Big Society and the Voluntary and Community Sector
‘Big Society’ is the new coalition government’s programme for civil society. First it’s probably worth noting that ‘civil society’ has replaced ‘third sector’ as government’s way of referring to the voluntary and community sector. Instead of the Minister for the Third Sector we now have a Minister for Civil Society. The new name refers to more than just supporting the voluntary and community sector – it is meant to reflect the building of the Big Society. The new minister, Conservative MP Nick Hurd, will be driving the Big Society agenda forward. 

The Big Society proposals are intended to give communities more power and encourage people to take an active part in their communities. Some of the policies agreed so far include:

· Reforming the planning system to give neighbourhoods more ability to determine the shape of the places in which their inhabitants live.
· Introducing more powers to help communities save local facilities and services threatened by closure, and giving communities the right to bid to take over local state-run services.

· Training a new generation of community organisers and supporting the creation of neighbourhood groups across the UK, especially in the most deprived areas.

· Supporting the creation and expansion of mutuals, co-operatives, charities and social enterprises, and supporting these groups to have much greater involvement in the running of public services.
The language of the Big Society paper reflects the government’s desire to see citizens and communities take responsibility in their local areas. The emphasis appears to be on ownership rather than partnership, with ‘civil society’ organisations involved in running, not just delivering public services. 
The full 3 page document can be found on the Cabinet Office website www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk. 
Nick Hurd has described the voluntary and community sector as ‘a key partner in creating a cohesive society’ and stated that government policy will focus on 3 issues:
· Making it easier to run a charity, social enterprise or voluntary organisation.

· Getting more resources into the sector: strengthening its independence and resilience.

· Making it easier for sector organisations to work with the state.
A greater role for voluntary and community sector organisations in public services is likely to be accompanied by greater emphasis on payment by results. Funding for the sector will also come through changes to Gift Aid and the National Lottery, and the creation of a Big Society Bank. The latter will use funds from dormant bank accounts to provide new finance for neighbourhood groups, charities, social enterprises and other nongovernmental bodies. In their manifesto the Conservatives had also stated that they would introduce a fair deal on grants to give voluntary organisations more stability and allow them to earn a competitive return for providing public services. 
The Big Society proposals describe ‘radical devolution of power’ to local government. This includes greater financial autonomy, meaning that councils will have more choice about how they spend the money they receive, and where they make cuts. The first cuts to public expenditure were announced in the Queen’s speech on 24th May and included a £1.2 billion reduction in grants to local councils. The Emergency Budget on June 22nd should explain what some of those cuts mean.
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