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RE: BIG thinking: our strategic framework for 2009 onwards

The Community Relations Council’s (CRC) strategic aim is to “promote a peaceful, inclusive, prosperous, stable and fair society founded on the achievement of reconciliation, equality, co-operation, respect, mutual trust and good relations.”  We do this by 

· Identifying and developing new and effective approaches to peace-building and reconciliation in partnership with people, organisations and government

· Promoting the adoption of good relations policies and practice at local, community and institutional level

· Assisting communities and institutions in working through and beyond the legacies of the Troubles

In a changing environment, CRC works by promoting constructive and relevant dialogue, by actively supporting those taking real risks for relationship building, by acting as a practical bridge between groups in society and between the public, private, voluntary and community sectors, and by promoting wider learning through developing better practice.  

Our interest in responding to this public consultation is how BIG funding can contribute to building a peaceful society.  CRC is aware lottery funding has assisted organisations and projects that have a reconciliation theme e.g. CRC was pleased support was given to Alexander Park, a public park with an interface running through its land, to look at ways of improving access and making it a shared space.  

BIG has supported other work on the ground which has a reconciliation focus and CRC encourages BIG to continue this support.  CRC is of the opinion that everyone in our society has a role to play and it is important to mainstream the objective of reconciliation into all aspects of our work and advise organisations the potential their programme of work can have in this area.

It is therefore crucial that BIG along with other funding bodies realise the potential they have to change the lives of local people, communities and society.

UK Questions

Transition/Isolation themes
CRC agrees it is important to set out priorities for funding.  It is essential funding is focused and particular issues given priority, especially during the current climate where there is increased demand for financial support.  This ensures funding is strategically directed to the most appropriate groups and programme of activities.

CRC supports the identification of ‘transitions’ and ‘isolation’ as important and appropriate themes for BIG.  They are particularly relevant within the NI context as our society and communities undergo both individual and collective transformations in terms of looking at new ways to work together e.g. social economy projects, shared living and environmental & physical improvements to their communities e.g. removal of paramilitary murals etc.  Transformation and isolation are closely linked in that the transformation of an individual and a community of interest can help minimise isolation.  It is important barriers to participation in society are addressed and this involves increasing access to employment, skills, training, facilities and a wide range of services.  This is particularly important for CRC as research has shown that people and communities are affected by sectarian chill factors which consequently prevents them from applying for jobs in certain areas and accessing facilities e.g. leisure and retail.  
It is also particularly important that learning from projects which address barriers and improve prospects for transformation is shared with other agencies and bodies which have statutory responsibility.  

Priority Focus

CRC believes that BIG funding should continue to focus its resources to those most in need.  Is it important marginalised and vulnerable groups in our society are targeted within current and future funding streams.  Again this is particularly relevant in the current economic climate.

CRC feels it is important to maintain an open programme for small grants as needs of communities change – it is important to make small amounts of funding available to new groups and small one-off events.
Partnerships & Private Sector

BIG should seek to develop partnerships as an important aspect of its work.  This will encourage mainstreaming of good practice, shared learning both within the community and voluntary sector and the public/private sector and across these groups.  BIG could act as an active partner or as an observer – BIG, like all funders, should be open to learning from best practice from their funding groups in terms of practice and procedures etc.  These partnerships will increase knowledge of what is happening on the ground and could help identify new trends – positive or negative which therefore enables groups and organisations to incorporate changes in their work practices (future proofing)
CRC would like clarification on future plans to work with the private sector.  We do not feel that BIG should be funding the sector but remain focused on ‘hard to reach’ communities.

However, it is important BIG continue to build relationships with the private sector and work could include:

· Lobbying private sector for financial support

· Encourage the sector to support local groups via their local agents

· Transferable skills – do they have skills within their organisation that could help a group with a project or opportunities for secondments from their staff e.g. financial management, training, mentoring etc.

· Within the current economic downturn BIG should also encourage private sector employees to volunteer with community & voluntary organisations if they have any free time i.e. time banking.

Community & Voluntary Sector
CRC believes the majority of BIG funding should continue to go to the community and voluntary sector.  The successes within this sector in terms of changing and developing communities is huge and BIG should continue to direct the majority of its funds to this sector.  

Support and Development

It is important to support groups in terms of development, and we encourage BIG to financially support this work during the application process.  This is particularly important when gaps/needs have been identified in a particular community by a group but need help formulating a response – the application process is a daunting experience for some groups. 

It would also be beneficial if BIG, working alongside others, could identify best practice and identify areas that would benefit from a similar programme of work.  It is important to target areas of need that are not engaged in BIG activity and support capacity work – this could be done in partnership with other funders and statutory agencies. 

Risk Taking

CRC supports the need to allow innovative work.  Accountability and monitoring are important aspects of ensuring money is well spent and the right outcomes are achieved but it is also important to promote creativity within the accountability framework.  It is crucial to encourage pilot projects with an experimental aspect.

Public Awareness

An issue that CRC has identified in its own funding is that sometimes local people are unaware of what is being funded in their own area.  Perhaps it would be beneficial to build relationships with local media outlets and win their help in publicising good work being funded within the community.

It might also be helpful to develop support or mentoring groups within a particular geographic area or on a themed issue, enabling those receiving funding to interact and engage with each other.  This could have long terms benefits in terms of sustainability, the development of consortium bids, and raising awareness of projects that might be transferable to another area.  Much of this engagement could take place on a cross community basis - many groups in receipt of BIG money have mirror groups in another community but because of the segregated nature of our society e.g. living space, they may not be aware of good work taking place in such close proximity.     

Northern Ireland Questions
Transition/Isolation themes

These themes are of particular importance in the Northern Ireland context - ultimately Northern Ireland is a society undergoing transformation and transition.  Many communities continue to live within the patterns of segregation but many are challenging these patterns and are seeking new ways to engage with each other and developing ways to move their communities forward.  
Changing funding environment

Funding organisations will continue to experience over subscription within the reduced funding environment.  Communities will also face increasing pressure due to rising unemployment and a failing economy, which will result in increased levels of poverty and disadvantage – key constituents of BIG.

Forward planning should take these issues into consideration and as said previously encourage groups to combine skills and knowledge and develop joint applications for the delivery of programmes that will reach marginalised and disadvantaged groups. 
BIG should consider as part of the development process delivering training on fundraising from other sources.

Development/support at project level

At the consultation event many groups commended BIG for the support packages made available to them i.e. from the conception of an idea through to receipt of funding.  CRC believes BIG should continue this support and development work. 

Development of Voluntary & Community Skills

BIG could help develop skills through partnership work.  Small and medium sized groups could benefit from peer support from larger community and voluntary organisations.  BIG should also work with established umbrella organisations to ensure an audit of strengths and needs; this could be taken forward at a number of levels e.g. devising a package of training with experienced trainers, delivering it on geographic and themed models.  Trainers could come from the sector or groups who are already in receipt of BIG funding – sharing knowledge etc.

It is important projects and funding develop transferable skills which will enable groups and communities to continue the work over a period of time.  
Community Planning

There are two roles for BIG under community planning.  

Firstly – to give the community and voluntary sector the skills that empowers them to engage within civic society.  This includes engaging with the private and public sector and with local political representatives.  Confidence building will be an important aspect of this training and should be incorporated into other training and development packages.

CRC is currently unsure how communities will interact with the new structures and what level of representation they will have within community planning.  It is therefore necessary to empower the sector as a whole so that whoever speaks does so with a united voice and represents the needs of the entire community.  Opportunities to talk and prioritise will be crucial and BIG should support mechanisms that develop this process of interaction.

Secondly, BIG should actively lobby government and those responsible for community planning to ensure that the community and voluntary sector are given proper recognition and power in the new structures.  The requirement to engage with the sector should be mainstreamed and set in legislation.        
BIG and Government investment

Like many other independent funders, the BIG funding should seek solid evidence that their investment is a supplement to, and not a replacement for, government investment.

Investment in community and race relations initiatives should help shape government’s view of what is possible and desirable in terms of their own policy and programs and result in positive and sustainable long term Government initiatives and resources to support this work. 

The First and Deputy First Ministers recently assured us that the draft Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (CSI) policy is in the ‘in-tray’ of issues that they are dealing with at the moment.  The BIG fund and its funded groups will be in an excellent position to make their responses to the CSI consultation in relation to this work.  This will include the existing and potential benefits of community and race relations programmes and the actions necessary for the development and delivery of a long term plan based on the learning to date.

Other

BIG and the groups they fund have a wealth of learning; it is important this learning is shared with other funders, groups and most importantly with Government.  Very often the community and voluntary sector have developed programmes and practices that deliver high level outcomes and it is crucial government learn from these groups.  CRC urges BIG to maximise opportunities for sharing this information.
We hope our comments are taken constructively and would welcome the opportunity to discuss these in more detail in the future.
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