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It is a real pleasure to be here with you today and to see a full house. I have it on good authority that there was a waiting list of people hoping for last minute cancellations which just goes to show how crucial people see infrastructure and support services to the future of our movement.

Since the merger between VE and NCVO at the turn of the year I have taken on a new role which encompasses support for infrastructure - both volunteering and the voluntary and community sector – so it is a really good opportunity for me to hear from you about the issues and challenges you are facing and the role you think NCVO can play in supporting you.
We are about to embark on a consultation with our members and stakeholders on the priorities for the newly merged organisation and I have no doubt that  support for infrastructure  will emerge as a key theme. It will be good to hear from you about where you think we should put our efforts over the next few years.
Over the past decade we saw significant investment in infrastructure – you could say we are at the end of what was a ‘golden age’ for voluntary sector funding. The coalition government has sent a clear message to national infrastructure – significantly scaling down its strategic partner programme and tapering strategic grants to zero by 2014, while local infrastructure continues to bear the brunt of cuts in local authority funding, with Milton Keynes Volunteer Centre just the latest and, I fear, by no means the last in a growing list of organisations to go under. 
Infrastructure has become a much maligned concept in recent times and is fighting for recognition and acceptance. And yet I believe it is as vital as ever if we are to fulfil our ambitions for the sector and our society. We are clearly not making our case strongly enough, and looking back at the ‘golden age’ I think if we are honest we would accept that as infrastructure bodies we didn’t do enough to demonstrate our value and prepare for the less rosy times that were bound to come. 
It is stating the obvious that we have some tough challenges ahead, both convincing government and funders of our worth, but also in adapting to the fast moving environment around us if we are to retain our relevance and influence and our role in strengthening and providing voice and leadership in the sector.
I believe passionately that it can be done but that we need to rise to the challenge. 
I want to make six points, which go to the heart of the challenge we face, and to offer one or two ways forward.
First, the tyranny of language. If we are brutally honest the language we have used in the past to describe the work we do hasn’t always helped. Infrastructure is not the most compelling of terms, summoning up, as Kevin Curley, once memorably said, people digging up roads or laying railway tracks rather than providing essential advice and support to the sector. Second or third tier organisations is little better. And advice and support goes only so far in that it describes only half of the function of infrastructure which is as much about providing representation and leadership as it is about building capabilities and skills. So challenge number one is to come up with some more compelling language which emphasises the symbiotic relationship between front-line activity and the sorts of activities provided by what we currently refer to as infrastructure groups.
Second, we need more up-to-date and robust research on the value of infrastructure. NCVO’s own BLF funded project of that name, helped develop a common framework and language for infrastructure as well as ways to capture, share and demonstrate its value. Building on this and finding new and better ways of showcasing the true value of infrastructure in unlocking and supporting a vibrant voluntary movement seems to me essential if we are to persuade our sceptical policy makers that we are not simply an unnecessary layer of fat which needs to be trimmed in austere times.
NCVOs Almanac has been widely used to evidence the value and impact of the sector. But our data on infrastructure needs to grow to enable us to understand and evidence what difference we make. 

Today Big Assist is launching a micro site and data map that will help us to build and share a better map of infrastructure. We don’t have the resources to embark upon a traditional research project so instead we are using ‘crowdsourcing’ to build the data. 

I encourage you to go on line and plot yourselves, and encourage others to do the same. Laptops are set up in the foyer where you can use breaks to go on-line and register with BIG Assist. Look at the data map and if you are not already there plot your organisation and get some hints and tips about twitter.

My third point is that we need both to be open to new ways of doing our work and to be resolute in defending the values we hold dear. Much of the policy discourse at the moment is on how to marketise the provision of support services through such mechanisms as vouchers; on the grounds that such an approach will open up competition and drive up quality and efficiency. We should not unquestioningly oppose such an approach. We have nothing to fear from competition and should welcome the arrival of new providers on our patch, including from the private sector. If we can find new and better ways of supporting organisations on the ground, and ultimately the beneficiaries they and we serve, then we should be up for the challenge - which is why of course we are engaged in running the Big Assist pilot.
Big Assist provides infrastructure with direct support through voucher awards accessed through an on-line diagnostic and one to one review. Using an on-line market place of approved suppliers BIG Assist is testing how effective a demand led model is for improving the quality of support. Big Assist is also working to ’unlock’ peer to peer learning. We are determined to make the best of the Big Assist programme. It is a programme to test and learn how best to develop support to the sector. We welcome feedback – good and bad - and have already made a number of changes to the programme based on the feedback we have received.
So we are keen to embrace new ways of doing things and to experiment with new approaches to the delivery of vital services. But we also know that the market is not without its faults, as the experience of the past decade has illustrated so vividly. And so whilst being willing to test out new approaches to the provision of support services, we will also rigorously test their efficacy, and not flinch from criticising and rejecting ideas, however, of the moment they might seem, if they fail to pass the test of improving and strengthening the sector and the support we offer to the most vulnerable in society. 
For the market to work effectively the customers selecting support and the suppliers selling support need to have the skills to shop and sell. This is a new approach for us all and it will take time for us to learn the ropes. Already it is clear that suppliers across all sectors need to be better at setting out their offer and marketing their product. But as we learn from one another we will get better.
My fourth point, and perhaps, this gets to the heart of NCVO’s position on infrastructure, is we need to reinforce the principle that support services are only partly about strengthening capacity, crucial though this role is. Just as importantly infrastructure is about providing advocacy and leadership for the sector and it is in this respect that we might find that the market has its limits. 
Championing greater plurality in service provision to front-line organisations through vouchers might well prove to be effective in driving up quality of support. But it is difficult to see how such a funding mechanism will reinforce and strengthen the role of infrastructure in fulfilling its voice and campaigning function. 
Squaring this particular circle seems to me to be a crucial challenge for government and other funders such as Big, if we are to safeguard the future of our movement. We need more efficient and effective infrastructure and support services and should embrace change where it can be shown to help us achieve this goal. But we also need economically sustainable agencies which can act as a strong and fearless champion for our sector. 
And it is the challenge of sustainability that takes me to my fifth point. We need to continue to make the case that infrastructure matters and that it deserves to be funded, but we should be under no illusion that we need to lessen our dependency on old-fashioned grants and broaden our funding mix if we are to have any chance of securing our long-term future. Yes, we should continue to push for core grants to support voice and advocacy. But we need also to look for new avenues for support. Selling our services, seeking new partnerships and commercial collaborations, and generally being bolder about putting a market value on the expertise and intellectual capital that we hold, particularly when tendering with government or private agencies, will be essential for our sustainability.

 This is not always easy. In the volunteering sphere we have been trying for a decade and more to get corporates to pay for our services to broker their staff into meaningful volunteering opportunities. And yet all too often the response has been a dismissive no, the suggestion being that we should be fortunate that the company is prepared to release their staff for the good of the community. This might have some validity in those instances, thankfully more common now than a couple of years back, where staff are encouraged to provide their professional expertise for the good of the local community group. But it is surely more difficult to sustain when the volunteering experience is a team challenge. As one speaker said ruefully at a conference on employer supported volunteering recently, there are no community buildings left in Swindon that need painting. 
Getting corporates and others, including large voluntary organisations, to be willing to pay for our services, is an essential part of the change required. Some of this is about the quality of the offer, some of it is about our ability to market our services better, but some of it is about self-confidence and a changed mind-set and a willingness for us to value more the expertise and experience that we hold. 
My sixth and final point is about collaboration and partnerships and yes, mergers. We must be clear that merger is just one potential outcome to arise from greater collaboration and that we should guard against seeing this outcome as in any way an inevitable consequence of closer working together. We should all be looking for ways of working more closely together, both to drive efficiencies and cuts costs but perhaps even more importantly to expand our reach and pool our expertise and distinctive specialism. Such a desire to work together should not be seen as the first step on the inevitable journey of merger; but more as something that should come naturally to us in the sector, which after all is built on the values of cooperation and reciprocity. 
But whilst merger should not be confused with collaboration, neither should we be fearful of the m word itself, where it makes sense for the good of our work and where it benefits the people and causes we are here to serve. NCVO’s view on merger amongst infrastructure organisations is quite clear. We don’t believe in setting templates from above. But if and where it makes sense locally then organisations should be brave enough to take the plunge. And I hope that our own recent merger demonstrates that they can indeed work.
So in conclusion:

We believe passionately that infrastructure is essential to the health of the sector; that, if you like, it is the difference between a good sector and a great one.

Everyone knows that we, as infrastructure bodies, have not got everything right in the past and that in the brave new world we are operating in we have to be leaner, fitter, more adaptable and more adventurous if we are to continue to prosper and thrive.

We need to be open to the potential benefits of greater competition whilst being resolute in our view that marketisation is unlikely to be able to deliver or, if we are honest, be even remotely interested in being able to deliver on the voice and advocacy functions which are such a crucial part of a fully-rounded support service.
We need to garner better evidence of our success and of the symbiotic relationship between support and delivery on the ground.

And we need on top of all of this to find a better way of describing what we do that doesn’t just sound like filling in pot holes.
Thank you and enjoy the conference.
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