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The principle which underlies Labour’s relationship with the Third Sector is partnership both at national level and at the very local, essential, community-based level.

A unique contribution

The sector plays a unique contribution in helping to build a strong, socially cohesive society – especially your ability to respond flexibly and innovatively to needs and aspirations, particularly to the most vulnerable. Government must help to support you to do that. And, perhaps most importantly, we respect and welcome your independence, understanding that it is that quality – your ability to challenge and campaign – that is intimately linked to your wider contribution.

Government investment in the sector has more than doubled since 1997; from £5.5bn to £12bn now, including £515m over the current spending round. Even where you want us to do more, for instance with further reform of Gift Aid, I hope you will recognise the progress that has been made. The reforms already instigated were worth nearly £900m to charities last year. Indeed, in 2008/9 Gift Aid donations totalled £4.3bn.

We have also reformed the relationship with Government. The Compact – established in 1998 and refreshed last year – is the world’s first agreement between the third sector and government on ways of working and we will now ensure that it is widely used and respected throughout government. The Charities Act – the most radical for 400 years – reduced the burden of regulation on small charities.

Real help for communities
Through last year’s Real Help for Communities programme, we supported organisations with financial difficulties and providing vital frontline services during the recession. Through the Hardship Fund, we provided over £17m to local organisations to help their communities. Nearly 200 organisations have benefited from grants of £50,000 to £250,000.

A healthy third sector is one where there is a mix of organisations both large and small, and a mix of funding, both of contracts and grants. Our Grassroots Grants programme has already delivered over 15,000 grants worth over £38m and has brought in over £17m in private and business donations. The Government has boosted this to over £31m through match funding to help build endowments at local level that will be used to support local organisations for years to come.

Our new Community Assets Programme is delivering grants to refurbish underused buildings for the benefit of the community – and then be run by third sector community organisations. And our £70m Communitybuilders fund is offering grants, loans and business support to assist the development of community-based organisations.

Building on partnership

A new Labour government will build on the strong partnership in five key ways:
· Firstly, we will defend, and will be strong advocates for, your campaigning role. The role of the third sector as campaigners complements its role as provider of services. To assert, as Oliver Letwin did in February, that what he treasures about the voluntary sector is not its campaigning role but its “special contribution to do something to change things and solve problems” is to fundamentally misunderstand the inextricable link between the two.

· Secondly, we are working to increase social investment, including finalising the model for a Social Investment Wholesale Bank, for which we will provide £75m of initial capitalisation from the funds released through dormant accounts.

· Thirdly, there is a growing role for the third sector in helping to deliver public services, with opportunities for grassroots organisations to provide services tailored to local needs. We recognise the need to continue to invest in helping community groups (particularly small ones) to build their capacity and work with the public sector.

· Fourthly, we will hold a review of the Government’s grant-making processes to make them as simple and speedy as possible. We all have a duty to be good stewards of public money, but we also recognise that form-filling is not why people volunteer for, or work in, the sector.

· Last but not least, this Government is committed to volunteering, increasing the opportunities to volunteer and supporting those organisations that help communities play their part. We want to support you in supporting your community because we know the difference that a strong vibrant community sector can make.

In this work the role of infrastructure organisations has been key. I regularly refer to my visit to York CVS, where the local infrastructure body, working with other CVS and community groups with the single aim of strengthening and improving their community, has a real impact.
That’s our common objective and we want to continue to work with you to achieve that.
The sector plays a unique contribution in helping to build a strong, socially cohesive society. 





A future fair for all


Minister for the third sector Angela Smith looks at how a new Labour government would support the sector.
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