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1. Introduction

In 2009 NICVA was awarded three year funding under Peace III for its Vital Links project, which aims to contribute to the development of a normalised post-conflict society by building links and dialogue between key institutions and civil society.  The purpose of the Vital Links programme is to increase interaction, to increase understanding on the part of key institutions on the voluntary and community sector and to increase the sector’s understanding of how key institutions operate and how they can interact. This report explores the links that have been forged between MLAs and voluntary and community organisations in an attempt to examine the relationship MLAs have with the sector, what knowledge and expertise they believe the sector has, how they access this knowledge and if they are influenced by the sector.  To gather the baseline data a questionnaire was circulated to 107 MLAs and a response rate of 29.9% was achieved. 
2. Knowledge

An overwhelming majority of MLAs reported that they have links with voluntary and community organisations (96.9%). Only one MLA (3.1%) mentioned that s/he has not yet forged links with organisations from the sector
. 
2.1 Contact

As a means to measure contact between MLAs and voluntary and community organisations, MLAs were asked to reveal the number of voluntary and community organisations that they are currently in contact with. 

Table 2.1: The number of voluntary and community organisations that MLAs have contact with at the present time
	
	Count
	%

	1-3
	1
	3.2

	4-6
	7
	22.6

	7-9
	4
	12.9

	10+
	19
	61.3

	Total
	31
	100


Base: 31 organisations (1 response missing)
It is clear from Table 2.1 that the majority of MLAs (74.2%) have contact with more than seven voluntary and community organisations. Only 3.2% have contact with fewer than three organisations. MLAs were also asked to indicate the number of voluntary and community organisations that they have regular contact with (four or more times a year)
.  67.7% have regular contact with seven or more voluntary and community organisations. 9.7% of MLAs have contact with less than three organisations on a regular basis. In addition, the vast majority of MLAs (71.0%) indicated that they are members of a voluntary and community organisation
. 54.8% revealed that they are a committee member of a voluntary and community organisation, of which over one third are a committee member in three organisations and 23.5% are a committee member in four organisations
. 
2.2 Challenges facing voluntary and community organisations 

MLAs highlighted a range of challenges affecting the voluntary and community organisations with whom they have formed links. What is very clear from Figure 2.1 below is that the majority of MLAs (87.1%) believe that one of the main challenges facing voluntary and community organisations is the cuts in public spending. Other main challenges include community planning (58.1); overall financial sustainability (54.8%) and an increased demand in services (54.8%). 
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Figure 2.1: The main challenges that MLAs believe voluntary and community organisations face

Base: Multiple responses

As Figure 2.1 shows 6.6% of MLAs indicated that voluntary and community organisations face other challenges to those listed in the survey.  These include:

· Being used to plug the gaps left by statutory organisations
· Community cohesion and lack of community development in certain areas
· People with skills leaving the sector due to uncertainty
2.3 Challenges facing the voluntary and community sector as a whole

As well as highlighting challenges that affect voluntary and community organisations with whom they have forged links, MLAs also took the opportunity to indicate the challenges they believe the voluntary and community sector face as a whole. The majority of MLAs believe that the main challenge facing the sector is funding (41.6%). Sustainability (30.6%) and financial and economic challenges (16.7%) were also seen as major challenges. MLAs took the opportunity to mention other challenges including:

· Recognition (2%)

· Meeting the needs of the community (2%)

· Negative policy decisions (2%)

· Getting volunteers to do the work needed due to cuts in public funding (2%)

As well as describing the main challenges facing the sector, MLAs highlighted the areas in which they believe organisations in the voluntary and community sector have expertise. 

Table 2.2: Areas of voluntary and community sector expertise

	
	%
	
	%

	Community development
	81.3
	Race and ethnicity
	53.1

	Advice services
	75.0
	Disability
	53.1

	Older people
	75.0
	Environment
	53.1

	Volunteering 
	75.0
	Rural development
	50.0

	Young people
	75.0
	A shared and better future
	50.0

	Health and well being
	68.8
	Equality
	50.0

	Education and training
	62.5
	Urban regeneration
	46.9

	Housing and homelessness
	62.5
	Community safety
	46.9

	Women’s issues
	62.5
	Human rights
	43.8

	Men’s issues
	59.4
	Transport
	40.6

	Children and families
	59.4
	Arts 
	37.5

	Carers
	56.3
	Other
	9.3

	Poverty
	56.3
	
	


Base: Multiple answers

What can clearly be seen in Table 2.2 is that MLAs believe that the voluntary and community sector has a wide range of areas in which it has expertise. Over 75% of respondents believe that the voluntary and community sector have expertise in providing services in community development, older people, volunteering, young people and advice services.  Other areas which MLAs believe the voluntary and community sector has expertise in includes:

· Victims and survivors

· Former prisoners

· Dealing with the past

· Social economy

· Budgeting and audits

All respondents reported that they have been contacted by voluntary and community organisations in relation to the areas they highlighted in Table 2.2. Table 2.3 below shows the areas MLAs have been contacted about by voluntary and community organisations.

Table 2.3: Main reasons why voluntary and community organisations contact MLAs

	
	%
	
	%

	All issues
	12.8
	Community safety
	2.6

	Housing and homelessness
	12.8
	Education and training
	2.6

	Advice services
	10.3
	Equality
	2.6

	Arts 
	7.7
	Health and well being
	2.6

	Young people
	7.7
	Men’s issues
	2.6

	Poverty
	7.7
	Older people
	2.6

	Community development
	5.1
	Rural development
	2.6

	Disability
	5.1
	Urban regeneration
	2.6

	Environment
	5.1
	Women’s issues
	2.6

	Carers
	2.6
	
	


Base: 39

Housing and homelessness (12.85), advice services (10.3%), young people (7.7%), arts (7.7%) and poverty (7.7%) are the most common areas MLAs were contacted about.  12.8% of respondents reported that they have been contacted about all the areas highlighted in Table 2.3.
MLAs were asked to specify the mains areas where voluntary and community organisations have provided help or information that was useful to them.

Table 2.4: Areas that voluntary and community organisations provide useful information and help
	
	%
	
	%

	All issues
	14.3
	Environment
	4.8

	Race and ethnicity
	11.9
	Arts 
	2.4

	Community development
	9.5
	Disability
	2.4

	Young people
	9.5
	Older people
	2.4

	Carers
	7.1
	Poverty
	2.4

	Children and families
	7.1
	Rural development
	2.4

	Health and well being
	7.1
	Urban regeneration
	2.4

	Advice services
	4.8
	Women’s issues
	2.4

	Education and training
	4.8
	Volunteering
	2.4


Base: 42

Again a number of respondents reported that voluntary and community organisations have provided them with useful information and help on all issues (14.3%).  11.9% reported that they have been provided with useful information and help in relation to race and ethnicity. 9.5% of MLAs have also received help and information in relation to community development and young people. What is clear from Table 2.4 is that MLAs reported that they have received help and information that was useful to them in areas such as arts, older people, disability, poverty, rural development, urban regeneration, women’s issues and volunteering. There may be several reasons for this.  It could be that the MLAs have not sought information from relevant voluntary and community organisations or that they have been unsure where to find this information. 

Table 2.5: Areas where MLAs believe the voluntary and community sector lack expertise
	
	Count
	%

	Sourcing funding streams/financial planning
	5
	31.3

	None – Organisations have expertise
	5
	31.3

	Strategic/development planning
	2
	12.5

	Cultural issues
	2
	12.5

	Community development
	1
	6.2

	Urban regeneration
	1
	6.2


Base: 16 (16 missing)
As well as examining areas where MLAs believe the voluntary and community sector has expertise, this report examines the areas in which MLAs believe the voluntary and community sector lacks expertise.  31.3% of respondents believe there is a lack of expertise in relation to sourcing funding streams and financial planning. 12.5% believe that there is a lack of expertise with regard to strategic or development planning and a further 12.5% believe there is a lack of expertise in relation to cultural issues.  It is important to note that 31.3% of responding MLAs believe that there are no areas in which the voluntary and community sector lacks expertise. 
3. Value

This section of the report examines the value MLA’s place on the voluntary and community sector.
3.1 The overall value of the voluntary and community sector

MLA’s were asked to indicate how valuable they believe the voluntary and community sector is to their job, the local community, Northern Irish society, decision makers, the quality of democracy and in creating a shared and better future. 
Figure 3.1: The value of the voluntary and community sector
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Base: multiple responses
Figure 3.1 above clearly indicates that MLAs believe the voluntary and community sector is of great value to their local community. 96.9% of respondents believe that the sector is valuable or very valuable in this regard.  Nearly 94% of MLAs (93.8%) believe that the sector is either valuable or very valuable to their job as an MLA.  When asked how valuable the voluntary and community sector is to Northern Ireland society as a whole, 90.6% of respondents indicated that the sector is valuable, 62.5% of which believe the sector to be very valuable.  Fewer respondents believe that the sector has the same value with regard to creating a shared and better future with only 80.7% of respondents believing that the sector is of value to this process. With regard to the quality of democracy in Northern Ireland, 78.2% of respondents thought that the sector was either very valuable or valuable to this. 

MLAs were also asked about the role that the voluntary and community sector will play in relation to community planning. Over 90% of MLAs (90.6%) believe the sector will play a valuable or very valuable role in community planning.  3.1% are unsure of the value of the sector’s role while 6.3% believe the role of the sector will be of limited value. 

4. Relationship

This section examines the relationship between voluntary and community organisations and MLAs and the Northern Ireland Executive.  It also examines the views of MLAs on the most common mistake voluntary and community organisations make regarding issues they are contacted about. 
4.1 The influence, understanding and impact voluntary and community organisations have in relation to political representatives in Northern Ireland
MLAs were asked if their relationship with voluntary and community organisations have an influence on their party’s position and their job as an MLA.  90% of MLAs believe that their relationship with voluntary and community organisations do have an influence on their party’s position and 96.9% believe that they have an impact on their job as an MLA. MLAs were also asked if they believe the work of the voluntary and community sector has an impact on the decisions made by the NI Executive. Over three quarters of MLAs (78.1%) believe that the sector does have an impact on the NI Executive, 12.5% of which believe this impact is significant.  Only 6.3% of respondents believe the sector has a minimal impact on the NI Executive.
Table 4.1: Extent voluntary and community organisations understand the role of MLAs as political representatives

	
	Count
	%

	A very good understanding
	-
	-

	A good understanding
	18
	58.2

	Not sure
	10
	32.3

	A limited understanding
	3
	9.5

	No understanding at all
	-
	-

	Total
	31
	100


Base: 31 Responses (1 missing)

MLAs were asked to what extent they believe voluntary and community organisations understand their role as political representatives. 58.2% of respondents believe that voluntary and community organisations have a good understanding however no responding MLAs believe that organisations from the sector have a very good understanding of their role.  What is positive however is that all respondents believe that voluntary and community organisations have at least a limited understanding of their political role. 
4.2 Common mistakes made by voluntary and community organisations

MLAs have highlighted a number of common mistakes they believe voluntary and community organisations make.
Figure 4.1: Common mistakes made by voluntary and community organisations in contact with MLAs
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Base: Multiple answers

Figure 4.1 clearly illustrates that MLAs believe the most common mistake made by voluntary and community organisations that have been in contact with them is in relation to failing to understand processes and procedures. 71.9% believe that this is the most common mistake.  Basing their position on emotion rather than fact (59.4) and being too early or too late in the process (46.9%) are also viewed by MLAs as common mistakes made by voluntary and community organisations. One third of MLAs believe that a common mistake is that voluntary and community organisations often approach the wrong person when raising issues or concerns. There has been greater emphasis on voluntary and community organisations to be honest and transparent in an effort to maintain public trust and confidence in voluntary action and in the actions of voluntary and community organisations. MLAs were asked if a common mistake made by voluntary and community organisations is that there is not sufficient transparency. 9.4% of MLAs reported that they believe that this is a common mistake made by organisations.  What is also evident from Figure 4.1 is few MLAs believe that voluntary and community organisations offer unethical inducements to MLAs (3.1%).

5. Influence

This section examines the range of sources that have an influence on the work of MLAs and how influential the voluntary and community sector is compared to other sources. It also examines the knowledge MLAs have of the sector, the overall relationship between MLAs and voluntary and community organisations, the value of the sector and the key issues that MLAs believe the sector should be focusing on. 
5.1 Influence on the work of MLAs

MLAs were asked to identify the different sources that influence their work in an attempt to compare the influence of the voluntary and community sector on the work of MLAs with the influence of media, other political parties, a constituent or influence from within their own party. 
Figure 5.1: Most influence on the work of a MLA
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Base: Multiple answers
MLAs reported that issues raised by a constituent influences their work more than any other source (93.4%). 22.2% reported that an issue raised by local media also has an influence where as 59.3% indicated that an issue raised by regional media has a limited or no influence at all on their work.  The third most common source to have an impact on the work of MLAs is issues raised by another MLA within their political party (14.3%); however an issue raised by an MLA from another political party was not viewed as influential with 57.1% saying that it was of limited influence or no influence at all. Only 6.9% of MLAs reported that voluntary and community organisations have the most influential impact on their jobs. 65.5% however commented that although these organisations do not have the most influence on their job they are still very influential. 
In relation to their overall knowledge of the voluntary and community sector, 80% of MLAs reported that they are knowledgeable or very knowledgeable about the sector while 16.7% stated that they are unsure how much knowledge they possess with regard to the sector. Only 3.3% of responding MLAs said they have limited knowledge about the sector.  In addition all MLAs indicated that the sector is either valuable or very valuable. When asked about their relationship with the voluntary and community sector, 27.6% stated that it was excellent, while 69% stated that they have a good relationship and 3.4% were unsure of their relationship with the sector. 
5.2 Key areas of focus

MLAs were asked to specify the main areas they believe the voluntary and community sector should be focusing on.

Table 5.1: Areas of focus for the voluntary and community sector

	
	Count
	%

	Sustainability/effective use of resources
	5
	14.7

	Community leadership/cohesion
	4
	11.8

	Equality and poverty issues
	3
	8.8

	Community planning/development
	2
	5.9

	Other
	20
	58.8


Base: 34 (multiple answers)
One of the main areas that MLAs believe the sector should focus on is in relation to sustainability and effective use of resources.  This has been a common theme in the voluntary and community sector especially with an increasingly competitive funding environment and because of the current UK recession resulting in uncertainty about long term sustainability. Community leadership and cohesion was the second area that MLAs believe the sector should focus on (11.8%). Equality and poverty issues (8.8%) and community planning and development (5.9%) were also areas of focus that MLAs mentioned. 

One surprising result is that even with increasing financial pressure on the sector and the economic downturn resulting in more emphasis on the sector to provide value for money, only 2.9% of MLAs believe that this is an area that the sector should focus on.  Again only 2.9% of MLAs believe that the sector should focus on the general economic climate even though this is currently having an impact on the sector, especially as there has been an increase in demand for services delivered particularly with regard to welfare services, advice and counselling. It is also important to mention at this point that 2.9% of MLAs believe that the sector should focus on working more closely with MLAs to have greater impact.  This may be a possible indication that the majority of MLAs who have been contacted by voluntary and community organisations believe there is a positive working relationship with these organisations who focus on working closely with MLAs to achieve greater impact in areas important to the sector. 

6. Conclusion

The purpose of this research is to provide information which will assist the Vital Links programme commissioned under Peace III. The purpose of the Vital Links programme is to increase interaction, increase understanding on the part of key institutions of the voluntary and community sector and to increase the sector’s understanding of how key institutions operate and how they can interact.  This report examines the knowledge of MLAs with regard to the voluntary and community sector, their contact with voluntary and community organisations, how valuable they believe the sector is and an overall analysis of the relationship between MLAs and the sector generally. 
As mentioned, one of the main purposes of the Vital Links programme is to increase interaction between MLAs and the voluntary and community sector. The results from responding MLAs indicate that there is a lot of interaction between themselves and voluntary and community organisations as the majority of MLAs have contact with organisations in the sector, in some cases with a significant number and in many cases they are directly involved with organisations (71% of MLAs are members of voluntary and community organisations).  This clearly indicates that there is good interaction between MLAs and the sector however there is room for improvement with 3.2% of respondents indicating that they are only in contact with one voluntary and community organisation. It is also important to mention at this point that only 32 MLAs out of 107 responded to this questionnaire, a response rate of less than 30%. 

In relation to understanding the voluntary and community sector, MLAs highlighted areas of expertise that they believe exist within the sector. Particular areas of expertise raised include community development, advice services, services for older people, for young people and in relation to volunteering. As well as highlighting areas of expertise MLAs revealed the areas they understand to be most challenging for the sector. What is continuously raised throughout this report are the cuts in public spending, reduced funding and sustainability. MLAs believe that voluntary and community organisations face many challenges in relation to funding and overall financial sustainability.  They also believe that the increase in demand for service delivery by the sector and community planning is challenging. 

This report also highlights the value that MLAs place on the voluntary and community sector, and the impact and influence the sector has in relation to their jobs as well as local communities, society as a whole, to decision makers, the quality of democracy and in creating a shared and better future. The results in this report will clearly inform the sector on the impact and influence it has on MLAs and will also highlight the areas in which the sector can focus on in the future, to extend their influence. 

MLAs also highlighted how interaction could improve between themselves and the sector. For example over one third of MLAs (34.4%) reported that one of the most common mistakes they believe voluntary and community organisations make is that they approach the wrong person when lobbying or raising awareness of issues important to them. They also mentioned that organisations have a tendency to be too early or too late to a process therefore interaction between them is affected.  MLAs also believe that organisations at times fail to understand processes and procedures which again could impact on interaction. Voluntary and community organisations could use the results of this report to improve their interaction with political representatives in Northern Ireland. 

Appendix One

Baseline figures for Peace III Knowledge, value and influence of the voluntary and community sector in Northern Ireland, research.

Table1: Links with voluntary and community organisations

	
	Count
	%

	Yes
	31
	96.9

	No
	7
	3.1

	Total
	32
	100


Table 2: The number of voluntary and community organisations that MLAs have contact with at the present time

	
	Count
	%

	1-3
	1
	3.2

	4-6
	7
	22.6

	7-9
	4
	12.9

	10+
	19
	61.3

	Total
	31
	100


Table 3: The number of voluntary and community organisations that MLAs have regular contact with (4 or more times a year)

	
	Count
	%

	1-3
	3
	9.7

	4-6
	7
	22.6

	7-9
	8
	25.8

	10+
	13
	41.9

	Total
	31
	100


Table 4: Membership of a voluntary and community organisation

	
	Count
	%

	Yes
	22
	71.0

	No
	9
	29.0

	Total
	31
	100


Table 5: Are you a committee member of a voluntary and community organisation?

	
	Count
	%

	Yes
	17
	54.8

	No
	14
	45.2

	Total
	31
	100


Base: 31 organisations (1 missing)
Table 6: How many organisations are you a committee member of?

	
	Count
	%

	1
	3
	17.6

	2
	4
	23.5

	3
	6
	35.4

	4
	4
	23.5

	Total
	17
	100


Table 7: Key challenges facing the voluntary and community sector

	
	Count
	%

	Funding
	15
	30

	Sustainability
	11
	22

	Financial/economic
	6
	12

	Attracting/retaining volunteers
	4
	8

	Recognition
	1
	2

	Meeting the needs of the community
	1
	2

	Negative policy decisions
	1
	2

	Getting volunteers to do the work needed due to cuts in public spending
	1
	2

	Decisions from central government
	1
	2

	Red tape
	1
	2

	Over stretched services
	1
	2

	Support
	1
	2

	Fluid structures
	1
	2

	Time constraints of people
	1
	2

	Lack of community cohesion
	1
	2

	Overlapping
	1
	2

	Lack of joined up thinking
	1
	2

	Public procurement/government contracts
	1
	2

	Total
	50
	100


Table 8: Areas of voluntary and community sector expertise

	
	%
	
	%

	Community development
	81.3
	Race and ethnicity
	53.1

	Advice services
	75.0
	Disability
	53.1

	Older people
	75.0
	Environment
	53.1

	Volunteering 
	75.0
	Rural development
	50.0

	Young people
	75.0
	A shared and better future
	50.0

	Health and well being
	68.8
	Equality
	50.0

	Education and training
	62.5
	Urban regeneration
	46.9

	Housing and homelessness
	62.5
	Community safety
	46.9

	Women’s issues
	62.5
	Human rights
	43.8

	Men’s issues
	59.4
	Transport
	40.6

	Children and families
	59.4
	Arts 
	37.5

	Carers
	56.3
	Other
	9.3

	Poverty
	56.3
	
	


Base: Multiple answers

Table 9: Topics voluntary and community organisations have contact MLAs

	
	%
	
	%

	All issues
	12.8
	Community safety
	2.6

	Housing and homelessness
	12.8
	Education and training
	2.6

	Advice services
	10.3
	Equality
	2.6

	Arts 
	7.7
	Health and well being
	2.6

	Young people
	7.7
	Men’s issues
	2.6

	Poverty
	7.7
	Older people
	2.6

	Community development
	5.1
	Rural development
	2.6

	Disability
	5.1
	Urban regeneration
	2.6

	Environment
	5.1
	Women’s issues
	2.6

	Carers
	2.6
	
	


Base: 39
Table 10: Areas that voluntary and community organisations provide useful information and help

	
	%
	
	%

	All issues
	14.3
	Environment
	4.8

	Race and ethnicity
	11.9
	Arts 
	2.4

	Community development
	9.5
	Disability
	2.4

	Young people
	9.5
	Older people
	2.4

	Carers
	7.1
	Poverty
	2.4

	Children and families
	7.1
	Rural development
	2.4

	Health and well being
	7.1
	Urban regeneration
	2.4

	Advice services
	4.8
	Women’s issues
	2.4

	Education and training
	4.8
	Volunteering
	2.4


Base: 42

Table 11: Areas where MLAs believe the voluntary and community sector lack expertise

	
	Count
	%

	Sourcing funding streams/financial planning
	5
	31.3

	None – Organisations have expertise
	5
	31.3

	Strategic/development planning
	2
	12.5

	Cultural issues
	2
	12.5

	Community development
	1
	6.2

	Urban regeneration
	1
	6.2


Base: 16 (16 missing)
Table 12: Extent voluntary and community organisations understand the role of MLA’s as a political representative

	
	Count
	%

	A very good understanding
	-
	-

	A good understanding
	18
	58.2

	Not sure
	10
	32.3

	A limited understanding
	3
	9.5

	No understanding at all
	-
	-

	Total
	31
	100


Base: 31 Responses (1 missing)

Table 13: Areas of focus for the voluntary and community sector

	
	Count
	%

	Sustainability/effective use of resources
	5
	14.7

	Community leadership/cohesion
	4
	11.8

	Equality and poverty issues
	3
	8.8

	Community planning/development
	2
	5.9

	Other
	20
	58.8


Base: 34 (multiple answers)
�








� See Table 1, Appendix One
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� See Table 7, Appendix One
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