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Stronger Communities 
Discussion paper Alison Baxter, OCVA 
Oxford Strategic Partnership 2 September 2010 
 
OSCA and the future for partnerships 
Stronger communities were viewed as important by the previous government and 
included in the framework for strategic partnerships. Oxfordshire therefore added 
OSCA (Oxfordshire Stronger Communities Alliance) to the county’s LSP structure, 
building on a pre-existing partnership set up specifically to support the voluntary 
sector (the OVSDP) and the former Compact1 steering group. 
 
OSCA is the place where the voluntary, community, faith and public sectors come 
together at a strategic level within the county. They will be consulting on a new 
business plan through the autumn and hope the value of the Alliance will continue 
to be recognised in reviewing future partnership structures in the county. There is 
however going to be a funding gap after March 2011 that threatens the provision 
of officer support and as a result, the sustainability of the Alliance. 
 
The overall purpose of the Alliance is to act as an independent strategic 
partnership to help build and maintain stronger communities and a thriving 
voluntary, community and faith sector in Oxfordshire. OSCA supports 
communities, voluntary groups and social enterprises to develop local solutions 
and deliver effective services for the benefit of the people of Oxfordshire. 
 
OSCA led on National Indicators 6 and 7 in the Oxfordshire Sustainable 
Community Strategy and LAA (increase in volunteering and environment for a 
thriving Third Sector). It has now added a focus on community self-help. 
 
Regular forum events that take place across the county enable the views of front-
line voluntary, community and faith sector organisations to be heard and fed into 
the partnership. There have been forums twice a year in Oxford, held in 
partnership with Oxford City Council. The next one is on 2 November 2010 and 
will offer an opportunity for the Council to talk to the voluntary sector about, 
amongst other issues, the potential impact of cuts in public spending. 
 
The Alliance has a fair and transparent election process in place that has been 
successfully used to enable voluntary, community and faith representatives to 
have a legitimate voice on thematic and local strategic partnership boards.  This 
process is available to meet future needs for representation. Support and 
development is also offered through the Alliance for representatives. 
 
A note about business involvement 
The private sector does not have a place on OSCA but a separate network exists, 
the Responsible Oxfordshire Business Involvement Network (ROBIN), that brings 
together businesses and the voluntary and statutory sectors. The aim of ROBIN is 
to share resources and expertise for the benefit of the residents of Oxfordshire. 
This could include employer-supported volunteering, the use of meeting or office 
space, or specialist advice from any sector.  
 

                                                
1 Compact: a set of principles governing relationships between the voluntary and 
community sectors. There is a national Compact and an Oxfordshire one – see 
http://www.oxfordshirepartnership.org.uk/wps/wcm/connect/occ/OxfordshirePart
nership/Partnerships/Oxfordshire+Stronger+Communities+Alliance/OP+-+Part+-
+05+OSCA+Compact 
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Recommendations for the OSP 
• The City forum offers a major opportunity for the OSP to communicate with 

local voluntary, community and faith groups but we need to be clear what we 
want to communicate about and why. 

• So far the OSP has preferred a selection process to an election for its 
voluntary sector members. Arguably, this lacks transparency and does not 
encourage members to see themselves as accountable to a wider constituency 
of voluntary and community groups. The OSP should consider whether to 
move to an election system. 

• The OSP may wish to express its support for the continued existence of a 
Stronger Communities alliance or partnership after March 2011 and comment 
on the OSCA business plan when it comes out for consultation. 

• The OSP should consider whether its own strategy and structure gives enough 
prominence to stronger communities and if not, how this could be remedied. 

• OSP members that are not already members of ROBIN may wish to join. 
 

Firm Foundations for a stronger Oxford 
A 2004 report from the Home Office, Firm Foundations, identified five key 
components of support for community action and involvement: 
1 A meeting space or base or hub (it is suggested that this could be a virtual 

hub such as a website or email network as well as a building like a community 
centre or church hall) 

2 Seedcorn funding i.e. small grants 
3 Workers with community development skills (not necessarily the same things 

as ‘community development workers’ – could be a local vicar or children’s 
centre manager or tenant empowerment officer for a social landlord) 

4 A forum or network owned by and accountable to the community 
5 High quality learning opportunities to equip people for active citizenship and 

engagement 
 
The new Communities team at the City Council will be working to address many 
of these issues, with a particular focus on areas for regeneration. For example, 
they will be supporting community centres and the associations that run them 
(item 1), setting up a community forum in Blackbird Leys (item 3) and have 
already offered training for residents of Blackbird Leys in research skills (item 5), 
resulting in the Connecting Communities residents’ research report. 
 
Seedcorn funding (item 2) is under threat because of public sector cuts and the 
impact of low interest rates on grantmaking trusts, although the Government is 
suggesting they will follow up the successful Grassroots grants (administered by 
the Oxfordshire Community Foundation) with a new programme of neighbourhood 
grants. 
 
The Communities team will have valuable community development skills but 
there are many other people across the city who also have skills that they use 
consciously or unconsciously to promote community action. OSCA is holding an 
event on 15 October to bring together elected members and senior officers to 
hear about some approaches that have succeeded and consider how best to build 
cohesive communities that are able to help themselves. 
 
Recommendations for the OSP 
• The OSP should explore with the Communities team, once they are fully 

established, what support partners can offer. For example 
o community self-help in rural areas often starts with a parish plan. 

The County Council has a contract in place with ORCC to support 
parish planning. Most of the city of Oxford is not made up of 
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parishes and therefore falls outside the scope of this work. The new 
team is potentially disadvantaged by not having this additional 
resource to draw on. 

o partners may be able to contribute to learning opportunities or 
community website design and hosting. 

• The Oxfordshire Community Foundation is under threat because it has failed 
to grow its endowment to a sustainable level. Members of the OSP should use 
their influence to encourage major donors (individuals and corporates) to 
understand the value of small local grants and support OCF rather than more 
well-known national causes. 

• The OSP should support the Council in ensuring that any neighbourhood or 
community forums have an effective way of connecting into policy and 
strategy based on the ladder of participation adopted at the last meeting. 

• OSP members should consider attending the event on 15 October. 
 

Where does this fit with the Big Society? 
Big Society is the umbrella term being used by the new government to cover a 
number of different initiatives and commitments. The favoured label is no longer 
the Third Sector but Civil Society. Nick Hurd is the Minister for Civil Society at the 
Office for Civil Society, which sits within the Cabinet Office and leads on this 
agenda. (Lord) Nat Wei appears to be the driving force behind the scenes. 
 
The main themes that underpin the Big Society are: 
• Devolving power to communities and local government 
• A greater role in public services for voluntary organisations, employee owned 

co-ops etc. 
• Encouragement for social action 
The Cabinet Office Structural Reform Plan (June 2010) sets out priorities. 
 
The main actions proposed are: 

• Promote the delivery of public services by social enterprises, charities 
and voluntary groups, encouraging them to get involved in running 
things like Sure Start 

• Cut the bureaucracy and paperwork which currently stifles charities, 
including reforming the criminal records checks system and making Gift 
Aid easier to use 

• Restore the National Lottery to its original purpose, cut down on 
administration costs and make sure more money goes to good causes 
instead of Ministers' pet projects 

• Introduce a fair deal on grants so charities and voluntary organisations 
can make a competitive return when providing public services, just as 
private businesses already do 

• Establish a new Big Society Bank, using money from unclaimed bank 
accounts to leverage hundreds of millions of pounds of extra finance for 
neighbourhood groups, charities and social enterprises 

• Introduce a National Citizen Service, a new volunteering programme to 
help 16 year olds develop their skills, mix with people from different 
backgrounds and get involved in improving their communities 

• Lead by example, transforming the civil service into a ‘civic service’ 
by encouraging civil servants to volunteer and participate in social action 
projects 

• Use the latest insights from behavioural economics to encourage people 
to donate more time and money to charity 

• Develop a new measure of well-being that encapsulates the social 
value of state action 

• Empower communities to come together to address local issues; 
including enabling parents to open new schools, letting neighbours take 
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over local amenities like parks and libraries that are under threat, giving 
the public greater control of the planning system, and enabling residents 
to hold the police to account in neighbourhood beat meetings 

• Fund the training of an army of independent community organisers 
to help people establish and run neighbourhood groups 

• Launch an annual Big Society Day to celebrate the work of 
neighbourhood groups and encourage more people to take part in social 
action 

 
There is much to welcome in this approach, including what is on the face of it 
increased recognition for the voluntary sector. There is clearly a role for larger 
charities and social enterprises to compete to deliver public services. There is also 
a focus on grassroots activity and community empowerment. What is not clear is 
how far the perspective of the medium-sized local voluntary organisations that 
form the backbone of our sector is understood. 
 
The impact of public sector spending cuts is likely to mean less money available 
in grants and contracts to charities and voluntary groups to deliver services, and 
without adequate funding the measures listed above are unlikely in themselves to 
increase service delivery. The National Citizen Service is not going to be fully 
funded by government and there is not likely to be a large pool of new volunteers 
ready and able to take on running services. Even if there were, the use of 
volunteers is not without costs. Only the training of the independent community 
organisers is funded - they are supposed to raise their own salaries as well as 
helping people establish groups. 
 
There are therefore significant risks to well-known and well-established local 
charities and voluntary groups whose funding is at risk and who are in danger of 
being by-passed as government seeks to devolve decision-making down to the 
lowest possible level. Voluntary organisations are not just service providers. Often 
user-led, they play a vital role in reaching out to marginalised and disadvantaged 
people and enabling the voice of service users to be heard. They may represent a 
‘community of interest’ such as homeless people or people with disabilities, or a 
particular ethnic group, but they may equally be neighbourhood based. 
 
Most community activists need support to set up successful projects from 
professional advisers who know about legal structures, governance, how to 
access funding and how to recruit and manage volunteers. That also is currently 
provided through local charities such as OCVA. 
 
The challenge facing our local voluntary sector is therefore how to recognise and 
respond constructively to the positive aspects of the Big Society while managing 
the risk to existing organisations and initiatives. 
 
OCVA is currently running a survey to assess how local organisations are reacting 
and a series of workshops to support them to prepare for change and maximise 
their chances of survival. 
 
Recommendations for the OSP 
• The OSP should acknowledge and include in its future planning and 

consultation processes the role of voluntary organisations in supporting 
community engagement as well as in service delivery. 

• Members of the OSP who are in touch with voluntary organisations can 
signpost them to OCVA for support. 

• Members of the OSP may want to follow government’s example in promoting 
employer-supported volunteering. 


