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Background 
NICVA is the umbrella body for the voluntary, community and social enterprise (VCSE) sector in Northern Ireland with over 1,100 members, who provide a wide range of services and activities for public benefit. These range from health, social care, and emergency services; advice and counselling, community development and peacebuilding; to environmental, arts, and sporting activities. We work to support and advance the interests of the people and communities that our members support. We offer a wide range of practical services and support to our members to help them do what they do best - find innovative solutions for social challenges. NICVA’s database of VCSE sector organisations holds records of over 6,100 organisations employing over 53,000 people across Northern Ireland.  For further details on the NI VCSE sector visit NICVA ‘State of the Sector’ resource at - https://www.nicva.org/stateofthesector 

Consultation timeline
NICVA welcomes the opportunity to respond to this consultation on the Department of Health’s Equality Assessment however would also like to take the opportunity to convey our significant concerns with regards to the lack of appropriate time provided to respond to the Draft Budget and subsequent EQIAs.

Role of the VCSE Sector in providing Health and Wellbeing services
The concept of a short-term budget, and in this case a one-year budget, does not allow for sufficient planning for Government Departments. As the Department has been facing mounting pressures with waiting times and outpatient appointments prior to the pandemic, and now the current climate has witnessed these become magnified, NICVA would be seriously worried about the impact this form of budgeting will have on the Department of Health, and in turn voluntary and community sector organisations who provide health related services. Health and wellbeing services are the main subsector within the voluntary and community sector with 56.1%[footnoteRef:1] of organisations stating that they provide services within this area, and 25%[footnoteRef:2] of organisations stating they provide mental health services. It would be a great concern that given proposed funding shortages within the Health budget, the need for services within these areas will greatly increase therefore putting organisations within the voluntary and community sector under increased pressure at a time when funding resources have already been significantly reduced. In 2018, Richard Ramsey, chief economist at Ulster Bank, commented that the VCSE sector had a central role to play in delivering key services, highlighting that a shrinking third sector could become a major concern for Northern Ireland as pressures grow on the health service and other parts of local government[footnoteRef:3]. He added that the sector was coming under increasing pressure, due to a scaling back on public spending and mounting pressure on the health service. Since then, the Covid-19 crisis has added major additional pressure on the services delivered by VCSE organisations with recent NICVA research from November 2020[footnoteRef:4] showing that one in four organisations were delivering only 25% or less of their normal services and four out of ten less than 50%. These essential VCSE sector delivered services have never been more needed and require resourcing to be sustained and increased to meet increasing need.   [1:  Workforce | NICVA]  [2:  Workforce | NICVA]  [3:  Northern Ireland economy to lose out if third sector shrinks - BelfastTelegraph.co.uk]  [4:  NICVA Covid Impact Survey -November 2020] 


Impact of potential reduction in public sector services on the VCSE sector 
The areas outlined as possible casualties of the lack of Health funding available include the impact on unaccompanied asylum-seeking children (UASC); impact on Multidisciplinary Teams resulting in inequality of access impacting on older people to a greater extent; potential reductions in Palliative services; reduction in funding for, and possible reduction in, Community services / care packages; increased pressures on the children’s social care system and the risk of poorer outcomes in safeguarding and wellbeing terms for children in need; a possible reduction in funding to the IRIS domestic violence scheme; failure to resettle long stay mental health and learning disability patients; impact on respite care and day care services; and schemes that provide support to families through the voluntary sector. Each of these areas have been highlighted as possible areas where funding will either be reduced or not available and therefore have a knock-on effect on the end users. It is possible that those who would normally avail of the services via the public sector will now be referred to/accommodated by the voluntary and community sector which is already under significant pressure due to reduction in funding as well as the impact on fundraising due to the pandemic. An independent Kantar Millward Brown survey[footnoteRef:5] of the Northern Ireland public commissioned by NICVA in 2017 found that 9 in 10 people had used a service provided by an NI community or voluntary organisation in the last year and 1 in 8 that these services were ‘essential to their lives.’  It is vital that future budgets ensure adequate funding to the VCSE sector, fully acknowledge the impact a reduction of funds will have on the VCSE sector and the services they provide as well as ensure that those in the VCSE sector delivering these services are sufficiently funded and supported so that they can enjoy equal working conditions to those delivering statutory public services and are not disadvantaged simply due to the sector they work in.    [5:  https://www.nicva.org/resource/nicva-public-perception-survey-identifies-high-levels-of-public-usage-and-trust-in ] 


Implications for “New Decade, New Approach” priorities
The EQIA highlights that the proposed draft Budget allocation does not provide funding for the Department to deliver on the further priorities set out in “New Decade, New Approach” including £10.6 million that would go towards the Mental Health Action Plan, £3.2 million for a successor strategy for alcohol and drugs and £9 million to fully implement service improvements for Palliative and End of Life Care[footnoteRef:6]. These three areas currently have many voluntary and community sector organisations providing related services and without funding the Department of Health’s own services could be reduced and therefore put more pressure on charity organisations. These budgeting decisions across government affect not only the delivery of essential public services by statutory providers but also many essential public services provided by voluntary, community and social enterprise organisations supported by these Departments.  [6:  Microsoft Word - DoH 2021-22 Draft Budget Outcome for Publishing (002) (health-ni.gov.uk)] 


Concluding Comments 
NICVA welcomes the opportunity to engage and respond to the EQIA on the proposed draft budget for the Department for Health. Given the unprecedented times we are living in, we would highlight that the hurried consultation time provided for the Draft Budget, and related Departmental proposed budgets, could result in high level responses due to limited time to fully analyse the information. Against the backdrop of a global pandemic and the reduction of accessibility to normal engagement procedures, we would suggest that the limited time frame and high-level information is too short and restricted to inform the public and gather adequate feedback.
The 2021-22 NI budget and all future NI public budgeting needs to take full account and provide a proper analysis of how the proposed budget allocations across all Departments will impact on the capacity of VCSE organisations to deliver essential public services.  Also, budgets should ensure that those in the VCSE sector delivering these services can enjoy equal working conditions to those delivering statutory public services and are not disadvantaged simply due to the sector they work in.   
For more information on any aspect of our response please contact 
Déarbhla Sloan 
Policy Development Officer 
Email: dearbhla.sloan@nicva.org
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