for a bursary would clearly depend on the type of organisation and its circumstances. The options set out in the consultation paper all relevant. Given that eligibility for the Transition Fund is clearly proscribed, applicants for bursaries should not be successful recipients of that fund.

6
How could a bursary fund be delivered simply and fairly?


See response to question 5. In addition, the design of the scheme should ensure that social enterprises, as well as voluntary and community organisations, have the opportunity to use the fund to increase their resilience.  
7
How could consolidation grants help ensure the sustainability and efficiency of infrastructure services?


The consultation appears to be considering consolidation grants mainly in the context of local infrastructure organisations or communities of interest. As a small national organisation whose members are creating jobs for a diverse range of people, we therefore reserve comment. We have however responded, within the earlier deadline, to the consultation on national infrastructure.
8
Are there ways that expert intervention can support areas which are lacking social capital to improve local relationships and develop a stronger civil society?

Local authorities should be aware of the organisations (front line, general and specialist infrastructure) working in their areas, but this is not always the case. A portal/database as described above would help. Relationships are a two way thing and local authorities need to fully appreciate the contribution CSOs and social enterprises make, by treating them as partners and by making sure they have the opportunity to be fully involved in commissioning processes and are recognised the added value they bring to local procurement. Equally, many Social Firms are small organisations whose first priority has to be ensuring the survival and growth of their organisations in a commercial environment, in order that they can continue to fulfil their social mission. There is a difference of culture between the sectors that has to be acknowledged and taken into account. Many of our members have highlighted that help with relationship and business development is an essential part of enabling them to become ready to tender for public service delivery. For further comment around the issue of increasing access to public sector contracts, please see our response to the Modernising Commissioning consultation which is attached as an annex to this document.
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