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Conservatives want people to feel a greater sense of their own responsibility and power to make a difference. As David Cameron has said, “There is such a thing as Society; it is just not the same as the State”. Supporting local and voluntary community action is therefore very important to us. Better connected communities are more generous communities.

Community right to buy

More people will get involved if they feel that they can really change things for the better. That is why we are very serious about giving more power to communities. So we will introduce a community right to buy – this means that local people and organisations will be given first refusal to take over public amenities for the benefit of the community. We will give people much more information about what the state is spending in their area and the right to challenge it. We want to see neighbourhood groups have much greater influence over the decisions that shape their future. That is why we supported the Sustainable Communities Act, which is the first step towards a big change in how decisions get taken in this country. 

In the face of this challenge, we also know that Britain has a very important asset in our large network of charities, social enterprises and voluntary organisations. It has never been easy to run these organisations: recession has made it even tougher. So we want to help unlock the huge potential that exists in this sector to improve lives and bring communities together. 

Our approach will be driven by three questions. What are we doing to make it easier to run these organisations? What are we doing to get more resources into the sector – both time and money? What are we doing to make it easier to do business with the state?
Reducing regulation
Part of the answer to the first question must lie in reducing the amount of regulation, monitoring and reporting that is imposed on the sector. Too much of it appears to serve little purpose and it carries a big cost – both real and opportunity. One target will be to reduce the amount of bureaucracy associated with important tools such as Gift Aid. We also want to improve the effectiveness of the valuable infrastructure that exists to support front line organisations. 

Social Investment Bank

In answer to the second question; we are excited by the opportunity to make a better connection between social entrepreneurs and investors who are prepared to blend financial return and social impact. That is why we attach priority to the creation of a Social Investment Bank whose mission will be to grow the social investment market. We also want to inspire people to give more time and money. We will set a lead by giving central government employees the right to volunteer for eight hours a year, as a start. We will work more closely with Business to encourage better practice in the workplace – learning from progressive companies who know that it is in their commercial interest to develop the skills of their people and support their communities. Our plan for a National Citizen Service for Young People will be led by charities and community groups and will bring together sixteen year olds from across the country in a programme of social engagement. 

A Fair Deal on Grants

Finally, we have got to make it easier to work with Government. So we will develop a Fair Deal on Grants because we are concerned about the squeeze on them. A significant part of this will be our reform of the Big Lottery Fund, which under the Conservatives will go back to being an independent, demand-led grant-maker giving 100% of funds to the social and community sector. We have ambitious plans to reform commissioning and procurement to reduce bureaucracy and increase trust. In that process, we want to see longer term contracts based on outcomes not the micromanagement of process. And we want social, not for dividend organisations to be able to earn a return on investment if they are helping us save taxpayers money. 

Independent civil society is going to get more important. Government has an important, supportive role which the Conservatives want to get right. We are still listening and if you have an opinion, please contact me on hurdn@parliament.uk
Nick Hurd is MP for Ruislip Northwood; the Shadow Minister for Charities, Social Enterprise and Volunteering and the sponsor of the Sustainable Communities Act.
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There is such a thing as Society


Nick Hurd, Shadow Minister for Charities, Social Enterprise and Volunteering, introduces the Conservatives’ plans for the sector.
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