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Background 
 
NICVA is the umbrella body for the voluntary, community and social enterprise (VCSE) sector in Northern Ireland with over 1100 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 peace-building; to environmental, arts, and sporting activities.  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  

General Comments on the Consultation Process
Before responding to the specific content of the draft budget consultation document, we would like to make a number of general observations about how the proposals are presented and on the suggested questions (p71) on which feedback is sought.  
Apart from the high-level, proposed departmental budgets presented towards the end of the document, there is very little detail provided below this on the proposed spending on individual programmes.  Also, there is little clear analysis of the rationale behind the proposed spending allocations to particular areas, nor any clear assessments of, or arguments made regarding the pros and cons of spending in some areas rather than others, or of generating income by some means rather than others. In absence of this, it extremely difficult for consultees to make any kind of informed responses to the spending/income generation proposals, and it is questionable how valuable it is to simply ask consultees to pick the services they would like to prioritise or stop without the benefit of the above analysis.  We would urge that future consultations of this kind contain more such analysis to help consultees to respond effectively.
In addition, we also observe that the document does little to link spending proposals to outcomes, or to promote the outcomes-based approach government has been pursuing since 2016 and which underpinned the most recent draft Programme for Government now being updated.  Until budgeting is more explicitly linked to the delivery of cross-cutting outcomes and not simply to departmental remits, we believe this will continue to present an obstacle to achieving the outcomes-based approach necessary to deliver the Programme for Government. 


    
Responding to the Current Context
NICVA’s response to the draft budget is informed by how the twin challenges of Covid-19 and Brexit have impacted on the NI voluntary, community and social enterprise (VCSE) sector and the community it serves.  Both of these challenges need to be taken fully into account in the draft budget.  It should also be noted that there is difficulty in responding to such a high-level budget that contains limited detail especially with regards to the where money is proposed to be spent or the rationale for spending decisions.  This response is therefore necessarily aimed at a high level and when more specific detail becomes available, we will provide further comment, including responding separately to other Departmental budgetary consultations such as the current Department of Communities Draft Budget Spending Proposals for the 2021-22 Financial Year consultation.
Whilst there has been an impressive community response by community and voluntary organisations to the Covid pandemic, there has been, and continues to be major pressure on these organisations’ finances, staff, and volunteers, threatening their ability to continue to provide a huge range of services to the NI community. The most recent of a series of surveys[footnoteRef:1] carried out by NICVA during the pandemic found in November 2020 that two thirds of organisations had had to stop services, while nearly a third (32.4%) reported that the loss of their services was affecting over 100 beneficiaries a week.  Multiplied across a sector of over 6100 organisations[footnoteRef:2], this represents a huge loss of vital public services.   [1:  https://www.nicva.org/resource/results-of-nicva-research-on-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-voluntary-community-and-social ]  [2:  https://www.nicva.org/stateofthesector/profile ] 

Brexit is also impacting sector organisations in a range of ways from the loss of EU funding and volunteering programmes and the lack of clarity or sufficiency of domestic programmes to replace them such as the UK Shared Prosperity Fund; to the impact of changes to rights and protections for those many organisations work to support; as well as the new demands on organisations and those they serve to comply with post-Brexit transition rules and requirements (e.g. trading requirements, EU Settlement Scheme).
Economic context
The Department of Finance’s (DOF) draft budget document[footnoteRef:3] highlights the extremely difficult economic outlook for Northern Ireland, with benefit claimant counts having doubled between March and October 2020 and NI recording the lowest levels of employment in the UK.  The expected rise in unemployment in 2021 is likely to translate into increased personal hardship, poverty, and demand for services provided by VCSE organisations (e.g. mental health and counselling services, debt advice, direct support to those in poverty through food banks and other services).  [3:  https://www.finance-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/dfp/Draft%20Budget%202021-22%2019.01.21.pdf ] 

An independent Kantar Millward Brown survey[footnoteRef:4] 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.’  These essential services have never been more needed and require resourcing to be sustained and increased to meet increasing need. [4:  https://www.nicva.org/resource/nicva-public-perception-survey-identifies-high-levels-of-public-usage-and-trust-in ] 


Financing
Loss and replacement of EU funding programmes
NICVA is extremely concerned by the UK Government’s recent announcement that the UK Shared Prosperity Fund intended to replace EU funding post-Brexit, will not be devolved to Northern Ireland.   This threatens vitally important funding available to voluntary, community and social enterprise organisations to address a wide range of societal needs in Northern Ireland previously targeted by locally designed and administered EU programmes.  NICVA research[footnoteRef:5] indicates that EU Structural Funds programmes for Northern Ireland in the most recent 2014-2020 funding round have provided an average of at least £17.7 million per year to NI voluntary, community and social enterprise organisations.  This is undoubtedly a significant underestimate as figures on EU funding received specifically by VCSE organisations are not readily available. This income includes funding for peace-building (PEACE IV), cross-border co-operation and meeting the needs of border communities (Interreg VA), rural communities and agri-environment schemes operated by land-managing environmental NGOs (Rural Development Programme), and combatting poverty and enhancing social inclusion by reducing economic inactivity and increasing the skills base of those in work and future potential workforce participants (European Social Fund). [5:  https://www.nicva.org/stateofthesector/income-expenditure ] 

Taking the example of the European Social Fund (ESF), the current 2014-20 NI ESF programme has supported 77,000 people into employment including providing funding to a wide range of voluntary and community organisations working to support the integration of vulnerable groups into society and the labour market.  An example of one of these organisations is Action Mental Health which is on track to support 2,450 people in this way through the current ESF programme. (Further information on the important work being carried out by NI VCSE organisations to support vulnerable groups into society and employment funded by the ESF programme and their current concerns regarding the loss of ESF can be found here and here.  It is vitally important that the large numbers of people across NI requiring this support are targeted under the Department for the Economy’s new skills strategy and that provision is made in their budget and those of match-funding Departments such as the Department for Communities, the Department of Health and Local Councils to fund future domestic replacement programmes to meet these needs.
More broadly, all Departments previously responsible for other important EU programmes need to make both policy and budgetary provision for domestic programmes to target the needs previously met by EU programmes, including DAERA to make provision for funding for rural communities and agri-environment schemes no longer funded under the NI EU Rural Development Programme. 
It should also be noted that Brexit is resulting in the loss of other EU funding for Northern Ireland VCSE organisations from non-Structural Funds programmes which the UK is pulling out of such as the Erasmus programme which provided €28 million to NI in 2017 including €3,2 million to youth work organisations[footnoteRef:6], and the European Solidarity Corps programme which provided €800,000 to NI organisations in 2020[footnoteRef:7] for volunteering.   [6:  Northern Ireland awarded €28m in Erasmus+ EU funding so far | Erasmus+ (erasmusplus.org.uk) ]  [7:  Funding results | Solidarity Corps (eusolidaritycorps.org.uk)] 

Unconfirmed funding for vital NI priorities
NICVA notes with concern that important sources of potential funding for Northern Ireland from UK Treasury remain unconfirmed, including £10 million for mental health; £20 million for severe deprivation; £42.3 million for broadband to help address digital poverty (an issue strongly highlighted by the Covid-19 pandemic), and £25 million for low carbon transport. 
This funding is vital, and arguably at these levels insufficient, given the scale of Northern Ireland’s mental health challenges (with the highest prevalence of mental illness in the UK[footnoteRef:8]); our need to address digital poverty, particularly in rural areas; and the urgent need to decarbonise NI’s transport systems, in one of Europe’s car most car-dependent places[footnoteRef:9][footnoteRef:10].  [8:  https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanpsy/article/PIIS2215-0366(18)30392-4/fulltext ]  [9:  https://www.northernslant.com/belfast-is-the-most-car-dependent-city-in-the-uk/#:~:text=16%2C%202019%20Lifestyle-,Belfast%20is%20the%20most%20car%2Ddependent%20city%20in%20the%20UK,polluted%20cities%20in%20the%20UK.]  [10:  https://bettertransport.org.uk/sites/default/files/research-files/european-car-dependency-scorecard-2011.pdf ] 

The importance of the voluntary, community and social enterprise sector in delivering government / departmental goals
It is important that the budget, when considering the funding of public services in NI, takes full account of the public services which are delivered not under the umbrella of the public sector, but by voluntary, community and social enterprise organisations. These organisations provide employment to over 53,600 people supported by a further estimated 187,477 volunteers. The breadth of services provided by the approximately 6,122 voluntary, community and social enterprise organisations in Northern Ireland ranges from provision of mental health services, disability services, autism services to projects for the alleviation of poverty, dealing with homelessness, assistance with substance abuse and addiction to the rehabilitation of offenders, assisting with employment and providing skills training to childcare facilities and education. This list is nowhere near exhaustive and only begins to describe the very many services provided by the sector, however it does provide an insight into how many of the services provided by the VCSE sector complement public sector services and feed into Government goals and outcomes within the Programme for Government.
The VCSE sector is valuable strategic partner in the delivery of care and support planning[footnoteRef:11], and the role of the VCSE is pivotal to social prescribing and providing personalised, place-based care[footnoteRef:12]. The Bengoa report highlighted the role of the VCSE sector highlighting the need for improvement of coordination between the public health sector with the voluntary and the community as well as the recognition of VCSE organisations as true partners in care[footnoteRef:13]. 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:14]. 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. This working partnership is more important now than ever as we come out of the COVID-19 pandemic with organisations across the sector uniquely placed to support people and communities making them vital to COVID-19 recovery planning[footnoteRef:15]. [11:  What is the role of voluntary, community and social enterprise (VCSE) organisations in care and support planning? | www.basw.co.uk]  [12:  Social Prescribing for VCSE - Elemental | Social Prescribing Software & Consultancy (elementalsoftware.co)]  [13:  Systems, not structures - Changing health and social care - Full Report (health-ni.gov.uk)]  [14:  Northern Ireland economy to lose out if third sector shrinks - BelfastTelegraph.co.uk]  [15:  How health and care systems can work better with VCSE partners - NHS Confederation] 

It should also be noted that the sector not only provides these services, but the vast amount of knowledge held by the organisations and their employees/volunteers with regards to the problems facing our society and what works and what does not work is vital to effectively and efficiently providing support where and when it is needed. 
Much of the VCSE sector already understand the needs of the communities they work with and contribute hugely to their well-being, with 70.2% of organisations reporting in recent NICVA research that their work is aligned to and delivering the Sustainable Development Goals which government has signed up to. In this research, Good Health and Wellbeing, Reduced Inequalities and Quality Education were reported as the top three SDGs most relevant to their organisations[footnoteRef:16]. VCSE organisations understand how initiatives work at a grass roots level and have the connections and networks built to drive forward projects that will really make a difference. It is important that their knowledge and services are not ignored by Government. [16:  Future Issues | NICVA] 

Given the importance to NI society and to the delivery of Government goals of the public services delivered by voluntary, community and social enterprise organisations, we believe there is need to ensure there is balanced and equal treatment of statutory and VCSE-delivered public services.  For example, it is important that services that are considered ‘essential public services’ and that should therefore be prioritised in budgetary decisions should include VCSE sector-delivered services. Also, those delivering VCSE sector public services with support from public funds, should be supported so that they enjoy equal working conditions as those delivering statutory public services and are not disadvantaged simply due to the sector they work in.   
The Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on VCSE organisations, services and activities
NICVA research on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on VCSE organisations, found that the top 3 most pressing issues facing organisations were “sustaining our organisation and activities”, “finance/cash flow” and “changing our services to meet emerging needs”[footnoteRef:17]. Nearly a third (31%) of organisations said they expected their income to fall by between 51-75% in the next 6 months, while 4.3% said that their organization may not survive. Over 60% said they expected their capacity to deliver services to reduce, with over a quarter saying they expected a reduction in capacity of between 25-75%. There is a possibility therefore that services that are relied on by our communities will cease to exist over the coming year. In a pre-COVID society, these organisations were already providing services to all in our society, including the most vulnerable. Their effective response to the pandemic is reflective of the knowledge and experience within the sector. At an organisational level, as well as a sectoral level, they are used to reacting and adapting their services to the needs of the community.  [17:  Voluntary and Community Sector in Northern Ireland significantly impacted by Covid-19 | NICVA] 

Following the release of the Charities Fund in June 2020, DfC Minister Deirdre Hargey thanked the sector “for the crucial and important role they play in supporting thousands of people across our community.” We believe that it is vital that future strategies, polices, Programme for Governments and effectively the budget should reflect this and rather than doubling up on services, streamline funding into the areas that the knowledge and networks already exist, and already provide effective services.

For further information, please contact –
Déarbhla Sloan
Policy Development Officer
NICVA 
E: dearbha.sloan@nicva.org 
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