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Now, more than ever, it is

tempting for voluntary

and community

organisations to distance

themselves from the

decision-making process.

Lack of funding, a heavy

workload and limited

capacity to engage, are

powerful arguments for

just getting on with the

‘day job’. Add to this the

seemingly complicated

nature of the policy

agenda and the cynicism

underlying the view that

decision-makers are not

listening anyway, and it is

not surprising that

engagement with the

policy process comes low

down on the list of

priorities.

Policy matters! by Stephen Fox

This is a shame. Whilst I would not expect
frontline voluntary and community
organisations to be running around trying to
influence everything that moves, I do believe
that some engagement is important.

In many ways, the policy ‘landscape’ has
never been so positive for the voluntary and
community sector (VCS). All the main political
parties see the role of the sector as crucial in
helping to solve the problems we face in
society. There is now widespread recognition
across the political spectrum that the VCS is
unique in its ability to engage with ‘hard to
reach’ communities, and that we have an
important voice that must be heard.

There will be continuing devolution of powers
no matter which party wins the next general
election (although the Conservatives are less
likely to favour the regional tier). Changes to
regional governance are currently taking
shape, with responsibilities for a new
Integrated Regional Strategy being shared
between local government (through Local
Government Yorkshire and the Humber), and
Yorkshire Forward. The Regional Forum is
working hard to ensure that the sector has an
effective voice in these arrangements.
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No matter how difficult it may be, the
voluntary sector in the region simply has to
be engaged in a positive way with the
decision-making process at all levels. We
need to be better joined up in our approach,
and the links between national, regional, and
local parts of the sector have to be functional
and effective in terms of lobbying and
campaigning. For example, the collection of
information and evidence to support a
campaign at a local level does not have to be
time consuming or complicated. With help,
every organisation can collect basic
intelligence made up of information and case
studies. This intelligence could also be used
to inform the work of local strategic
partnerships, and feed into regional and sub-
regional evidence bases. 

Knowing who to influence is crucially
important. A basic ‘map’ can be really helpful.
The Regional Forum is working with a range
of Refugee, Asylum Seekers, and Migrant
Workers Groups to help them to engage with
the policy process. One of our tasks is to map
or identify all the potential points of influence,
and look at links that exist between them.
There are lots! They include Local Authorities,
Local Area Agreements (LAAs), national

government consultations, government
departments, infrastructure organisations, the
media, Government Office for Yorkshire and
the Humber (GOYH), local politicians, MPs
and public agencies. It may be appropriate for
local community based groups to speak with
one voice through an existing and established
sub-regional, regional, or national
organisation. Often it is about finding ‘friends’
in key organisations like local authorities, and
getting them to help place relevant items on
key agendas. 

The important thing is to try to be proactive
and make use of VCS infrastructure
organisations in the area. The voluntary
sector has a unique contribution to make; no
one else has the depth of local knowledge
and understands the problems and the
potential solutions better. We all have a
responsibility to engage with the policy
process and to take the initiative wherever
and however we can - because policy
matters!



6 7REGIONALFORUMNEWS Volume 8  Issue 6 REGIONALFORUMNEWS Volume 8  Issue 6

Taking advantage of 
the consultation game by Stephen Fox

Central Government, as well as public agencies operating at regional level, launch over 600 policy consultations every year, covering a huge range of issues. Evidence suggests that responding to
the ones that are closest to your own organisation’s area of expertise and knowledge really can make a difference. This is particularly the case when the response contains really good examples from
the ’frontline’ of what works and what doesn’t. Government departments are usually desperate to get this sort of feedback. The Department of Communities and Local Government certainly are.

How do I know if my response has made any difference?

There is a useful website called
‘Simply Understand’ that
translates consultations into
plain English. (See
www.simplyunderstand.com)

What is a
Consultation?
A consultation is a request for
opinions on a set of proposals
or ideas about how things might
be improved or changed. 
These can be found on central
government websites. So if, for
example, you are interested in
Transport simply Google
‘Department of Transport’. 

NCVO (National Council for
Voluntary Organisations) have
details of current consultations
on their website. Unless you
are a real policy ‘anorak’ you
are only likely to be interested
in ‘live’ or ‘active’ consultations,
not the closed ones. 

Try not to be put off by the
wordy and sometimes
technical jargon civil servants
use in the proposals. 

You usually have 12 weeks to
respond.

How should you respond?

Instead of sending in an individual response you may
want to find out if other organisations would like to send
a joint response. This may add weight to your argument.
The Regional Forum Policy Officer would be delighted to
talk to any organisations that want help in putting a
response together.

Usually, the consultation contains a number of specific
questions it wants responses on. If, after having read the
document carefully, you decide to concentrate on only a
few of the questions, that is fine. You should not feel that
you have to answer them all.

Include an opening paragraph explaining who you are
and what your organisation does.

Try to express your views clearly and concisely;
someone has to read it, along with hundreds of other
responses!

Always try to support your argument with evidence and
examples. It offers extra weight to your response if you
have consulted with people or organisations most likely
to be affected by the proposals. If you have, don’t forget
to say this in the response.

Try to send your response in well before the deadline if
possible. Usually you can email it but sometimes a hard
copy is required.

This is a tough one! It is
difficult to be sure that your
particular response has been
instrumental in influencing the
process. You will not get a
personal reply! 

Government departments are
supposed to publish a
summary of the responses
they receive on their websites
but these tend to be general in
nature. There can also be a
long gap between the end of
the consultation and the
published summary. If a large
number of responses all make
the same comments then there
is a better chance that they will
take notice. At least you will
know that you are in good

company! Very occasionally a
department or public agency
will ask to talk to you in more
detail following a consultation,
especially if you have included
some important evidence or
examples to support your case.

You may want to send a copy
of your response to other
organisations or local MPs with
a covering letter asking for
their support.

Visit the Regional Forum Policy
website to see the Responses
to Consultations submitted by
the Forum on behalf of the
voluntary and community
sector in the region.

Like the rest of the policy
agenda, it is easy to find
reasons for not responding to
policy consultations, but they
are an important part of the
democratic process. Your
organisation has an invaluable
insight into a particular aspect
of society, and very often a
voice to speak passionately on
behalf of those people in
society who cannot speak up
for themselves. It should do all
it reasonably can to take
advantage of the consultation
game.



Every day decisions are made which directly impact on our families, communities, places of work and our environment.

Reaching Parliament, 
Parliament reaching out to you
by Hannah Roberts, Parliamentary Outreach Officer, Yorkshire and the Humber
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From schools closing to
hospitals opening; from the
minimum wage increasing to
council tax changing; from
local bus routes altering to
post offices closing, these are
events that occur because of
decisions which have been
taken both nationally and
locally. 

But who is it that makes these
decisions and how do
communities effectively engage
with the individuals and
institutions whose decisions
have such an impact? 

The Parliamentary Outreach
Service has been established
by the Houses of Parliament to
work with individuals and
organisations throughout the
UK to answer these very

questions. The Service runs a
range of workshops and
information sessions which
explore how Parliament works,
how laws are made, how
decisions are reached and
most importantly when and
how it is possible to engage. 

In order to engage effectively it
is vital to understand whether
the issue affecting you has
occurred because of a
decision at a local or a national
level. In many cases actions
taken by local councils are the
result of Parliamentary
legislation. Parliament designs
and passes the legislation and
local councils are responsible
for implementing it. Therefore
if you are campaigning about a
local issue it is important to
ask yourself ‘Am I campaigning
about the design or the
implementation of the
legislation’?

You might agree with the
principle of the legislation but
feel that the council is not
implementing it correctly. In
which case you would work
with your local council to
express this view and
campaign for change.
Alternatively you might feel
that it is the legislation itself
which is wrong and therefore
your campaign would focus
upon Parliament. 

An example of the relationship
between Parliament and local
councils is the 2003 Licensing
Act in relation to lap dancing
clubs.  Currently, lap dancing
clubs are licensed under the
2003 Licensing Act in the same
way as pubs and bars. It is
your local council which will
award these licences but it is
Parliamentary legislation which
has given the council the
power to do so. 

However, many individuals,
organisations and councils felt
that by using the 2003
Licensing Act to license lap
dancing clubs the views of the
communities were not fully
represented as the Act only

allowed certain types of
objections to be considered. 

This meant that if you were to
campaign to stop one of these
clubs opening in your
neighbourhood then the
council, even if sympathetic to
your views, would be very
limited in the objections which
it could consider. 

It is Parliamentary legislation
which gives local councils the
power to act upon the views
raised by a community about
various issues. As such, it is
vital for organisations and
individuals to know whether
they need to campaign at a
local level or a national level.
Are organisations campaigning
to change the nature of the
legislation or are they
campaigning to change the
implementation of the
legislation?

In the case of lap dancing
clubs, through consultation, a
select committee enquiry and
legislation, Parliament is now
considering this issue. 

The free workshops run by the
Parliamentary Outreach
Service help individuals and
organisations to really
understand the link between
the local and national decision
making structures. There are
also workshops which look at
how to identify opportunities
to engage with Parliament,
such as Select Committees
and Parliamentary Questions.

“The Service runs a range of workshops and information
sessions which explore how Parliament works, how laws
are made, how decisions are reached and most
importantly when and how it is possible to engage.”

If you would like to find out
more about the service and 
how it could help your
organisation please email 
yh-outreach@parliament.uk 
or call 07917 488 950 

Hannah Roberts

Parliamentary Outreach Officer -
Yorkshire and Humber

www.parliament.uk

“it is vital for
organisations and
individuals to know
whether they need to
campaign at a local level
or a national level.”
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Social justice and rural communities
by Chris Elton, Sheffield Hallam University 

A growing debate
The past few months have witnessed a growing
debate on the future for rural communities. The
recession and the forthcoming election have brought
rural issues back to the table, with both the
Government and the Conservative Party issuing
policy statements, while lobby groups have identified
a range of social issues facing rural communities.
Academics have also joined in by publishing a
number of important research reports. This article
seeks to reflect on some of the messages emerging
from this debate including the party political
perspectives, the newly updated evidence on rural
problems, and issues of governance, while asking
whether current approaches effectively lead to social
justice for rural communities.

The Government’s vision for
rural England 
The Government’s vision for rural England was set
out in the Rural White Paper in 2000 and according
to a Minister at Defra1 (Department for Environment,
Food and Rural Affairs), speaking in June, its
messages remain current. The vision is for a
‘vibrant, robust protected countryside, where people
have access to jobs and vital services’. The
objectives of rural policy are to ‘ensure a fair deal in
public services, to support a diverse and successful
rural economy, and to protect, promote and
enhance the environment’. To deliver this vision the
Government wanted ‘a countryside which should be
able to shape its own future’, echoing its own
‘communities agenda’ of enabling people and
communities to have a bigger say in the future of
the places in which they live. 

Criticisms of the Government’s
rural policy
However, the Government has been increasingly
accused of losing interest in rural communities,
particularly as Defra’s rural budget has declined
significantly in recent years. Its main focus has been
on environmental sustainability – conserving and
enhancing the countryside, especially through
European funded agri-environment schemes. 
The Conservatives have recently published an
‘Agenda for Rural Communities’2 in which they
suggest that there has been a decade of disrespect
for rural areas.  It makes four main proposals: to
give rural communities a greater voice; to give them
greater power; to safeguard rural services; to revive
the rural economy. 

Rural social issues
An increasing range of organisations and agencies
have picked up the rural agenda over the past year.
They have highlighted two particular social issues:

Affordable housing: there are, according to a
recent report on the ‘North’s rural housing
challenge’ by the National Housing Federation
(NHF)3, increasing housing challenges in the
three Northern regions. These include: an
ageing rural population profile which will
generate special housing needs; an unequal
allocation of resources for affordable housing
which has favoured the main conurbations
rather than rural areas; higher than average
house prices making rural areas unaffordable for
lower and middle income groups. In addition, an
NHF report on the Yorkshire & the Humber
Region4 revealed that the region has the worst
housing crisis in the country – in the region’s
rural districts in 2006-07, there were 27,884
households on the waiting list, while only 338
social houses were added to the stock. 

Social disadvantage: deprivation in the rural
parts of Yorkshire and the Humber has largely
been overlooked, yet the region has 20% of
England’s deprived rural areas. While these rural
areas5 contain only 3.8% of the region’s
deprived areas, they are home to 18% of people
with a long-term illness, 17% of those on
incomes less than 60% of the region’s average
and 14% of all Incapacity Benefit claimants6. 

Social justice
The Defra Minister states that rural communities
should enjoy similar social and economic
outcomes to their urban neighbours, while the
Local Government White Paper includes a guiding
principle that ‘no one should be disadvantaged
because of where they live’. This raises important
issues of social justice for rural communities – as
with all communities they should expect ‘an
entitlement to fair and equal rights and
participation in the full range of economic, social,
political and legal opportunities’10. Sheena Asthana
argues that across most statutory service sectors,
rural communities receive a lot less funding per
head than urban communities. This differential
allocation is a result of the funding formulae which
assume that ‘deprivation is synonymous with
service need’. These formulae rely on area-based
measures - relative concentrations of deprivation -
which effectively target the needs of deprived
urban as opposed to rural communities. However,
for reasons of social justice, it may be argued that
provision of mainstream public services which are
universal should more correctly be on the basis of
‘equity of access’. With potential reductions in
public spending in the near future, issues of social
justice and adherence to the principle of
universalism may become the rallying cry for the
newly empowered rural communities.

Rural governance
Governance of rural areas has become
increasingly complex, with rural areas and
communities being subsumed within the
partnership arrangements for wider territories,
such as a local authority district or county, while
the Regional Spatial and Regional Economic
Strategies have become increasingly important in
setting thematic and spatial priorities for
investment and development. These complex
arrangements have tended to both marginalise
rural communities and increase the difficulties of
representing rural issues to decision-makers. 

In this region, priorities have been on arresting
urban decline with the result that, as Professor 
Neil Ward7 concludes, the Spatial Strategy regards
its rural areas as ‘pastoral playgrounds for urban
populations’ while the needs of rural communities
are being overlooked. The place shaping agenda
adopted by the Government8 requires a Local
Strategic Partnership (LSP) to develop a
Sustainable Community Strategy for each local
authority area, but few of them effectively address
the diverse needs of communities of different
types and sizes within their areas. Local Area
Agreements9 reflect agreements with central
government on service delivery targets, but
evidence has shown that targets are set for the
whole local authority area, and tend not to reflect
issues which are community specific. The
complexity of these governance arrangements
effectively limits the opportunity for rural
communities to engage in priority and target
setting. 

1 Speech by Dan Norris: www.defra.gov.uk/rural/pdfs/voice/20090630dannorris.pdf
2 www.conservativeruralaction.com/fileadmin/user_upload/pdfs/Rural_Action_FINAL.pdf
3 www.housing.org.uk/Uploads/File/North%20regions/RURAL%20HOUSING%20DOCUMENT.pdf
4 www.housing.org.uk/Uploads/File/HomeTruths/YH%20HOME%20TRUTHS%2008%20FINAL.pdf 
5 Some 20% of the population in Yorkshire & the Humber Region live in rural areas. 
6 www.ruralcommunities.gov.uk/files/OCSI%20RuralDeprivationAnalysis%20FINAL%20V31.pdf
7 National Housing Federation, ‘A Place in the Country’: an Inquiry into the North’s rural housing challenges, 2009.
8 Local Government and Public Involvement in Health Act 2007
9 Local Area Agreements are produced by LSPs for upper tier (county) and unitary authorities. 
10Sheena Asthana et al (2009) Social exclusion and social justice: a rural perspective on resource allocation. Policy & Politics vol. 37 (2), 201-14.
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From beneath the anorak - 
life as a policy officer by Stephen Fox

Tuesday

No two days are ever the same,
although some rituals never
change. As someone who pre-
dates computers I still find it
irritating to allow my carefully
planned schedule to be hijacked
by an e-mail. I check them,
make a mental list of
priorities…and then respond
immediately to the one from
Judy, the Director.  

I have a quick look at ‘Simply
Understand’ a really easy to use
website, to check for any new
Government policy
consultations, and I’m relieved
to find that there are none
today.

Into a meeting with Rachael
Stokes who runs the BASIS
Policy project at NCVO. She’s
come up from London to
discuss the possibility of
running a joint conference on
‘Influencing Policy and Driving
Change’. I am really keen to do
this because it goes to the heart
of what my job/project is all
about; helping organisations
understand the policy
environment and engage with
local, regional and national
decision-making. 

A quick lunch afterwards and
then a meeting with Rob, our
Communications Manager. 
He wants me to write the blurb
for a publicity flyer for the big
conference I’m helping to
organise - and he wants it
yesterday! 

I have a flood of new e-mails
that need attention, one in
particular from Voluntary Action
Sheffield regarding a joint event
we are holding with Nick Hurd
MP, Shadow Charities Minister,
on Conservative plans for the
VCS if they win the next
election.

I have a meeting with Wendy
Gledhill, of LEAP Confronting
Conflict, a charity working with
young people. I would like them
to run a workshop for the
‘Values Change Society’ event
in September. 

Then an hour spent reading
through the growing pile of
newspapers and journals, partly
to raise my own awareness and
understanding, but also to
identify what can be used for
our conferences or sent on to
other Forum staff.

Wednesday

An early start today to travel
from York to Hull where I am
giving a presentation on the
new regional governance
arrangements at an event I’ve
organised with North Bank
Forum. The audience consists of
people from a variety of
grassroots organisations in Hull.
There are over thirty people in
the room at the Goodwin
Centre, and initially they look a
bit grumpy. The mood lightens
when I tell them that I am from
Hull and understand how they
feel! 

The presentation seems to be
well received. There are lots of
questions and someone tells me
that she found the session
informative. However, one man
persists in telling me that he
does not like the look of the
new governance arrangements,
and that I and the Regional
Forum are responsible! My
attempts to convince him that
that I am just the messenger do
not seem to work!

I go straight home to York to
work. I think through my
contribution to the Voluntary
Equality and Human Rights
Network meeting later in the

week – I’ve been asked to brief
them on the progress through
Parliament of the Equality Bill. I
need to prepare for this
thoroughly as I know I will be
asked some detailed questions.

Time also to start work on
writing a briefing on the same
bill, to update the sector on its
progress, and identify some key
issues and concerns. I have to
write to fit into a new format we
have adopted to give our
briefings a consistent
appearance and identity. I have
assembled a lot of background
information to help me do this.

I have a lengthy phone call with
Ivelina (the Forum’s BME Policy
Officer) about work we’re
planning with Leeds Initiative to
help grassroots Refugee/BME
organisations connect with the
policy agenda.

Catch them in your net!

Top ten policy websites

Citizens Advice
www.citizensadvice.org.uk

Department of Communities and Local Government
www.communities.gov.uk

IPPR Institute for Public Policy Research
www.ippr.org

NAVCA
www.navca.org.uk

NCVO
www.ncvo-vol.org.uk

Netvibes
www.netvibes.com

Policy Brief
www.policybrief.org

Policy Hub
www.nationalschool.gov.uk

Simply Understand
www.simplyunderstand.com

Yorkshire & the Humber Regional Forum
www.regionalforum.org.uk 

There are many other specialist organisations with valuable
policy pages on their website. For example, if you work on
mental health, look at the Mind website (www.mind.org.uk),
or the Age Concern site (www.ageconcern.org.uk) if your
focus is on older people. 




