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The UK is emerging from the biggest financial shock in decades. Unemployment stands at 7.8%, so 2.46 million people are currently out of work.

 

This brings society huge challenges, and the voluntary sector a huge opportunity as well. With so many out of work, voluntary organisations are seeing demand for their services sky-rocket. Yet at the same time, increasing numbers of people are becoming volunteers to learn new skills and make themselves more attractive to employers.

This makes it more important than ever that Government works to ensure the voluntary sector gets the support it needs.

How can we achieve this? I believe there are three areas which are vitally important to securing the future of voluntary organisations.

A fair chance for voluntary organisations
Firstly, we must ensure that money from Government gets to the voluntary sector and the communities where they work. The Lib Dems are committed to reviewing the way Government funds the third sector, looking at the administration involved and whether money can be pushed more efficiently to the front line.

Streamlining the system

Some Government bodies play an important role in assisting voluntary organisations at a national and local level, but we are concerned that the current system is too complicated. We want to streamline the current set up and possibly free up resources to make the limited funding there will be in the next few years go further.

Secondly, we must focus on giving voluntary organisations a fair chance to spread their skills and expertise by making it simpler for them to compete for public sector contracts put out to tender by Government. Currently too many contracts are so big and inflexible that it is impossible for third sector organisations to compete with the private sector. 
The Lib Dems would work with those making decisions on tenders across departments to ensure that the sector has a level playing field. The third sector is often best placed to deliver services in their communities, and Government contracts at both national and local levels should take the broader social benefits often offered by the sector into account when deciding on tenders. We have also pledged to ensure full cost recovery so that the sector can afford to compete and win.

Volunteering
Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, we must ingrain the value of volunteering in society. We would encourage schools to teach the value of volunteering and to organise and promote volunteering opportunities to pupils.

But, the opportunity to volunteer shouldn’t finish at school. Workplace volunteering can be very valuable and increase employee satisfaction. We would encourage businesses to get involved and work with local organisations, building on the skills and enthusiasm of their staff. And we would lead the way in the public sector: we strongly support the scheme which gives civil servants eight days paid leave to volunteer each year, but take up is too low. We would promote this scheme actively across the civil service to raise awareness and increase participation.
Volunteering is very valuable to the third sector, offering the chance to access skills and expertise that may otherwise not be available. It can also be the start of a life-long relationship that develops throughout the years and brings huge benefits to both sides.

But it’s crucial that volunteers can see the benefits of volunteering. Studies show that, if people learn new skills while volunteering, they are more likely to continue the relationship in future, either by volunteering again or donating money. So we must promote the practical benefits of volunteering in terms of chances to develop new skills and experience. This needs managers in voluntary organisations to ensure that volunteering is a learning experience with good support available, and we would help local infrastructure organisations to spread best practice and training opportunities to support third sector organisations to build their strength in this area. 
A vital role for voluntary organisations

To accomplish all this will require a shift in the way voluntary organisations are seen by the Government. It will require a strong Office of the Third Sector and an understanding at a national and local level of the vital role voluntary organisations can play. However, I believe that by achieving these goals, we can secure the future of the sector as we emerge from the recession and for years to come.
… With so many out of work, voluntary organisations are seeing demand for their services sky-rocket. Yet at the same time, increasing numbers of people are becoming volunteers to learn new skills and make themselves more attractive to employers. 





Building a fairer Britain


Jenny Willott, Shadow Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, explains how a Liberal Democrat Government would support the third sector.
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