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SpeakUp Forum 
 
SpeakUp Big Event 2017: Collaboration and Partnerships: Together for a 
Purpose! 
 
Wednesday 13 September 2017 in Eastbourne 
 
Good morning 
 
I’m very pleased to be here.  It’s my first time in Eastbourne.  So I came down from 
Derbyshire yesterday.  I live in a village which is further from the sea than anywhere 
else in England.  So a chance to eat ice cream on your pier was unmissable. As too 
was a visit to the wonderful Ravilious exhibition in your Towner gallery.  If you 
haven’t been to see it I urge you to do so. 
 
But more importantly I wanted to come today because I really believe in your 
conference theme.  ‘Collaboration and Partnerships: together for a purpose’.   It’s an 
important theme so congratulations to Rebecca and her colleagues for making this 
event happen. 
 
I’m going to look at different sorts of collaboration which offer opportunities to local 
charities and community groups.  I want to mention too some of the risks involved in 
collaborating and how you can reduce them.  And I want to tell you about some 
good practice in other parts of the country from which we can learn. 
 
If you’re interested in the detail of what I say a transcript of this speech can be found 
on the SpeakUp Forum website. 
 
But first, what is collaboration and why does this discussion matter to us.  The 
Charity Commission offers this definition: ‘Collaborative working describes joint 
working by two or more organisations in order to better fulfil their purposes, while 
remaining as separate organisations’.  
 
That’s helpful but it doesn’t say enough about why we should do it.  Providing the 
best possible outcomes for the people we serve or represent should be at the heart 
of every decision our charities make. Sometimes collaboration can be the best way 
to ensure the most effective end result for the people we exist to help. Solutions to 
social problems are often multi-faceted and cannot be provided by one charity, so 
collaboration is essential to finding an answer. 
 
People who are homeless often have multiple needs which all need to be addressed 
if a charity is to be confident that they will successfully stay off the streets. A 
homelessness charity 
needs to work in partnership with providers working across drug and alcohol 
dependence, mental health and employment, tenancy support, to ensure 
beneficiaries do not fall between the cracks. 
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The need to address these complex problems with fewer resources is perhaps the 
most compelling argument for increased collaboration in our sector.  And that 
increased collaboration could of course include public sector and private sector 
organisations as well as other charities.  Though there are risks in cross sector 
working that I’ll come to a little later. 
 
Even though today’s emphasis is on collaborations and partnerships we must 
recognise that we work in a highly competitive environment.  This has come about 
for many of us over the last decade or so because of the way in which local councils 
and the local NHS commission services.  Let me say a little about this – and forgive 
me if for some of you in the room these issues are all too familiar. 
 
Commissioning is a set of activities undertaken by elected councillors and officials in 
county councils, district councils, in clinical commissioning groups, in the police 
service, in colleges and schools and so on.   They have to work out what services 
local people need and then find the most effective – and often that means the 
cheapest way of funding those services.  Commissioning does not have to lead to 
awarding contracts for services after competitive tendering processes.  
Commissioners can continue to use grants as a method of funding our work – and 
grants can be awarded competitively or by negotiation.   
So to be clear.  Commissioning is not contracting.  It’s not competitive tendering.  It’s 
not payment by results.  It’s not enforcing European procurement regulations. 
 
But too often now commissioners abandon grants in favour of contracts. The law is 
quite clear about grants.  They are not affected by competition law or by European 
Union procurement regulations.  You may be told by an official ‘We can no longer 
award grants.  The EU requires that we put everything out to tender’.  This is frankly 
nonsense. 
 
The law is set out clearly and concisely in this excellent book - ‘Pathways through 
the maze’?  Written by procurement lawyers chapter 6 explains why grants can be 
awarded without competitive tender.  It explains that European Procurement 
Regulations do not apply to grants.  
 
Local Councillors can be persuaded of the value of grants. They want a diversity of 
small charities and groups to thrive.  Because they know these charities and groups 
provide good services and are good value.  They know that they are owned by local 
people and make our communities better places to live in.  And they know that most 
local charities will never be able to replace grant funding with contracts. Grants must 
of course fit with the funder’s strategic priorities and grants can be awarded after a 
competitive process.  But you avoid the waste associated with competitive tendering 
for contracts - and the severe limits imposed by contractual specifications.  So I 
hope you will keep making the case for grant funding.  Here’s a useful leaflet from 
NAVCA – the national body for 260 Voluntary Actions in England.  It gives you a set 
of arguments in support of grants to put to commissioners and politicians.   
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Contracts require charities to compete with each other.  Competition is the opposite 
of collaboration.  Grant funding nourishes collaboration and enables creative and 
innovatory solutions.  Grant funded organisations are much better able to 
collaborate outside the limiting scope of contracts and sub contracts. 
 
Here too is some excellent guidance from NHS England to all Clinical 
Commissioning Groups.  ‘Grants for the voluntary sector’ is music to our ears.  
Listen.  QUOTE PAGE 1.  This should be quoted to every commissioner.  I’ve 
brought some copies for you. Here they are. 
 
Thankfully most police commissioners have grants schemes as do some Clinical 
Commissioning Groups like Sefton and Bolton and exemplary local authorities like 
Newcastle upon Tyne, Sandwell and Reading.  I hope it’s the case here. We can win 
the argument. 
Nevertheless it’s undeniable that grants are in decline and contracts increasingly 
favoured in some parts of the public sector.  
Contracts are often too big for local charities, procurement processes present too 
many barriers – such as demands for balance sheets showing large reserves – and 
competitive tendering is complicated, time consuming and frequently wasteful.  Even 
if we can work in bidding consortia or partnerships, the contracts we win are often 
poorly funded and place restrictions on what we can do and say.   
 
And there is a growing trend for payment by results, meaning that you meet all the 
costs of providing a service but wait months for any payment from government. An 
impossible position for most local charities. No wonder funding is often won by 
private sector companies or so-called mutuals created by council staff or by big 
national charities from outside the borough.  And so we see the Citizens Advice 
Bureau in Hull lose its funding to A4E and Home Starts in Somerset and Reading 
lose their grants to Barnardos. 
 
The Social Value Act 2012 can help us, with its focus on how to get additional social 
benefits from every piece of procurement by a public body.  We need to understand 
this law and put it to work for us.  Here is an excellent free guide from Social 
Enterprise UK – and I hope it’s also on 3VA’s agenda.  In a sense this law requires 
collaborative approaches to commissioning by all local public bodies. It involves 
looking beyond the price of each contract and looking at what the collective benefit 
to a community is when a public body choses to award a contract.  Social value 
asks the question: ‘If £1 is spent on the delivery of services can the same £1 be 
used to also produce a wider benefit to the community’.  I hope some of you will 
engage with commissioners and make sure the Social Value Act makes a difference 
locally. 
 
The competitive environment has been a driver for collaboration in our sector.  But 
it’s no guarantee of success in competitive situations. For 18 years the Cardiff based 
charity Inroads received grant funding to deliver drug and alcohol services across 
Cardiff and the vale of Glamorgan. But two years ago the charity was told these 
services would be contracted out instead. Inroads drafted the specification for the 
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contracts and set up a consortium to bid to deliver the services – a good example of 
collaborative working. Although Inroads had a track record of delivering services for 
21 years the contracts were awarded to a national charity Change, Grow, Live.   
 
In Lancashire the county’s police and crime commissioner decided to include all 
domestic and sexual abuse services in a tender for general victims’ services across 
Lancashire.  The Safer Together Consortium – another collaboration – included 22 
local charities.  But they lost out to Victim Support despite representing many 
specialist charities with lots of experience of working in local areas.  As a result 
three domestic abuse charities have closed. 
 
This is a picture seen across our sector. The Lloyds Bank Foundation – a major 
funder of local charities – published ‘Commissioning in Crisis’ recently. In this report 
they look at how the demise of grants and the rise of contracts has shifted 
government funding from small local charities to bigger ones.  Commissioners’ 
preference for larger contracts has seen small and medium charities lose 44% of 
their income from the public sector.  
 
The report acknowledges that our colleagues in commissioning face a tough 
financial climate with small teams and tightening resources but it argues that 
reforming commissioning to focus on smaller charities will ensure that services are 
tailored to local needs and make better use of public money.  Here’s Paul Streets, 
Chief Executive of the Lloyds Bank Foundation: ‘The processes used by local 
authorities and CCGs are bureaucratic, time consuming, and disproportionate to the 
services being tendered. Contract sizes are getting ever larger.  Even when small 
local charities collaborate in bids they find themselves up against the unfair 
advantage and sometimes sharp practices of larger providers.  Some large charities 
use their size to undercut local charities and offer commissioners standardised 
services without any particular knowledge or experience of the community or the 
people who need support’. 
 
I agree with Paul Streets.  But there is another way – a collaborative way.  Chris 
Wright runs a large charity called Catch 22. They provide services in children’s 
social care, youth justice and apprenticeships. Writing in Third Sector recently he 
said ‘smaller charities have great ideas and scalable models but lack the capacity to 
bid competitively or lack the resources to be seen and heard in the right places.  
They should not be left to sink or swim.’ He describes their new project in Liverpool 
called a ‘Public Service Lab’ where Catch 22 uses its scale and balance sheet to 
help create capacity and sustainability for a range of local voluntary organisations. 
Local voluntary and community organisations can now compete with private sector 
players for public service contracts.  The Lab encourages collaboration between 
local charities and nurtures innovation in tackling social challenges. Chris Wright 
again: ‘We see this as truly collaborative, truly local and ultimately delivering better 
outcomes for the people and communities it reaches’. 
 
I wish I could clone Chris Wright.  Here is a man leading a major charity who makes 
collaboration between a big charity and local charities live. He talks of casting ego 
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aside and building a platform for others to be heard.  He sees the need to build 
capacity for others to deliver services and he argues for generous leadership. 
Maybe if this excites you as much as it does me you could make the trip to Liverpool 
and take a look at the Public Service Lab. 
 
But what about collaborating outside the arena of public services contracts.   Indeed 
Charity Commission research shows that most collaboration is not to do with joint 
bidding for contracts.  The commonest collaborations are to do with sharing ideas 
and information, joint fundraising events or activities, sharing equipment and sharing 
premises such as offices and meeting rooms.   
 
The whole area of joint fundraising seems to me particularly attractive as we all 
struggle to bring in the money we need in austere times. Working together to 
promote donations, organising joint raffles or collections or sponsored events.  Or 
sharing premises to sell Christmas cards or more ambitiously joint trading in a 
shared charity shop.  All of these give smaller charities to benefit from new sources 
of income which it’s difficult to access on your own. 
 
More ambitiously we have seen local consortia  raising awareness among the public 
of remembering charities in their wills through the higher profile that can be achieved 
by working together.  It’s hard to evaluate the success of these initiatives although 
legacy giving is definitely on the rise.   
 
Indeed published evidence of the impact of collaboration on the people we serve or 
even the finances of our charities is hard to come by.  But for me that’s no reason 
for not trying things out and testing new relationships.  And in this afternoon’s 
workshop I’m sure we’ll hear lots of anecdotal evidence of what you think works. 
 
Payroll giving hasn’t had a great press locally.  Few local organisations have made 
much money from it.  When I was leading Hull CVS we decided to take on the 
mighty Barnardos.  We brought 5 children’s and family organisations together to 
form a payroll giving consortium.  It enjoyed some success because we had good 
routes in to some local employers.  I think there is scope her for other groups of 
local charities but I don’t underestimate the work involved. 
 
Sharing back office services is more talked about than done in my experience.  But 
joint purchasing, joint recruitment of staff and volunteers, shared induction and 
training courses, shared IT maintenance contracts, combined financial management 
and payroll services.  Surely they all merit a close look in an effort to deliver savings.   
 
In my home town – where I’m a trustee of Community Action Derby – we’ve had to 
face dwindling funds and growing demand.  In order to retain a high calibre Chief 
Executive and Finance Officer we share them across two charities – they work to 
two separate boards of trustees at Community Action Derby and the Derbyshire 
Learning Consortium.  We share their costs and watch our carefully for conflicts of 
interest.  It’s not easy and it’s clearly a collaboration born out of financial necessity.  
But it’s working. 
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I like an excuse to quote Desmond Tutu. ‘There comes a point when we need to 
stop just pulling people out of the river.  We need to go upstream and find out why 
they are falling in’. When you’ve found out why and worked out what needs to 
change, working in collaboration can increase the impact of your campaign.  
 
 A few years ago Jonathan Elis said of the Asylum Voucher Campaign ‘The 
organisations were united by an explicit common purpose, an understanding of what 
each other could offer to the campaign and a realisation that none of them could 
achieve success alone’.   
 
This must be true in any locality.  Whatever your mission.  Homeless people. Lonely 
older people.  Self harming  teenagers. Lack of rural transport. Disability 
discrimination. The combined voice can be very powerful when consensus is 
reached. Many successful campaigns have developed strong positions through 
reaching agreement with a wide range of supporting organisations.  Working in 
partnership is then a means of gaining widespread public support as some people 
are willing to sign up to a movement, without signing up to a specific organisation.   
 
This is especially true of campaigning through social media.  Your charity will have 
Facebook Friends and Twitter Followers.  If 10 local organisations campaign 
together just imagine your social media reach. 
 
I said I’d say something about the risks of collaboration. 
 
Although many charities collaborate either informally or formally, some charities still 
have concerns. Collaboration can be tricky to navigate; while we do not have a 
figure for the failure rate in the charity sector, in the private sector the failure rate is 
thought to be as high as 70%. When collaborations fail there are huge potential 
downsides. During recent research by New Philanthropy Capital, the major concerns 
about collaboration that charities raised were: 
 
• The high cost and drain on resources: charities thought it was almost inevitable 
that a collaboration would take longer than expected, making it important to only 
spend time on good collaborations. 
 
• Poor quality of work: charities were worried that partners might deliver work that is 
not of good quality and beneficiaries would have been better off if the collaboration 
had not happened. 
 
• Reputation: charities sometimes worry that tying their reputation to another 
organisation can put them at risk if the other organisation does something they do 
not approve of.  This was a particular concern when partnering with private sector 
organisations.  I have to say I was dismayed when I saw Catch 22 and drugs charity 
Turning Point joining a syndicate with private sector giant SERCO to build and run 
two new prisons.  Surely a collaboration too far. 
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• Loss of control: charities can be concerned about loss of control over the quality of 
the work, or of the relationship with commissioners.  
 
• Fear of merger: linked to loss of control, many charities fear they may find 
themselves in a situation where powerful stakeholders, like commissioners, 
pressure them into merging.  They would prefer not to be placed in this situation. 
 
• Being used as ‘bid candy’: this worry is particularly true of small charities entering 
into collaboration with a larger player; a fear that they may just be using their name 
to win a tender, rather than establishing a true partnership. 
 
• Giving away intellectual property or private information. Even if the collaboration 
has been very successful, charities fear that they will give away information that 
might then be used by former partners to undercut them in a competitive bid. 
 
Despite these risks, I believe collaboration can be transformative for our sector. I 
think it’s very important that charities only enter into collaborations that are likely to 
result in them having a greater impact – either directly or by allowing them to grow 
and reach more people. It also becomes even more  important for charities to 
understand the critical success factors of collaboration.  These seem to me to rest 
on building strong relationships –amongst staff and volunteers but also amongst 
trustees.  People need to trust each other and to know each other well.  And it’s vital 
too that organisations have shared aims and values if they are to have a solid 
foundation for more complicated joint working.   
 
But I am positive about the potential for collaboration.  Here in conclusion is my 
checklist of five areas you could look at: 
 
Bidding jointly for grants or contracts so that you can meet the scale requirements of 
funders 
 
Working together to generate income – from joint fundraising events to payroll giving 
and legacies 
 
Shared back office services – from simple joint purchasing arrangements to more 
ambitious joint recruitment and training of volunteers 
 
And joint campaigning to achieve the changes in local public policy your charities 
know are needed 
 
My last quote comes from Barack Obama who so often inspired me: ‘For we have 
always understood that when times change so must we. That fidelity to our founding 
principles requires new responses to new challenges.  That preserving our individual 
freedoms ultimately requires collective action’. 
 



 8 

Collective action, practical partnership working, collaborating across organisational 
and sector boundaries.  All surely parts of our ‘new responses to new challenges’. 
Times have changed and so must we. 
 
Thank you. 
 
 
 
 


