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1 Introduction 

Sandwell Council of Voluntary Organisations (SCVO) is approaching the end of its five year 

strategy (2011-2016) and would like to understand the extent to which it has reached the 

aspirations and aims of its current plan, as a basis for developing a plan for 2016 onwards.  

In December 2014 it commissioned Alba to undertake a review of „distance travelled‟ in 

pursuit of the five strategic aims set out in its current strategic plan: 

1. The Intelligence Hub for Sandwell: by 2016 SCVO will be widely known by all 

stakeholders as the primary source of up-to-the-minute intelligence and strategic 

insight into voluntary and community activity in Sandwell. 

2. Supporting Excellent Service Provision: by 2016 SCVO will offer an unrivalled, 

comprehensive support service to grow robust local voluntary and community 

organisations which excel in service delivery. 

3. Strong Community Leadership from Sandwell‟s Grassroots: by 2016 SCVO will be 

recognised as an expert facilitator, enabler and resource for community-led 

initiatives at local level. 

4. Shaping Sandwell‟s Future: by 2016 SCVO will be trusted by all sectors as the 

principal route to engaging with, and asserting the vital contribution of, voluntary 

and community organisations in Sandwell. 

5. One Sector: by 2016 SCVO‟s leadership role for Sandwell‟s Voluntary and 

Community Sector (VCS) will be recognised by all, enabling the Sector to provide 

greater social impact through collective working. 

 

2 Methodology 

The review incorporated: 

 A review of SCVO‟s own monthly monitoring data for April 2011 – December 2014in 

order to obtain information about the outputs achieved in relation to each 

strategic aim, as well as the commentary accompanying these. 

 Interviews with each of SCVO‟s six staff (including the Chief Executive), in order to 

elicit information from them as to progress made against each of the strategic 

aims. 

 Interviews with VCS organisations providing front-line services in Sandwell.  A total of 

92 organisations were contacted, from which 37 interviews were completed.  These 

included a wide range of groups and organisations that reflect the diversity of the 

VCS in Sandwell. 

 Interviews with partner organisations, including Sandwell Metropolitan Borough 

Council (SMBC), Sandwell and West Birmingham Clinical Commissioning Group 

(CCG), Heritage Lottery, Big Lottery Fund and the West Midlands Police. 

3 Key findings 

Strategic Aim 1: The Intelligence Hub for Sandwell 

SCVO has been very successful in its development of an effective multi-faceted 

communications strategy, with take up of its various outlets generally increasing 

throughout the currency of the strategic plan. 

E-bulletins have been produced and circulated on a regular basis since April 2011, with 

output currently averaging four per month.   
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The SCVO website underwent a major redevelopment in 2013, since when the number of 

hits per month has increased exponentially, with 2,067 sessions and 1,562 users by 

November 2014.  Since its redevelopment, the site has also been expanded to include 

listings for community venues and the Route2Wellbeing(R2W) portal. 

The continued development of the online database of VCS organisations operating 

and/or offering services in the borough represents a major success story for SCVO. In April 

2012 there were 955 VCS organisations listed on the database but, by October 2014, this 

number had risen to 1,015.  Similarly, the number of individual users accessing the 

database rose from 350 in April 2013 to 1,545 in November 2014.   

R2W was a joint venture with BVSC and the Sandwell and West Birmingham CCG, but 

SCVO undertook the majority of the developmental work.  The success of the database is 

reflected in the number of user sessions and unique users which rose from 123 and 89 

respectively in April 2014 to 427 and 290 by November 2014. 

SCVO began to develop its social media presence in 2014, establishing its own Twitter 

feed.  The numbers of people following SCVO on Twitter has grown, and it was suggested 

through the review to use Twitter more in order to alert organisations to information in the 

bulletins that is most relevant to them. 

Other developments include the facilitation by SCVO of Artemis training for Sandwell VCS 

organisations working with children and young people; a commission under the Talent 

Match initiative to map those Black Country VCS organisations providing support to 

children and young people Not in Education Employment or Training (NEET); and a number 

of sector surveys and calls for feedback in support of funding bids and improving sector 

intelligence.  

The great majority of VCS organisations in Sandwell value the regularity and quality of the 

information and intelligence produced by SCVO on behalf of the sector. Many ensure that 

it is shared around all of their communities of interest.However, some smaller organisations 

identified that the frequency of the bulletins could be reduced and the volume of 

information formatted in such a way as to make it less time consuming to read through. 

Strategic Aim 2: Supporting Excellent Service Provision 

SCVO has clearly achieved and indeed exceeded its target in relation to face-to-face 

support, and has facilitated and/or delivered a varied and well-attended training 

programme.  Highlights have included workshops covering topics such as: Management 

Essentials; Tendering; Introduction to Funding; Governance; Data Protection; and Quality 

Standards. In both 2012-13 and 2013-14, SCVO facilitated training in relation to gangs, guns 

and youth violence as well as the Big Lottery Fund‟s (BLF) Awards for All funding initiative.   

SCVO has also facilitated several successful and well attended „Meet the Funder‟ events. 

Since April 2013 SCVO has been offering a chargeable service, known as SCVO Plus, 

focused on funding bids and a bid writing service.  

In August 2013 SCVO supported a collaboration oforganisations bidding for SMBC‟s Short 

Breaks for Carers funding.  The bid was successful in 3 Lots of 4, with the beneficiary 

organisations securing over £600,000 of funding in all. Other support has included assisting 

with several bids to the BLF Reaching Communities Programme, as well as bids to the Biffa 

Small Grants Award programme; Comic Relief‟s Loaves and Fishes Programme; and the 

European Social Fund. 

During 2013-14 the Managing Change programme, funded by SMBC, involved SCVO 

brokering consultancy support for organisations going through significant change.  This 
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represented a shift for SCVO, from being the deliverers of support to having strategic 

oversight of it. 

In July 2013, SCVO launched its reduced cost legal and insurance support offers which 

SCVO had brokered through DBS Law and Tennyson Insurance respectively. 

Strategic Aim 3: Strong Community Leadership from Sandwell’s Grassroots 

SCVO‟s activities and achievements in respect of this Strategic Aim have been impressive. 

This is despite the fact that SCVO lost some of its dedicated staff resource during the 

currency of the Strategic Plan, and that many of the projects and programmes delivered 

between 2011 and 2014 were short-term funded and therefore impossible to sustain.  

There can be no doubt with regard to SCVO‟s ability to attract external funding for the 

sector.  In the four years 2011-12 to 2014-15, the organisation supported organisations in the 

sector to bring in nearly £4.5 million, with 2013-14 being a particularly noteworthy year 

when just short of £2.3 million was secured by VCS organisations in Sandwell with the 

support of SCVO. 

Building And Sustaining Infrastructure Services (BASIS) was a BLF five-year programme 

aimed at improving the sustainability and effectiveness of small VCS groups working at 

neighbourhood level in Sandwell.  The programme ran from 2009 to 2014 provided a 

tailored programme of capacity building and networking support to a range of small VCS 

groups in the areas who were also assisted to apply for Community Chest grants. By the 

end of the programme, SCVO had assisted in bringing in over £230,000 worth of funding 

into the five areas, whilst providing support to 112 organisations. A further 60 organisations 

were assisted to develop new networks and stakeholder groups. 

In 2011-12 SCVO secured £15,000 of funding to deliver a Funding Buddies programme 

through which mentors from the business community offered income generation support to 

VCS organisations.  

For the two years 2011 to 2013, SCVO acted as the local agent for the Community 

Foundation Network to distribute BLF „Fair Share Trust‟ (FST) funding.  Fair Share was a £50 

million trust fund ring-fenced to 77 areas, including Great Bridge in Sandwell, that had 

missed out on Lottery funding.  SCVO was also successful in securing £20,000 funding from 

SMBC to match the original FST grant, and delivered capacity building support to local 

groups in Great Bridge. 

Those organisations that have received SCVOs support under this strategic aim reported its 

substantial – and for some transformational - impact on their organisation.  Unfortunately, 

however, the limited resources available to SCVO and short-term nature of the funding 

means that some parts of the sector have not been able to enjoy the benefits.  Despite 

some discontent, however, it is clear that without SCVO input many organisations would 

not have been aware of the many and diverse funding opportunities available in the 

borough, nor would they have been able to secure funding for their activities.  

Strategic Aim 4: Shaping Sandwell’s Future 

SCVO has been highly successful in building robust relationships with decision-makers and 

decision-making bodies in Sandwell.  The key partners are SMBC and the CCG, and SCVO 

has developed a strong relationship with both. 

The Leaders Forum, Health and Social Care Forum, and Children and Young People‟s 

Forum have each met bi-monthly, and meetings are well-attended.  Outside speakers 

include senior representatives from the local authority and CCG.  Each Forum has 
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demonstrated its influence, for example in May 2014 SMBC decided to recognise grant 

giving as equal to commissioning, embedding it in its guidance as an option alongside 

procurement, and it is believed that the Leaders Forum played a part in influencing that 

decision, which goes against the national trend towards commissioning. 

SCVO has made a number of challenges to public bodies including letters and 

representations regarding commissioning and block-to-spot; delays in the personal budget 

process; and VCS funding issues.  It has engaged with SMBC over a range of issues of 

importance to the sector, including the council‟s Third Sector Funding Strategy; the Safer 

Sandwell Partnership; the Police and Crime Commissioner; the Joint Strategic Needs 

Analysis; and Social Value Steering group. 

However, despite several initiatives to engage with the Local Economic Partnership (LEP) 

regarding VCS engagement and convening an Economic Regeneration and Skills Forum, 

SCVO‟s engagement with the private sector appears to have faltered. 

The Leaders, HSC and CYP Fora are seen by many as the means by which they are 

enabled to engage in dialogue with senior representatives from both SMBC and the CCG. 

However, a significant minority expressed concern that SCVO may have become too 

much of a mouthpiece for the council, losing sight of its role in challenging on behalf of the 

VCS.  While people know that SCVO has a number of meetings with SMBC and the CCG, 

the content and outcome of these meetings is not always known. 

The review also revealed a perception by some that SCVO provides a voice for the larger 

VCS organisations better than it does for the smaller ones in Sandwell.   

On the whole the public bodies (officers and Members from SMBC and officers from the 

CCG) who had some involvement with SCVO described the relationship between 

themselves and SCVO in very positive terms.  There was an acknowledgement that SCVO 

is a small organisation, and therefore warrantsa high degree of respect for what it has 

been able to achieve with its limited resources.  There are some SMBC Members, however, 

who are unfamiliar with SCVO‟s work and achievements and whose perspective relies 

upon their involvement with small, local organisations and groups. 

Strategic Aim 5: One Sector 

Much of what SCVO has done in relation to Strategic Aim 4, particularly in relation to the 

Leaders, HSC and CYP Fora, has also contributed to its work to address Strategic Aim 5.  

These – and other opportunities such as the breakfast events across the borough – have 

brought together VCS organisations and groups that might otherwise not have engaged 

with each other.   

Organisations from specific parts of the VCS have also been brought together, including 

the development of the concept of a Carers Hub and a funding proposal for this in 

December 2011, and the forming of an Advice Providers Network in February 2012. 

During 2011-12 SCVO designed a support portfolio for organisations interested in 

consortium working and developed a training programme for collaboration support.  By 

March 2012 five consortia had benefited from this.   

As part of its work in helping VCS organisations to be „contract ready‟, in November 2011 

SCVO submitted an application to the Social Investment Business‟ Social Action Fund for 

two years‟ funding to upscale and expand buddying activities for VCS organisations in the 

borough.  In effect, this Business Buddies programme would build on the earlier Funding 

Buddies programme, and would include business, finance, funding and marketing skills.  An 

award of £145,000 was made for work between January 2012 and September 2013. 
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Sandwell is a partner in the Black Country Together (BCT) consortium that brings together 

the CVSs in the Black Country.  A Community Interest Company (CIC), BCT was formed in 

January 2013 and in May that year was successful in its application to the Arts Council 

Creative People and Place fund for £2m.   

From the public sector bodies, in particular the local authority, a strong desire was 

expressed for VCS organisations to work more collaboratively together, and for SCVO to 

play a role in achieving this.  Organisations need to minimise their costs, and this may be 

achieved by sharing of back office services or merger.  In relation to consortia 

development, there was a clear message that the local authority is looking to a smaller 

number of larger contracts. 

A role was identified for smaller organisations to deliver local services, and for SCVO to 

facilitate that happening.  Such organisations are unlikely to have the capacity to bid for 

contracts, and can only pay a part in delivering commissioned services as part of a 

consortium.  SCVO has a „brokering‟ role in bringing together large and small VCS 

organisations in this way. 

The review revealed some concern about the potential for duplication and waste as a 

result of there being several infrastructure organisations in Sandwell in addition to SCVO, 

most notably the Volunteer Centre and Sandwell Community Information and Participation 

Services (SCIPS). 

Priorities for the future 

From the perspective of the sector, funding emerged as being a critical issue for the future, 

with the need for all organisations – large and small – to become less dependent on the 

local authority and diversify their income streams. 

SCVO‟s role in capacity building in the sector – particularly for smaller organisations - was 

highlighted as needing to continue, recognising that organisations are going to have to 

become more self-sufficient.  Training was identified as a means of developing capacity, 

and needs to be available during the evenings as well as during the day, so that 

volunteers who work during the day are able to attend.  SCVO may also enable the sector 

to be more self-supporting through theuse of toolkits 

From the perspective of SCVO‟s strategic priorities, a key theme emerging from the review 

was SCVO‟s role in “preparing the sector for what is imminent”, namely, further and 

substantial public sector funding cuts.SCVO needs to be proactive in engaging in the co-

design of services, and ensuring that the smaller organisations are also part of this process, 

including those that rely entirely or mainly on volunteers. 

Finally, the review identified the need for SCVO to raise its profile so that SMBC Members 

not directly involved understand its resources and achievements, and hence value its 

contribution appropriately. 

4 Recommendations 

Recommendations 

On the basis of this review it is recommended that SCVO should: 

1. Consider the improvements identified by some VCS organisations interviewed in 

relation to the means by which it provides intelligence to the sector, in particular 

the format and frequency of the e-bulletin. 
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2. Consider the changes suggested by some VCS organisations interviewed in relation 

to the way in which it brings the sector together for information and discussion, in 

particular the suggestion of having less frequent, larger events. 

3. Continue to providetraining and support for VCS organisations to diversify their 

income so that they are less reliant on local authority grants, ensuring that it 

reaches all parts of the sector in ways that are accessible and relevant to them.  

4. Consider the ways in which it communicates with the sector, so that all 

organisations and groups have access to notes of all meetings (as far as is 

appropriate), including discussions held with public bodies. 

5. Develop a plan for engagement with smaller VCS organisations and groups within 

Sandwell, including those that rely wholly or mainly on volunteers, in particular to 

ensure that they are supported to play a role in the delivery of commissioned 

services at local level. 

6. Be more proactive in identifying the future role of the VCS in Sandwell in the light of 

forthcoming public sector cuts, and presenting a proposal to SMBC for the sector‟s 

role in delivering services to local communities. 

7. Engage with the Volunteer Centre and SCIPs in relation to the three organisations‟ 

respective roles and potential for collaboration, in order to ensure that there is no 

duplication or waste of resources. 

8. Consider its relationship with other CVSs in the region, in particular BVSC (given the 

coverage of the CCG), and explore with them the ways in which future 

collaboration may enhance and strengthen the role of VCS organisations across 

the region. 

9. Develop a communications plan that raises its profile with all parts of the VCS, 

including smaller community groups, and councillors who may not otherwise be 

aware of SCVO‟s role and achievements.  Ensure that this includes an explanation 

as to the respective roles and areas of collaboration between SCVO and 

organisations also perceived as infrastructure organisations in Sandwell. 

10. Disseminate a brief summary of the key findings from this review with a reassurance 

that it will address the emerging issues in its future plans. 

 


