Tower Hamlets Infrastructure Network (THIN)
Investment Plan: August 2005 – March 2006

Contact Details for Coordinating Organisation

Jez Reeve, Community Organisations Forum, Norvin House, 45-55 Commercial St, London E1 6BD. Ph; 020 7426 9970, email: jez@towerhamlets.org.uk.

ChangeUp activity March-July 05

Survey of Voluntary and Community Organisations in Tower Hamlets

A survey was sent out to over 500 voluntary and community organisations (VCOs) in Tower Hamlets asking them about their infrastructure needs.  Over 110 have so far completed the survey; providing vital information about existing services and their usage, possible gaps in provision and indicating possible areas for development over the next 10 years. Ongoing communication with this wider pool of infrastructure groups is seen as an important element of the Infrastructure Development Plan. 

Initial Mapping of Infrastructure Organisations in Tower Hamlets

An initial consultation with key infrastructure organisations (35 from the VCS), statutory partners, funders and voluntary sector networks, has taken place allowing us to develop a framework of infrastructure support currently available in Tower Hamlets and highlight any potential areas of duplication or support service provision gaps. 

Preliminary Development of a combined web-based database 

Feasibility has been completed into the development potential of a combined web-based database of all VCOs in Tower Hamlets that could be used for joint monitoring of projects, management of members by membership groups and up-to-date monitoring of the services and circumstances of the sector in general. 
ChangeUp Budget August 05 – March 06

	Projected Spend 

	Activity
	July-Oct
	Nov-Mar
	Total 

	1) Collaboration
	
	
	

	· Development of Community Portal 
	     5,000 
	     3,000 
	      8,000 

	· Feasibility of Shared Infrastructure Support
	     3,000 
	     3,000 
	      6,000 

	2) Development of Joint Infrastructure Strategies
	     8,000 
	   12,000 
	    20,000 

	3) Development of Commissioning Tool Kit
	     2,000 
	     2,000 
	      4,000 

	sub-total
	   18,000 
	   20,000 
	    38,000 

	Administration of THIN
	     2,000 
	     2,000 
	      4,000 

	Total 
	   20,000 
	   22,000 
	    42,000 


Advancement of Voluntary and Community Sector Infrastructure Development

The preliminary mapping of infrastructure organisations in Tower Hamlets indicated that current levels of short term infrastructure support funding are relatively significant. Sources include European Objective 2 Priority 1 as well as match funding from the Community Fund, Neighbourhood Renewal Fund, Learning and Skills Council, Local Authority and other Trusts. THIN determined therefore that limited ChangeUp resources would provide greatest impact by: 

1. Enabling and encouraging generalist and specialist infrastructure bodies to work more collaboratively through improving co-ordination, promotion, quality, accessibility and referral across infrastructure support providers; 

2. Developing Specialist Joint Infrastructure Strategies to progress quality assurance, joint working/partnerships, and specialist services development within specialist sectors; and 

3. Assisting VCS infrastructure organisations to support VCOs to deliver public services, where appropriate to their charitable aims

THIN have found it useful to separate the Tower Hamlets Infrastructure Support Providers into:

General Primary Infrastructure Organisations (PIOs): providing infrastructure services to the whole VCS market and offering a range of services (at least those defined by NACVS): and 

Specialist PIOs: providing support that is clearly targeted at an identifiable segment of the VCS who work on particular issues, who share particular interests or identities or provide specialist types of services to groups.  In Tower Hamlets Specialist PIOs can be split into organisations who provide support services to:

· Black and Minority Ethnic VCOs
· VCOs developing Community and Social Enterprises 

· VCOs developing or managing premises 

· Workforce development of VCO staff and management 

· VCOs managing volunteers
· VCOs working with early years, young people and older people
THIN also aim to work in close collaboration with identified VCS Networks, Secondary Infrastructure Organisations, and Tertiary Infrastructure Organisations.  

1. Enabling and encouraging generalist and specialist infrastructure bodies to work more collaboratively through improving co-ordination, promotion, quality, accessibility and referral across infrastructure support providers. 

There is a wide range of infrastructure support available in Tower Hamlets, much of it of a high quality, delivered by skilled and experienced local staff and when VCOs do access it, feedback is generally positive. However, more and better communication, co-ordination and joint working have been identified as essential in order to build on the strengths and address the weaknesses within infrastructure organisations and groups in the Borough.

Problems 

· Infrastructure providers are all targeting a similar group of VCOs in Tower Hamlets and are using valuable time and resources to maintain up to date client data and membership lists. A database of VCOs in Tower Hamlets has been developed but it needs to be constantly maintained and utilised by groups to make it effective.  

· With so many providers it can be difficult for VCOs and groups to know exactly what is on offer and who to contact.  Accessible information about exactly what is available and which organisation or group is providing it is needed.  

· It is difficult to collect hard evidence about the activities and contribution of the VCS in a meaningful way that can be used to influence decision making and delivery processes within the Tower Hamlets Partnership and other agencies 

THIN propose to deal with these combined issues by:

a) Developing a Community Portal that will provide:

· a central database of VCOs in Tower Hamlets with customised functionality for each organisation to have their own website

· a simple directory of Infrastructure Providers describing who does what, where, when, why and how and that is accessible and downloadable online

· an online referral process linking users to specialist infrastructure support

· a tool for recording and monitoring joint VCS projects 

· an opportunity to extract hard evidence about the VCS and its contribution to the local economy

· a Community Calendar of VCS Infrastructure training and events and a notice board for posting flyers and information

· shared support materials and access to online resources e.g. fact sheets, tool kits, health checks, quality assurance processes which are downloadable online 

· links to appropriate regional and sub regional provision e.g LASA, Circuit Rider programme, Women’s Resource Centre

Community Portal Actions

· develop Community Portal to be piloted in November 2005

· analyse VCO ICT support needs as identified in the Infrastructure Survey and link to LASA and other sub-regional programmes to ensure VCOs have capacity to access

b) Establishing appropriate referral processes
For the Community Portal to operate effectively THIN need to agree a system of referral that identifies the most appropriate Infrastructure support provider against the specialist support needs of VCOs and particular sectors.  

Referral Actions

· Extend the existing Infrastructure Mapping exercise to identify the key specialist service functions of all providers

· THIN to agree key referral agencies for specific support needs to be identified in the Community Portal

It is important that we recognise that groups are likely to wish to go to an organisation for support because they have an existing relationship with them or a staff member.  THIN is in no way advocating that this should change, we are just identifying an appropriate access route to specialist agencies where groups are unaware of local service provision.  

c) Establishing appropriate baseline quality standards for VCS infrastructure providers 

Infrastructure organisations need to develop consistent basic quality assurance processes and standards.  This could be achieved by establishing baseline minimum provision and a toolbox of incremental compliance issues that reflect the VCS and its work in conjunction with the emerging national work on infrastructure accreditation.  

VCOs in Tower Hamlets are at different stages of development and sustainability.  Broadly speaking there are three developmental stages of groups.  

Stage 1 Groups emerging into being and handling single grants or funds.  These groups are sometimes project-focussed and dissolve at the completion of that project and others are being set up all the time. (£0-£10K)

Stage 2 Groups that are improving; working on compliance issues and strengthening internal management and procedures and possibly delivering (or aiming to deliver) SLAs for devolved public services, and other government initiatives (£10k -£1mill)

Stage 3 Groups that have been successful in deliver a matrix of public services, but have grown in turnover more quickly than the necessary development in their internal infrastructure, so are looking to strengthen and develop financial and project tracking mechanisms and develop staff strategies. (£250K - £5mill)

THIN will look at:

· the needs of different types of VCOs at different stages of their organisation’s lifecycle and developing support appropriate to the size, stage of development, and income (based on analysis of the recent needs anaylsis)

· building on existing initiatives to support groups to achieve quality standards and to access accredited training for staff and volunteers  

· further developing the partnership work around project management training and appropriate quality standards, developing joint access to specific training, or organisational development

· develop compatible or shared evaluation tools for use across infrastructure organisations that will help establish ‘needs and wants’, trends and service developments as well as simply assessing customer satisfaction levels with service provision.  This type of research could also assess the volume of demand and preferred means of and patterns of accessing services. 

Quality Standards Action

· THIN to work with Community Organisations Forum to agree baseline compliance issues relating to infrastructure support in Tower Hamlets, based on current work.

d).
Feasibility of Shared Infrastructure Support

THIN will undertake a feasibility study into possible co-location of services and lead body delivery of services to increase efficiency, improve specialist service quality, and drive economies of scale.  This might include:

· Services to infrastructure bodies themselves: Personnel administration and employment advice, Payroll, Health and safety, ICT support, Customer/market research, Policy/strategic assessments, Quality Assurance.  Network members are keen to pilot a system of skills bartering to exchange expertise between organisations and avoid the continuous reinventing of the wheel in local organisations. 

· Services to VCS organisations: Training, Community Accountancy, ICT support, HR and employment advice, Specialist support, BME specialist support, Social Enterprise specialist support, Policy and Information. 

Shared Infrastructure Support Actions

Establish a sub group to lead on the production of a Feasibility Report into potential co-location of services and expertise exchanges by: 

· undertaking a more detailed analysis of infrastructure needs of infrastructure organisations in Tower Hamlets. 

· looking at best practice from existing projects e.g. Business Development Centre
· develop quality professional practices and outcomes, how they can be assessed and supported and systems put in place to improve the levels of service delivery.

2. Developing Specialist Joint Infrastructure Strategies to progress quality assurance, joint working/partnerships, and specialist services development within specialist sectors. 

In order to promote joint working and specialist VCS support THIN is proposing to develop Joint Infrastructure Strategies across the following support service themes: 

a. General VCO community development (led by Community Organisations Forum)

b. BME VCO development (led by COF/BWA)
c. Premises (potentially led by Leaside)
d. Community/Social Enterprise support services (led by Spitalfields Small Business Association/Business Development Centre)
e. Workforce development (led by ELATT)
f. Volunteer Support services (led by Volunteer Action Tower Hamlets)
g. VCOs working with children, young people and older people (THPU5s, PATH, Age Concern) 
Groups leading on the Joint Infrastructure Strategies will look at: 
· clear definition of particular infrastructure organisations singular expertise in service-specific support areas e.g CRB checking, payroll and HR services, premises management etc. 
· evaluate current joint partnerships, opportunities for new partnerships, current resourcing issues, research and evaluation needs, opportunities for sharing infrastructure resources etc. 
· agree guidelines for sector quality standards and processes for evaluation
Joint Infrastructure Strategies Actions

· Confirm lead agency for each sector

· THIN to agree general format for Specialist Strategies

· Allocate resources to lead agency to develop strategy 

· Strategies to be completed and analysed and agreed by THIN 

3.
Assisting VCS Infrastructure organisations to support VCOs to deliver public services where appropriate to their charitable aims

Commissioning Toolkit: Adapting to new service delivery environment

There is an opportunity for VCOs who are able to move towards focusing on achieving outcomes and Floor Targets to access commissioning opportunities.  However these are not always easily linked to VCO users needs. There needs to be greater understanding by infrastructure organisations of the target requirements of the Tower Hamlets Partnership and how VCOs can contribute to those targets.  Statutory organisations in Tower Hamlets on the other hand need to be clear what they require of VCOs, so that infrastructure organisations can help them to plan for change.  
Commissioning Toolkit Actions

Support long term-investment from public sector agencies in the VCS by developing a commissioning tool kit, information pack and capacity building programme to assist VCOs to delivery services and staff who manage commissioning at the Local Authority and Tower Hamlets Partnership member organisations.  

How the investment will benefit smaller and more marginalised groups, including BME communities 

Community Organisations Forum is a BME led (the majority of Trustees are BME) and staffed infrastructure body, that works in partnership with other BME specialist organisations. It ensures that all of its services are equally available to all groups and organisations within the sector.  COF also works closely with the BME advocacy and representative voluntary and community organisations to assist it to meet the needs of BME organisations and actively assists and resources BME infrastructure organisations to build the capacity and confidence of BME organisations to access the generalist services available.

Small, marginalised and BME groups are  included and involved at all levels through working in partnership with larger infrastructure organisations whilst providing the larger groups with vital access to hard to reach communities. THIN already includes a four BME infrastructure providers and a further two BME Networks. Other Identified marginalised groups include: disabled people, young people, older people, women, Lesbian, Gay and Bisexual communities, and faith communities. 

Milestones and Outcomes
	Project 
	Milestones
	Outcomes

	Development of Community Portal and Quality Standards
	· Extend contract with Community Portal developers

· Develop online directory of Infrastructure providers

· Agree and sign off referral process for specialist services
	· VCOs are able to access appropriate specialist infrastructure support

· Infrastructure organisations avoid duplication and benefit from economies of scale

· Information and research into VCS contribution to local area is easier are more accurate  

· Improved quality of services

	Feasibility of Shared Infrastructure Support
	· Agree framework for feasibility 

· tender to VCO or local consultant

· consultation with THIN members

· Feasibility completed
	· VCS Infrastructure organisations are able to operate more effectively and sustainably

· Improved economies of scale leading to resources being re channelled to frontline delivery leading to improved local services

	Development of Joint Infrastructure Strategies
	· Analyse completed VCO infrastructure needs survey

· Confirm lead agency for 5 sectors 

· Establish working group, initial meeting followed by email consultation

· Working Group agree process for developing strategy e.g. internal to group or external consultant

· Sector Infrastructure Strategies completed and 3 Year Work Plan completed
	· Increase in joint partnerships and reduced duplication of services, improved specialist provision leading to improved local services

· Increase in statutory/VCS joint partnerships leading to better access to services by local people

· Marginalised groups have full access to infrastructure support. 

	Commissioning Tool Kit
	· Consultation with statutory commissioning agencies and officers to assess organisational requirements necessary to be considered a potential service provider

· Develop online information, quality guidance and a capacity building programme to assist VCOs to meet standards

· Work with sector working groups to identify joint tendering opportunities and necessary partnership development requirements.
	· Increase in the number of VCS organisations delivering public services

· Improved access to service delivery opportunities for the VCS

· Improved local service delivery as VCS organisations are closer to the point of delivery 


The Tower Hamlets Infrastructure Network has formally agreed this proposal. 
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