Working Together for Cumbria

“I think we all have the will, we just need the way!”
The Working Together for Cumbria event organised by Cumbria Third Sector Network was held on
10 September 2018. It was attended by approximately 80 delegates from a range of voluntary
organisations and community groups from across Cumbria, along with Katherine Fairclough (Chief
Executive) and Ian Stewart (Deputy Leader) from Cumbria County Council.
Discussion groups and Post-It notes from individuals identified the strengths of the current relation,
and then the barriers to effective joint working with Cumbria County Council - exploring the reasons
for these and proposing possible solutions.
Many comments were clearly related to the themes of the existing Cumbria Compact:
•
•
•
•

Engagement in Policy Development and Service Design
Allocation of Resources
Working Together for Equality
Volunteering

However, there was also significant discussion of cross-cutting issues around knowledge,
respect, relationships and leadership that reflect the existing Compact Principles.
These issues are closely related to the themes of Power, Accountability, Connection and Trust
identified in the recent report from Civil Society Futures and the discussion in the related report,
Kindness, Emotions and Human Relationships: The blind spot of Public Policy.
A number of key points were identified:
•
•

•
•

The event itself was seen as a very positive statement of a commitment to effective joint
working by Cumbria County Council
There was strong support for updating the Cumbria Compact to reflect current best practice
and aspirations. However, third sector organisations were clear that:
o The Cumbria Compact update needed early involvement from across the local
public sector, so that it wasn’t simply seen as an agreement with Cumbria County.
Support has already been given by Cumbria Leaders Board to this approach.
o There was a need for work to explore the beliefs, behaviours and skills needed for
staff to work in a collaborative manner, and so to cascade the vision of Cumbria
County Council’s leadership to staff across the organisation.
The refreshed Compact should include commitments appropriate to small, informal
community organisations as well as larger voluntary sector organisations.
A Compact Champion at a senior level (ELT) within Cumbria County Council would help
ensure a high profile for the Compact, and provide a single point of contact for raising
questions and problems that haven’t proved easy to resolve directly.

The following pages give a summary of the feedback from event participants, starting with that
relating to the Compact principles, and then categorised according to the themes of the existing
Compact. The final pages show the results of the “Sticky Dot” exercises.

Cross-cutting themes – Compact Principles

Leadership
There was a widespread belief that there was a genuine commitment at a senior level in CCC to
working collaboratively with the third sector, but many comments that this was very rarely evident
at middle management level, whilst experience of frontline staff was polarised.
“Vision of leadership does not reach the officers on the ground - mismatch”
“Approach of the leadership needs to trickle down”
“There is dialogue!” The fact that the Chief executive seems willing to listen to the third sector and
take on board our views and issues is a strength.
“[Need] staffing structures that give permission to CCC staff to get out there…..Area Managers are
a start but need more”
“Too much red tape”
“Need to move away from paymaster/servant relationship”
“Relatively easy access to officers”

There was a feeling that staff in the middle of CCC needed to be more accountable for their
decisions – it was felt that sometimes staff blamed “the system” for an inability to “do the right
thing” and gave little explanation for that decision – “The computer says no….”
“Accountability & culture”
“Need to delegate responsibility – requires trust (faith), and is connected to accountability”

But there was also a view that Cumbria had been more generally lacking in leadership and so had
lost out at a national level – but also that the third sector itself had sometimes missed opportunities
to speak with a coordinated voice, and some debate over the best term to describe the sector.
“[Cumbria has] not really had strong leadership in the past, so now we really need to get it better –
LEP is a move forwards”
“Horizon scanning – how can we look to pull this together?”

Knowledge of Cumbria’s Third Sector
There was often a view that “the Council” didn’t listen carefully, didn’t understand the work of the
third sector, and so didn’t value the contribution of third sector organisations – both to directly
support the work of the statutory sector, and more generally to support Cumbrian communities.
“Quick to dismiss what we offer without exploring first”
“County Councillors not understanding what services and groups provide”
“We just want to not be treated like the enemy some of the time”
“Lack of understanding of third sector offering and support in the county”
“[Need a] greater understanding of what we do, measuring outcomes and added value would lead
to a greater understanding of the not for profit sector.”
“Acknowledge and value the expert knowledge [of third sector organisations] of need and
provision”

However, it was also acknowledged that there were many examples of individual staff who did
have a good knowledge of the sector, many examples of good practice, and that third sector itself
could do more to articulate the work it does.
“Some great staff who understand how to work with the sector and its value, particularly [during]
disaster response”
“Some amazing work out there – do we share this between us all enough?”
“Adult Social Care inviting third sector guest speakers to team meetings to share information about
local resources”
“We found that when social workers find out about our charity they are really keen to work with us
to support young people”

Respect and Trust
This lack of knowledge of the third sector led many people present at the event to feel that third
sector organisations were rarely treated as equal partners by CCC staff, and that their
organisations were not trusted to behave responsibly or act in the best interests of the people that
they support.
“[CCC] treat third sector as the ‘poor relation’”
“Work of the third sector not valued by CCC/NHS”
“[CCC] operate in an oppressive manner where contract relationships are concerned”
“No respect and recognition of knowledge and skills in the sector”
“Access to waste sites – there is an underlying mistrust of third sector groups in the waste sector,
not trusting our rigorous paperwork and skills”
“Lack of trust”
“Value the contribution that brought organisations to the point of the conversation. Lots of voluntary
contribution already, needs to be recognised.”

There was also discussion around recent changes in approach:
“Recently improved conversations – and better understanding of our strengths and our limitations”
“’Co-production’ is often only really consultation – why not full co-production?”

Personal Relationships
There was an acknowledgement that when things worked really well, it was often down to key
individuals (rather than organisational systems) who had the vision and trust in the sector to make
things work effectively. These were sometimes frontline staff, but comments more often identified
good relationships with people in senior positions as crucial.
However, whilst knowing these individuals within CCC were clearly highly valued, there was
concern that this reliance on personal contacts sometimes means it’s “who you know not what you
know”, and that things could easily slide backwards when CCC staff were off work sick or changed
jobs. A few participants also identified similar challenges within the third sector.
There was a clear “ask” for a senior Compact Champion within CCC (something which has been in
place in the past, but lost more recently as staff have moved role or retired)
“Lack of strategic continuity in CCC – e.g. long term sickness, no one picking up work”
“Lack of clear route to engage, hard to find the right person, emails often simply getting no
response, no route to escalate concerns”
“Lack of meetings with officers sufficiently high up to effect change.”
“’Compact Champion’ as Single Point of Contact would help – but needs to be somebody senior”
“Getting to the right person – single point of access”
“Getting a response to queries”
“[We need] clear routes to engage”
“Knowing who is out there to work with”
“How to work with other third sector organisations? Inc more effective communication”
“A generation of stable working roles [within Cumbria CVS] which support the third sector”
“Re-introduction of an account manager [has helped]”

Capacity
It was acknowledged that many people across CCC and the third sector were struggling to find
capacity to engage effectively, even if they had the vision and skills to do so.
“CCC staff unrealistic job descriptions – too much to do and not enough time”
“Workers within CCC are firefighting and don’t have time to talk to third sector”
“Need core funding to attend these events”
“[Unrealistic] expectations of CCC staff of capacity of third sector organisations and [lack of
knowledge about] what we’re actually contracted to deliver”

It’s about more than money
There was concern that Cumbria County Council staff seem to increasingly be starting
conversations with “we’ve got no money”, which everyone was already well aware of, and that this
approach risked blocking the more creative conversations that might come up with cost savings. It
irritated organisations that CCC staff rarely acknowledged the challenges that third sector
organisations faced as a result of austerity – reduced funding, and often increased numbers (and
complexity) of clients referred to them.
“Speeches start with ‘we have no cash’ and what we all want to do is look at ways to work together
– often money and talking money can prevent good things happening”
“The ‘no £’ message wears thin, we need to change the conversation”
“Understanding that financial pressures are felt in the third sector too!”
“CCC have a belief that the voluntary sector is free”

However, there was also a belief that if this attitude changed, there was the opportunity to bring in
new funds through partnership working.
“Joint bidding with Children’s Services brings in money from others”
“External funding – bring in together”
“Undertake horizon scanning to allow us to bring in joint funding”
“Positive dialogue with CCC about new contracting”
There is money, consider how we use it to communicate better, provide feedback and appropriate
support for volunteers and for third sector organisations”
“We, the third sector, need to take responsibility for working constructively on this”
“Move to focus on prevention”

Balance between Cumbria and “local”
Participants made observations that Cumbria is a large place, and engagement (with both Cumbria
CVS and CCC) can often be centred on Carlisle. Some services were perceived to be too uniform
across Cumbria with too little local flexibility. This may well reflect the fact that the vast majority of
third sector organisations only operate in a single community or district of Cumbria – and is
perhaps most challenging to smaller organisations (for example Carers organisations) trying to
collectively respond to Cumbria-wide contracts.
“Levels of interest across the county are varied – and diversity can also cause problems in terms of
consistency and addressing needs”
“[We have a] lack of understanding of CCC structures and priorities in the area plan”
“The absence of a localised agenda within areas of Cumbria and the absence of a public voice”
“The County Council and the size of Cumbria”
“Size of the County – should be split up for third sector work”
“Networks are too Carlisle-centric”
“Set up a better email communication system – maybe a monthly newsletter?”
“Integrated Care Community Development should be an opportunity. Localism”

Engagement in policy development and service design
Most of the comments in this section relate to a desire for an early, collaborative involvement in
services design (a co-design or co-production approach?), and the challenges of achieving this
when services will be competitively tendered. However, they also identified that engagement on
service design is often limited to formal engagement with potential providers, and that smaller
organisations providing related (non-contracted) services supporting the same individuals also had
important intelligence about user needs that could help design more effective services.
“Active involvement in strategic development”
“Competition for contract delivery – we are friends, partners and competitors, which can damage
relationships”
“Purchaser/deliverer relationship rules often used as excuses – we know we have to be
accountable, but we need to overcome this….”
“[We need a] voice for non-contracted services”
“We need “strategic” involvement and local involvement…..big picture and making it happen
locally”
“Ensure contracts and/or grants meet the needs of people – not just filling the gaps”
“Not listening to providers – tenders don’t reflect providers’ inputs”
“Competition in tendering – doesn’t lead to good relationships within the voluntary sector”
“[We are] always feeding in solutions and approaches – what happens to it? We need two lane
communication.”
“Do organisations see themselves as competitors or partners?”
“[CCC staff] seeing us as competition!”
“Personal egos”
“Out of County competition”
“Lack of funds can cause conflict within the third sector”
“Language – saying ‘there is no money’ causes unhealthy competition between third sector
organisations”
“Where delivering a contract, we are effectively working with reduced budget year on year”
“70% cost, 30% quality [isn’t helpful for third sector organisations]”
“Targets and reporting pressures increased to get funding”
“Procurement policy needs to be explained and tender process needs to be more sensitive to the
individual needs of providers and service users.”
“Third sector need to understand the statutory sector language or it’s not a level playing field”
“Some conversations need to start afresh in order to allow different and new approaches. All of us
need to let go of the past!”

A small number of comments were around the need to (but challenges of) involve service users
directly in the design of services – or around involving the organisations that work very closely with
these people.
“[Need more] empathy with parent carers”
“Lack of engagement with young people on a level and place where they feel comfortable
engaging”
Feeling that involvement was sometimes once decisions have been made
“Lack of meaningful consultation”
“Third sector being used as a place to ‘consult’ on decisions which in some cases have already
been made.”
“Ability to commission with full involvement of services in delivery positions generates real
improvements to services”

Allocating Resources
Most of the comments in this section relate to a desire for more “joined up” services – between the
NHS and CCC as commissioners, but also to ensure that there was a mechanism for developing
partnership projects that allowed third sector organisations to access additional funding
opportunities (but often required an elusive commitment of support, and potentially funding, from
statutory sector partners)
“Joint commissioning – pooled budgets”
“Coordination [of funding] – NHS/CCG/CCC/third sector partnerships”
“We take on so many social work services – no cash! Very overwhelmed by so much work….”
“Partnership funding for joint bids”
“[CCC has] no knowledge of what the third sector can access by way of funding and other support”
Funding was frequently seen as being short term, and the costs and uncertainty of having to
reapply for funding each year caused significant problems.
“Transport – have to tender each year, so no transport arrangements in place at the start of the
academic year. Is it really cost effective to commission each year?”
“Need longer term contracts, not just one year”
“Never ending pilots echoing the short termism”
“Short term, small contracts – so much effort. Keeps us in a state of flux. LONGER not LARGER
contracts – smaller and more local is what’s needed [for local third sector organisations]”
“False economy – too many contracts” [Not clear if this was a preference for grants]
Payment related to contracts were seen to reinforce the unequal power in the relationship – for
some contracts, when CCC pays promptly, they pay a reduced rate, but when CCC fails to pay
invoices promptly, third sector organisations face huge challenges in following this up.
“Penalties for prompt payment – why does this happen? Shameful!”
“Late payments impact on cash flow, and chasing costs us money.”
“Delays in payments – can be months before we receive payments for services delivered.”
There was also a little discussion of contract monitoring, and some discontent with outcome
measurement - particularly the requirement in some contracts for an Outcomes Star, which wasn’t
felt to be client-friendly, or to capture what made service delivery effective.

Working Together for Equality
There were few comments that directly referred to equality, but a number of comments in the
earlier section on involvement in policy development and service design clearly express the belief
that involving third sector organisation will lead to a better understanding of the needs of (often
disadvantaged) users, and so to policies and services that better meet their needs.

Volunteering
There were two main themes relating to volunteers – that they are a relatively limited resource
(which is supported by evidence from the Third Sector Trends study and NCVO), and that
infrastructure is required to support formal volunteering. There was also discussion around the
need to find ways of working that support informal volunteering within communities (a topic that
has not really been covered in previous Compacts – these tend to have focussed on volunteers
“managed” by staff within larger voluntary organisations)
“Volunteers are really quite limited and these pressures can make us too competitive.”
“We could really collectively celebrate and make more of volunteering”
“Get Cumbria volunteering! Need infrastructure to support volunteering….”
“Expectation of using volunteers to deliver services which should be done by paid staff”
“More support for volunteers, clarity of approach, recruitment of statutory sector volunteers – and
infrastructure to support”

Sticky Dots
Those attending were asked to take part in an exercise to rate the extent to which they agreed or
disagreed with a number of statements – each individual was asked to place a single sticky dot at
the point on the scale they felt best reflected their view. Photographs of the results are presented
below, along with a brief commentary based on discussion on the day.

Local third sector organisations clearly had mixed experiences of working with Cumbria County
Council – some good, some less so – as illustrated by the quotes earlier in the report.

Many organisations had not heard of the Cumbria Compact. This is at least in part because
organisations only develop an interest when things go wrong – but when the Compact is
successfully used as a tool to resolve problems, this is rarely publicised in a case study because it
would highlight significant failings from one of the partner organisations.

Third sector organisations clearly felt they had the right to lobby for policy change, taking the dots
beyond the end of the scale!

Very similar results were seen when organisations were asked about advocating on behalf of
disadvantaged groups. However, subsequent discussion suggests that whilst third sector
organisations see “advocacy” and “lobbying” as much the same activity, some Cumbria County
Council staff associate the term “lobbying” with requests for funding rather than with a desire for
policy change.

Again, there was a clear appetite from local third sector organisations (of varying size and income)
to be involved in the design of local services.

There were rather more mixed views on the benefits of working with volunteers, with some
organisations very clearly agreeing, and others being far more ambivalent. This is likely to be an
acknowledgement of the (well understood) challenges of working with volunteers, and is something
that would benefit from further exploration during the refresh of the Cumbria Compact. At this
stage, it is not clear how these views might vary based on the size and type of third sector
organisation responding.

Some third sector organisations clearly favoured grants over contracts, which was a slightly
surprising result (although there are clearly circumstances, such as the delivery of services that are
a statutory duty, where contracts will be likely to be necessary). Conversation with some of these
organisations revealed an assumption that grant funding was always short term (often single year
for a “pilot” project, whilst contracts were seen as giving more stability. Again, this would benefit
from exploration during the refresh of the Compact as these assumptions are not necessarily
correct (and the recent national Civil Society Strategy proposed a “revival of grant making”)

This statement was always likely to get a mixed response! Once again, it could do with further
exploration, but it links to quotes early in the report around the contract process being strongly
based on cost and taking relatively little account of added value and the wider social value of the
work of third sector organisations. There is scope to explore this in a number of ways, but one
challenge is that the larger organisations are often well equipped to articulate their added value,
whilst the smaller organisations, who may perform more strongly, struggle to explain this fully.

Follow Up and Next Steps
A follow up meeting was held in late November, involving Katherine Fairclough, other key Cumbria
Council staff, Cumbria CVS staff and individuals from third sector organisations who had contacted
Cumbria County Council following the 10 September event expressing their interest in being
involved.
This meeting considered this report and considered actions to improve the working relationship
between Cumbria County Council and local third sector organisations. Discussion also covered the
need to ensure the involvement of other local statutory sector organisations in the refresh of the
Cumbria Compact, and not to focus exclusively on the relationship between the third sector and
Cumbria County Council.
The key actions agreed are outlined below

1. Refresh the Cumbria Compact between the third and statutory sector.
• Continue to ensure Cumbria Leaders Board backing
• Create a Compact Refresh Task and Finish group
• Identify Assistant Director (or equivalent level) representatives for Refresh
Task and Finish at from all local statutory sector organisations – “Compact
Champions”
• Identify third sector members of the Task and Finish Group
• Review the principles of the Compact
• Identify work stream leads for 4 key areas - volunteering, Equality /
Diversity, allocating resources, Policy development/Effective Lobbying.
• Consult on and launch a refreshed Cumbria Compact
• Arrange regular performance meeting of "Compact Champions"
2. Begin a process of increasing the meaningful engagement between the sector
and CCC.
• CVS to attend Extended Leadership Team meeting
• CVS (and wider third sector representatives) to attend Senior Manager
Conference
• CVS (and wider third sector representatives) to attend Locality Manager
Conference (3 events across Cumbria)
• Bi-annual conference between third and statutory sector.
• Cumbria County Council to ensure that Third sector Network
representatives are included in strategic planning discussions at the
earliest possibility.
• E-learning module for Cumbria County Council staff on the third sector to
be investigated.
3. Consider links / improve involvement of the third sector in Cumbria County
Council’s area planning process.
• Cumbria County Council Area Team contact details to be distributed via
Cumbria CVS
• Summary of area planning work to be distributed via third sector network
• Ensure staff delivering third sector capacity building work (Cumbria
County Council grant funding to Cumbria CVS) are aware of area
planning projects and priorities and that work is more closely linked.
• Cumbria CVS to attend Area Managers meeting on quarterly basis to
report back on grant performance and make locality links.
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4. Other actions...
• Investigate the possibility of a Cumbria County Council staff volunteering
policy and associated internal communications campaign around current
Cumbria County Council volunteers.
• Consider opening some Cumbria County Council training programmes /
E-learning programmes to the sector – i.e. project thinking which may
support better value granted project applications, and safeguarding
training
• Consider developing work shadowing opportunities as a way to improve
understanding of the work and challenges of the two sectors.
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