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Background

The Compact is a national agreement between the government and the voluntary sector. Its development is a result of two documents, the Deakin Commission Report on the Future of the Voluntary Sector and the policy document, Building the Future Together. The Deakin Commission concluded that the Government should recognise the legitimacy of the voluntary and community sector's (VCS) diverse roles and its own responsibility to promote a healthy sector. It proposed a 'concordat' be drawn up between representatives of Government and the sector, laying down basic principles for future relations. Building the Future Together concluded that a Compact, underpinned by a set of principles, was necessary as the basis for a partnership between Government and the voluntary and community sector. The Compact was launched in 1998 following consultation with 25,000 organisations.

National Compact

The National Compact for England provides a framework around which local Compacts may be constructed. The Compact commits the Government to consult with the voluntary and community sector on policy development. It recognises and supports the sector’s independence. It commits to funding policies that reflect the sector’s needs and seeks to improve the working relationship between Government and the sector. In return, the sector agrees to work in a certain way with the Government.

Key Compact Principles

· Voluntary action is an essential component of a democratic society. 

· An independent and diverse voluntary and community sector is fundamental to the well-being of society. 

· In the development and delivery of public policy and services, the Government and the voluntary and community sector have distinct but complementary roles. 

· There is added value in working in partnership towards common aims and objectives. Meaningful consultation builds relationships, improves policy development and enhances the design and delivery of services and programmes. 

· The Government and the VCS have different forms of accountability and are answerable to a different range of stakeholders, but common to both is the need for integrity, objectivity, accountability, openness, honesty and leadership. 

· VCS organisations are entitled to campaign within the law in order to advance their aims. 

· The Government plays a significant role, among other things, as a funder of some VCS organisations. Funding can be an important element of the relationship between the Government and the VCS. 

· Both Government and VCS acknowledge the importance of promoting equality of opportunity for all people regardless of race, age, disability, gender, sexual orientation or religion and or belief.

There are five codes of good practice which go into more detail on ways of working together effectively. These are the:

· Black and Minority Ethnic Code

· Community Groups Code

· Consultation and Policy Appraisal Code

· Funding and Procurement Code

· Volunteering Code. 

The codes are available to download from www.thecompact.org.uk 

Local Compacts

Every area in England is covered by a Local Compact. Local Compacts are Compacts between statutory authorities and voluntary and community organisations (VCOs) in a particular district, borough, county or other geographical area. They tend to be more relevant and specific to the needs of the local statutory organisations and the VCOs. Agencies involved in local compacts will include local authorities, primary care trusts, the police and voluntary and community sector organisations. Key to Local Compacts are links to local policy including Local Area Agreements and Local Strategic Partnerships.
A Working Agreement

The Compact is both a reference and a way of working.

In 2005, as a result of a Government consultation Strengthening Partnerships: Next Steps for the Compact, the Compact Plus scheme was launched, envisaging a simpler and more succinct tool under which it would be clearer to organisations and Government whether their behaviour was compliant or not. 

Another outcome of the consultation was the establishment of the Commission for the Compact in April 2007.  This provided a response to calls for a figurehead for the Compact and an organisation devoted to overseeing the relationship between public and voluntary sectors and taking the Compact forward.

There are now three partner organisations that are involved in oversight of the Compact:

· Office of the Third Sector represents the interests of the Government in all matters relating to the Compact.

· Commission for the Compact is an independent body which oversees the operation of the Compact.

· Compact Voice represents the interests of the voluntary and community sector in all matters related to the Compact.
The Future of the Compact

As the Compact celebrates its 10th anniversary Government remains committed to the Compact and as well as the National Compact, all areas of England are covered by Local Compacts. However the sector’s views on its effectiveness remain divided.

The Compact is clear on the fact that it has no legal status and to some this means it has no teeth as compliance is not statutory. The publication Third Sector reports that there is “a growing sense that the Government produced the agreement but has too often failed to abide by it.” Others argue that to give the Compact legal status would negate its neutrality as an agreement based on the principles of partnership and good practice.

The Office for the Third Sector will be reviewing the Compact’s legal status in 2009.


The Regional Dimension

Regional Compacts are envisaged to improve partnership working and relationships between regional public bodies and voluntary and community organisations. Regional Compacts where they exist provide basic frameworks setting out the main principles and commitments that these relationships should be based on.

Regional Compacts are intended to support Local Compacts which already exist or are being further developed locally. They are not designed to supersede local arrangements and Local Compacts but rather to help them be more effective and to ensure good partnership working at regional level.

Implications for the sector

The Compact is a formal agreement between the Government and the VCS on ways of working together. To make it work it needs to be constantly reviewed and a protocol should be followed when things go wrong. It is meant to be a positive tool and if it is working properly, VCS organisations should benefit. 

Whilst it does not have legal status it has been referred to by a High Court Judge as “more than a wish list; it is a commitment of intent”. What then is the status of the Compact when government contracts to the private sector which then subcontracts to the VCS? The private sector has no formal involvement in Compact. Are the principles of Compact then null and void?

The review of the Compact by the Office for the Third Sector should look at some of these issues.


East Midlands Single Platform

The Single Platform is a vehicle for the East Midlands voluntary and community sector to have a collective voice. This voice will give the sector greater influence on policy development and implementation at the regional and national level. The EMSP works in partnership with stakeholders from throughout the VCS and beyond to ensure that the VCS is actively and genuinely engaged with key regional bodies and other partners from across the public, statutory, business and social enterprise sectors. 

East Midlands Single Platform will be working on the development of a regional Compact for the East Midlands and will be consulting on the content of the Compact during 2008. To get involved visit our website or contact us direct. 
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