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1. Background

Having looked at the impact of COVID-19 across our remit, we
decided to do a focused piece of work looking at the voluntary
sector. As part of this work, we took oral and written evidence,
alongside engagement work listening to front line staff and

volunteers.

1.  Since the start of the pandemic, we have focused our work on the impact of COVID-19. We have
published a report looking at the impact of the pandemic on inequalities’, as well as scrutinising the
impact on local government and housing. At the start of the autumn term, we decided to do a focused
piece of work looking at the impact on the voluntary sector.

2.  Weissued a written consultation asking for views on the impact of the pandemic on the voluntary
sector, but specifically looking at:

. Funding and service delivery;

. The effectiveness of support from the UK and Welsh government and local authorities;
. Volunteering and community resilience; and

. Good practice and future opportunities and challenges.?

3.  Inissuing this consultation, we made it clear we did not expect lengthy submissions, as we wanted
to encourage as many people to respond who had views or experience to share. We received 27 written

4. We held 7 oral evidence sessions, with a range of key stakeholders including the third sector;
funders; and the NHS and Local Government. We concluded our oral evidence sessions by taking
evidence from the Deputy Minister and Chief Whip.

5.  We also held seven online focus groups with 42 people from across all five of the Senedd electoral
regions. This was an opportunity for us to hear directly from volunteers and front line staff. The
participants were sourced through a number of organisations and forums, including:

. The Council for Wales of Voluntary Youth Services;
. Ethnic Minorities and Youth Support Team Wales ("EYST");

= Wales Council for Voluntary Action ("WCVA”");

_____________________________________________________________________
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https://senedd.wales/laid%20documents/cr-ld13403/cr-ld13403-e.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s105888/Consultation%20letter%20-%20impact%20of%20the%20pandemic%20on%20the%20voluntary%20sector.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s105888/Consultation%20letter%20-%20impact%20of%20the%20pandemic%20on%20the%20voluntary%20sector.pdf

Impact of Covid-19 on the voluntary sector

. Interfaith Council for Wales;
. Third Sector Partnership Council; and
. Third Sector Support Wales.

6. A summary of the key themes we heard during these sessions is available online. We would like to

thank all those who contributed, especially when we know the resources and time of people are very
stretched as they deliver key services to support communities across Wales.



https://business.senedd.wales/mgIssueHistoryHome.aspx?IId=28320
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2. The voluntary sector in Wales

Before the pandemic, the voluntary sector was playing an
increasingly important role in supporting statutory services, as well
as providing essential preventative work. The sector in Wales was
diverse and vibrant, although it was already facing a number of

significant challenges.

7.  The voluntary sector in Wales, before the pandemic, was large and diverse, ranging from small
community groups, run entirely with volunteers, and no income; to large national or even multi-national
organisations supported by professional staff. It included not just charities, but social enterprises, support
and welfare organisations; community groups, and housing associations amongst others. The voluntary
sector worked across all the areas of devolved and non-devolved activity, but education/training, health
and sport had the largest number of voluntary sector organisations.?

8.  The Welsh Government tends to use the term “third sector” to capture the range of activity

= “independent, non-governmental bodies;
= established voluntarily by people who choose to organise themselves;

» ‘value-driven’ and motivated by social, cultural or environmental objectives,

rather than simply to make a profit;

= committed to reinvesting their surpluses to further their social aims and for the
benefit of people and communities in Wales.”

9. According to the WCVA there are 32,000 voluntary organisations in Wales, of which 7,300 are
charities. The sector in Wales is dominated by small and micro charities. Wales has the highest
proportion of micro charities in the UK (53%), and a further 32% are small charities. A micro charity is
defined as having income less than £10,000, while a small charity has an income less than £100,000. The
WCVA also highlight that charitable income per head is "half what it is for charities based in England and
Scotland. (approx. £400 per head in Wales and £800 in England and Scotland).” They attribute this

3 COV. VS 08 WCVA Written evidence

4 The Scheme is made under Section 74 of the Government of Wales Act 2006 which requires Welsh Ministers to
make a scheme setting out how they propose, in the exercise of their functions, to promote the interests of relevant
voluntary organisations. This scheme has been in place for 21 years.
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“partly due to the location of registered offices of major charities who operate UK-wide, and are
registered outside of Wales.”®

10. The structures underpinning the voluntary sector are unique to Wales, and differ significantly to
those in England. The Deputy Minister described this infrastructure as being “a huge positive” during the
pandemic.’

11.  WISERD in looking at the different approaches across the UK, said that Wales was “notable” for the
way in which the Welsh Government “worked with and through existing institutional systems.” They
added that in meeting requirements in the Government of Wales Act 2006:

"..successive Welsh Governments have invested in the third sector and supported
mechanisms for joint-working. It is notable that through the pandemic, the Welsh
Government has continued to work through these existing structures, strengthening but
not replacing them.”®

12. The WCVA is the national membership body for the voluntary sector in Wales. Across Wales, there
are then 19 County Voluntary Councils ("CVCs") who work to support and develop the sector by
providing information, advice and support to local organisations. The WCVA and CVCs work together as
Third Sector Support Wales. Additionally, the Welsh Government has a Third Sector Partnership Council
which brings together representatives from the Third Sector, with Welsh Government Ministers and

13. One of the key themes we heard throughout the evidence was the effectiveness of these
structures in responding to the pandemic. The WCVA recognised the “unique third sector scheme....and
unique third sector infrastructure” within Wales, and that this had led to “locally sourced ideas, local
solutions to local problems” which were often the “quickest and most effective” in the early weeks of the
pandemic.” They also told us about the importance of balancing local and national interventions:

..... 'A local solution might often be best. If a national solution is required, then let's look at
it as a national support solution.” Let's, for goodness’ sake, not look at a national
smothering blanket, because nobody wants anybody to be smothered. People want
people to be supported, and that co-produced, local connection, whether that's through
the unique infrastructure or through new, informal mutual aid groups and activities in local
neighbourhoods, there's space for all of it."

14. The WLGA noted that at the outset of the pandemic, the Chief Executive of the WCVA was present
at an early "high-level meeting of a small group of Ministers.....so the voluntary sector and local
government were in the room with Ministers ahead of some significant announcements that were due to
be made by the First Minister and Prime Minister.""

6 COV VS 08 WCVA Written evidence

9 ELGC Committee, 2 November 2020, RoP [49]
0 ELGC Committee, 2 November 2020, RoP [50]
TELGC Committee, 9 November 2020, RoP [35]
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15. The Deputy Minister told us that the third sector structures have “proved to be very
robust..."adding that they were "very much established at a national level for Welsh Government to
engage with...."” enabling them to do this with the many different organisations within the sector. The
Third Sector Partnership Council also met with the Counsel General when he was preparing the COVID-
19 Recovery Plan.”” The Deputy Minister also acknowledged that it was important that the third sector is
"kept in those arenas of policy” such as the regional and local resilience forums.”

16. While we will explore partnership working, later in this report, we thought it was important to
reflect on the national structures that pre-dated the pandemic. Such structures are not established by
accident, nor can we assume that they will always exist. They take work, and they take resourcing. It is
clear that these structures helped ensure that the voluntary sector were able to contribute to the
response of the pandemic from the very outset. Maintaining that dialogue during the course of the
pandemic, and enabling the voluntary sector to have a direct line to the Welsh Government, but also
other important local statutory services such as Health Boards and local government has clearly played a
vital role in the pandemic response.

17. We should not take this infrastructure for granted. We believe it is imperative that future Welsh
Governments recognise the importance of these structures and look for ways to strengthen them
through its Third Sector Scheme. Some of our further recommendations, such as those relating to the
formal role the voluntary sector can play in emergency planning will also link to this.

Recommendation 1. That the Welsh Government recognises the role the current
voluntary structure has played in improving the pandemic response. We would urge any
future Welsh Government to maintain the current third sector infrastructure, and look to

identify how these structures can be improved and made even more robust.

Challenges to the sector pre-pandemic

18. While our evidence was very much focused on the impact of the pandemic, many highlighted that
even before March 2020 the sector was facing a challenging and uncertain period. Hafod highlighted the
on-going impact of years of austerity and public sector cuts.” The Co-Production Network linked
funding cuts happening at the same time as increased demand for services.” While others, such as the
National Lottery Community Fund highlighted the on-going uncertainty around leaving the European
Union, and how the UK Shared Prosperity Fund (which will replace EU Structural Funds) will work.'®

12 ELGC Committee, 16 November 2020, RoP [18]
B ELGC Committee, 16 November 2020, RoP [60]
“ ELGC Committee, 2 November 2020, RoP [110]
5 ELGC Committee, 2 November 2020, RoP [16]
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Loss of the Welsh expertise in national charities

19. As a result of some of these challenges, we know that some national charities were already
restructuring or reconsidering their level of presence in Wales. Stakeholders told us that it was their
perception that this process was being accelerated as the impact of the pandemic hit.

20. The WCVA highlighted that this was in the main the case for "big organisations with corporate
headquarters outside of Wales..." leading to a reduction in staff employed and level of activities in
Wales.”” The Moondance Foundation highlighted that three cancer charities have made the Head of
Wales position redundant.” The Moondance Foundation expanded in oral evidence that some national
charities are creating one Director post to cover all the devolved nations. They had concerns about this
approach:

"I think, if anything, COVID has emphasised just how differently the Governments of the
[UK] nations work, and it is concerning, because a number of cancer charities are obviously
struggling and are looking to reduce their costs. Just how that voice will then input into
Wales—Dbecause, really, a national director might not know or understand the workings of
what happens in Wales, and therefore they miss the point, and they really don't represent
the people. So, that's been a concern that we've seen in a number of cancer charities.””

21. The WCVA shared these concerns highlighting that a lack of a Welsh expertise will affect the
sector’s ability to contribute to policy development as well as ensuring such policy is co-produced. They
told us that this would not just affect policy development, and engagement but also would impact on
“practice on the ground in terms of any regional or local activities that some of those charities might be
involved in."?

22. The Welsh NHS Confederation placed this potential loss in the context of the increase in powers to
the Senedd over recent years; and the development of party manifestos ahead of the Senedd elections
later this year (2021). They highlighted the key role of third sector organisations to:

"...provide information, research, knowledge and intelligence which enable political parties
to put forward calls and pledges that will improve services for the people of Wales.”!

23. We share these concerns of stakeholders. This is particularly worrying in those areas, such as
health and education, which are devolved. It will be more difficult for charities with either limited or no
Welsh presence or expertise to advocate for the people they support in Wales; to inform the
development of policy or help to aid in scrutiny. This will have an impact on the ability of a future Senedd
to hold the Welsh Government to account or for any individual MS to advocate on particular issues.

24. tis disappointing that for some national charities the approach is to appoint a single Head of the
Nations, when the political context, as well as the day to day operation on the ground is significantly

7 ELGC Committee, 2 November 2020, RoP [34]
'8 COV_VS 04 Moondance Foundation written evidence

9 ELGC Committee, 2 November 2020, RoP [257]
20 EL GC Committee, 2 November, RoP [35]
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different in Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales. We do, of course, understand the challenging financial
situation facing many charities, and the difficult decisions that they face. The voluntary sector will play an
essential role in post COVID-19 recovery. It is therefore hoped that any reduction in staff presence in
Wales will only be a temporary move; and once the financial situation improves those that have had to
reduce their presence are able to return to Wales.

25. We would urge the Welsh Government that once we move out of the current crisis and move into
recovery that they seek to encourage those voluntary organisations to re-establish their Welsh presence.
As part of this, the Welsh Government should monitor which charities have pulled out any substantive
staffing or offices, to enable them to start discussions with the relevant organisations to encourage them
to return when the time is right.

Recommendation 2. The Welsh Government monitors any significant shift in the
voluntary sector’s presence in Wales to enable a future Welsh Government to engage
with these charities and encourage them to reinstate a Welsh presence when they are in

a position to do so.
Response to the floods

26. The pandemic was not the only emergency situation to occur in Wales in 2020. Just weeks prior to
the outset of the pandemic, areas, such as in Rhondda Cynon Taf, were flooded. The Moondance
Foundation said that the flood victims “were somewhat forgotten at the beginning of lockdown.” They
said that they have provided greater support in these areas.*

27. Cllr Andrew Morgan who was speaking to us in his capacity as Leader of the WLGA drew on his
experience in his own local authority Rhondda Cynon Taf to say the floods were “the first real emphasis
with community volunteering, where we had a whole raft of volunteers, pop-up groups, agencies
coming together.”?* He felt that this experience meant that his council was better placed than others,
when they then had to establish similar mechanisms to respond to the pandemic.

28. [tis important that when reflecting on the role and impact of the voluntary sector in relation to the
pandemic, their role in responding to the flooding is not forgotten. We have made reference to this in
recommendation 3.

22 ELGC Committee, 2 November 2020, RoP [176]
23 ELGC Committee 9 November 2020, RoP [77]
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3. Responding to the pandemic

The voluntary sector played a critical and vital role in responding to
challenges of the pandemic. The sector’s agility in responding to
differing needs across Wales was very impressive, and despite some
of the difficulties the sector was already facing pre-pandemic.

The sector’s response to the pandemic

29. It was clear from the evidence and our own experiences of the early days of COVID-19, that the
voluntary sector played a pivotal role in the response. Long established groups, both local and national,
immediately adapted their services and ways of working to deal with the pressing issues. While many
informal hyper-local groups were formed to deal with needs within their local communities. We were
told of so many good examples of the voluntary sector going the extra mile to support both individuals
and public services which were under considerable strain. It is clear that the response to the pandemic
would have been far weaker if the voluntary sector had either not responded, or been prevented from
responding, in the way it did.

30. We applaud the hard work of all the organisations across the voluntary sector, both the staff and
the volunteers for coming together in the most challenging of circumstances. The sector is staffed by
many committed and experienced individuals, including qualified professionals, who are driven by a
strong desire to support people. This commitment and vocational drive has led to staff going above and
beyond throughout the pandemic. We also acknowledge, in particular, the informal work done at a
hyper local level by mutual aid groups, neighbours, friends and family. They showed the very best of
people, communities and Wales. The breadth of the contributions is far too large to capture it all in the
report, but we would signpost to the wealth of examples within our written and oral evidence.

31. As we highlighted in paragraph 13, the importance of a local response to the initial crisis was vital
in the immediate weeks, and the already existing structures in Wales helped support this. A number of
witnesses agreed local initiatives were often the most effective in the early days. Building Communities
Trust said that community organisations “shifted their operations almost immediately lockdown was
declared.” This work was focused on dealing with basic needs such as food, medicines, and sharing key
information. They said that these established groups “already possessed the infrastructure to underpin
community responses” with them already having equipment, buildings, and vehicles, as well as “local
knowledge” all of which helped “power” the response.*

32. Powys Teaching Health Board described the sector as “an agile emergency responder” echoing
the comments made by others that it can develop local solutions to local issues “very quickly.”?> While

25 ELGC Committee, 9 November 2020, RoP [14]
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the WLGA observed “communities actually came together for themselves — probably in some cases,
much quicker than we could..."?®

The sector’s role in emergency planning and response

33. We will look in more detail at the partnership working throughout the pandemic in the next
chapter. However, in terms of the immediate response, some stakeholders highlighted a potential gap in
terms of the formal emergency planning structures.

34. Swansea Council for Voluntary Services ("SCVS”) said that at the very outset of COVID-19 the
sector could have been drawn on for emergency planning. While they understood why they were not
included at the outset that it “felt a little bit like we were late to the table in those very, very early
days......" adding that once they were at the table “we made some considerable gains and progress by
coming together and drawing out our strengths in each different agency.”?’

35. This was supported by colleagues from the health sector. Powys Teaching Health Board said that
there would be “some reflection about how we see the third and community sector as an equal
emergency response partner...” They agreed that these sectors had played a “very important role” and
that there was an opportunity to think about best practice in the future for response planning.?® The
Welsh NHS Confederation said that it was “really important” that the voluntary sector is involved in future
emergency planning at "national, regional and local levels."*

36. As described in more detail in paragraphs 63 - 64, including the voluntary sector into emergency
planning pays dividends. It helps ensure information is shared and that joined up working happens
effectively.

37. Community Foundation Wales highlighted that funders were not part of the decision making
structures at either a local or regional level. They said this was despite attempts to engage alongside the
Welsh Resilience Forum and local partnerships. They felt that in a “different emergency scenario” this
may be a more pressing issue where it may be “crucially important... that...funding strategies are
aligned.” They believed there needed to be “stronger links” between funders and the “resilience
community”.*°

38. lItis clear that the voluntary sector infrastructure that we covered in the previous chapter, has been
important to ensuring an effective response. However, it appears that there has been a gap in the
emergency planning structures that meant it was not always the case that the voluntary sector was at the
table for some of the critical emergency planning response. There is clearly something to be learnt from
the experience of Mantell Gwynedd in North Wales, where they felt fully involved in the resilience
planning. We think this issue needs careful consideration, and therefore have highlighted this in
Recommendation 3.

6 ELGC Committee, 9 November 2020, RoP [70]
2T ELGC Committee, 9 November 2020, RoP [103]
28 ELGC Committee, 9 November 2020, RoP [40]
29 ELGC Committee, 9 November 2020, RoP [99]
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Using technology to deliver services remotely

39. Restrictions put in place to tackle COVID-19, not least requirements to stay at home and to
observe social distancing, meant services have had to be delivered differently. As with every other sector,
the voluntary sector has had to grapple with an increasing reliance on digital in terms of staff moving to
working from home where possible, to delivering services digitally, and recruiting, training and retaining
volunteers. All stakeholders described both the challenges and opportunities that arose from the drive to
digital.

40. The Wales Funders Forum said that digital delivery “was a key theme” and that:

"Anecdotally we have evidence that there were some groups that failed to make this work,
with digital exclusion, and for staff access to devices, connectivity and training all proving
to be issues. Some groups found that engagement wasn't as fruitful, but others, especially
those working with children and young people on the autism spectrum or with emotional
challenges, found digital sessions to be good.”

41. One of the particular areas of concern is that the digital divide disproportionally affects some
specific groups, often those who are already facing other barriers. The Welsh NHS Confederation
highlighted that in particular digital services do not work as well for people needing advocacy support, or
for those with some types of disability. This is because digital support relies on people self reporting,
where as a home visit may well reveal where additional help is needed.*

42. Thereis a more fundamental issue of people having access to either the necessary technology,
whether that be hardware such as laptops, tablets or smartphones or as is the issue in many places in
Wales, particularly more rural locations, reliable broadband. Additionally, we heard that often volunteers
traditionally come from an older cohort who may be less familiar with digital technology.** This was a
particular theme that came up in our focus groups with volunteers and front line staff.

43. The WCVA told us that we needed to recognise that “one size of digital does not fit all. And in
actual fact, digital does not fit all.”** They also highlighted, along with other stakeholders, the importance
of using more traditional forms of communication, and in particular the telephone:

“| remember having a conversation with Tegwen, who runs Merched y Wawr, who said,
‘Do you know, Ruth, what's really come into fashion in the last few weeks?" And | said,
‘What's that then, Tegwen?’ She said, ‘'The phone.” And she said, 'l don't even mean the
mobile phone—landline.” For an awful lot of people, especially in locations where there is
no good broadband or no good digital system, or if people haven't got kit, then actually
being able to talk on the phone really came back into a new lease of life, | think, especially
in those early days of the first UK-wide national lockdown.”*

3 ELGC Committee, 9 November 2020, RoP [128]
3 ELGC Committee, 2 November 2020, RoP [19]
3 ELGC Committee, 2 November 2020, RoP [20]
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44. On the flipside, we also heard that digital technology was actually removing some barriers and
leading to services being delivered more effectively, and making it easier to connect with people across
Wales. The WCVA said:

"Digital is helping people to reach out, engage, organise, deliver activities, and even
fundraise. Overnight, people are discovering digital solutions that previously would have
been seen as impossible. A whole range of service are going online creating possibilities
for the longer term. We have seen collaboration across organisational and sectoral
boundaries — people working together to focus on the immediate crisis, putting traditional
barriers aside.”*

45. The Welsh NHS Confederation also highlighted that digital methods have led to more people
being supported over a wider geography “with none of the usual travel and transport difficulties that can
be experienced in rural parts of Wales.” This has meant more support has been provided, at no
additional cost, leading to “greater value and leverage of public monies.”*’

46. The Deputy Minister told us that the Welsh Government has supported the sector’s move to
digital, with the voluntary services emergency fund being made available to help services move to digital
provision. This was in line with the Welsh Government's broader policy of “no citizen to be left behind as
we embrace that digital-first approach.” She acknowledged that this had been a particular issue and
challenge to the sector but that they have been “remarkable in the way that they've responded.”®

Communication

47. The voluntary sector played an invaluable role in sharing essential messages to communities and
the people they support, particularly at the outset of the pandemic. Powys Teaching Health Board told us
of how this was a “critical and important” role in Powys, particularly because of the cross-border issues.
The voluntary sector helped emphasise that the “NHS is still open for business, and helping us to support
self-care and prevention initiatives.”*

48. SCVS said that one of their priorities was on “communicating information both internally and
externally.” They reconfigured their website, to include a COVID-19 micro-site, with sections focused on
volunteering; where individuals could access support; and information for third sector organisations.*’

49. Inour focus groups, we heard of the challenges some groups found in terms of disseminating

information. Participants told us about the challenge of often finding the most up to date information;
and that there was sometimes duplication between communication at a local and a national level.

50. The Welsh NHS Confederation told us that one of the challenges was the “range and amount” of
guidance emanating from the UK and Welsh Government both at the outset and throughout the
pandemic. They outlined, how they had used their already established policy forum, which has over 60

3 COV VS 08 WCVA Written evidence

38 ELGC Committee, 16 November 2020, RoP [8]
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health and care organisations,” to share information with the likes of WCVA, and Macmillan, then
enabling those organisations to “distribute that information both within their communication channels
and to their service users.”

51. Race Council Cymru highlighted a particular challenge of ensuring that information was available
in the full range of languages spoken in Wales. They needed to translate information into an “increasing
number of languages”. This was an issue that they have pursued with Public Health Wales and said that
they have had “a lot of discussions around how we alleviate this language barrier..."*

Impact on the sector

52. As the voluntary sector has stepped up to the mark throughout the pandemic, it is clear that the
combination of COVID-19 related restrictions and increased demand for services has had a significant

impact on the sector. Witnesses described to us what this meant in practical terms. One of the primary
impacts has been on income and funding, which we will look at in more detail in chapter 0.

53. The WCVA said that simply the pandemic has “increased hardship in Wales, leading to greater
demand for all voluntary sector services”. While the sector has responded to this need, it has been done
“at a real cost.” They added that the sector is “less able to help those people we work with at the same
time as when demand for our services is at its greatest.”*

54. Helpforce Cymru, along with others like Building Communities Trust*, explained that most
voluntary groups immediately paused activities before then “reconsidering, reviewing, risk-assessing,
repurposing sometimes, and then reintroducing.” This period of stock-taking has led to staff now doing
what volunteers may have previously done “because the staff wanted to protect volunteers and keep
them safe and at home...."*

55. The WCVA also said that both staff and volunteers “are tired”.“® The issue of burn out amongst
both staff and volunteers was supported by EYST and Race Council Cymru. EYST said “the issue of
burnout and stress-the weight of that has really been felt, both on individuals and on community groups
as a result.”* While RCC also described the “feeling of burnout” amongst their own volunteers.*® Co-
Production Network also talked about the level of uncertainty and associated stress “taking a huge toll
on well-being and mental health across the sector.” They said that when introducing support for the
sector, it should not be done in a way that creates a "tonne more work and stress. Give us security, give
us ways of being flexible."*

TELGC Committee, 9 November 2020, RoP [54]
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Our view

56. The voluntary sector has played an invaluable role throughout the pandemic. The events have
shown just how integral the sector is in supporting those providing statutory services, as well as
providing support that is highly targeted to local need. The sector has shown great agility and
responsiveness, and all of this needs to be captured and harnessed so we can build on this for the future.

57. While it is important that we learn the lessons for future emergency planning, it is also important
that we use these experiences to inform working practices, relationships and structures as we move
through recovery and reconstruction into the “new normal” post pandemic. Hopefully, these experiences
will ensure that the voluntary sector will not be taken for granted in the future.

58. We believe that the Welsh Government, once we are out of the immediate emergency, should
reflect on these experiences to ensure that emergency plans in the future fully take account of the role
the voluntary sector can, and should play. This work should include full and comprehensive engagement
with the third sector so that plans can be properly co-produced and draw on the strengths of the sector.

Recommendation 3. The Welsh Government should work with stakeholders to review

the role of the voluntary sector in responding to future emergencies. This should include:

. Clearly identifying and recognising the vital role of the voluntary sector in

responding to emergencies;

. Sharing of best practice from the response to both the pandemic and the
flooding in 2020; and

. Assessing the extent to which the voluntary sector is integrated into formal and
informal emergency planning structures and how partnerships can be

strengthened.

59. The pandemic has accelerated the move towards digital services in all sectors, and the voluntary
sector has had to adapt to this with speed. As we note, while this has brought forward some positive
changes to service delivery, and has in some places increased connectivity, it has also excluded some
people and not all services work in a digital format. There are also some concerns about the basic lack of
broadband for some people, and this is particularly an issue in rural areas. We are concerned that those
who are the most vulnerable may be the least likely to access to digital services. This can be a result of a
number of factors including access to devices or broadband, or lacking the skills or confidence to
communicate digitally. There is a need for mechanisms and networks at the local level to ensure these
gaps are addressed. The Welsh Government should work with, and support the voluntary sector to
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Recommendation 4. The Welsh Government should work with the Third Sector
Partnership Council to ensure the forthcoming digital strategy for Wales fully reflects the
work of the voluntary sector and the move to digital service delivery.
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4. Partnership working

While the picture was mixed across Wales, it was clear that the crisis
in some places “turbo-charged” partnership working, causing
traditional silos to be broken down. This meant that limited
resources were more effectively used, and led to better outcomes.

60. In paragraphs 7 - 17 we outlined the current voluntary sector structures that were in place pre-
pandemic. As we noted, these existing structures played an important role in enabling the voluntary
sector to best direct it's work during the early months of the pandemic.

61. We considered a lot of evidence outlining different experiences of partnership working across
Wales. Many exemplified best practice. For example, we heard of how the British Red Cross worked in
partnership with the Welsh Government and St John Ambulance Cymru to run the prescription delivery
service to people shielding. Over a six month period, they delivered 4,100 prescriptions across 33
pharmacies all across Wales. They said that as a result they have now got “some really good
strengthened relationships.”?

62. St John Ambulance Cymru also highlighted this particular partnership, and said that they are
looking to build on this relationship, in particular in relation to the:

"mass vaccination programme requirements from health boards. BRC and SJAC have
unique skill sets and working in partnership enables a more holistic approach and response
from the third sector to health boards.”'

63. We also heard of the structures in North Wales which brought together all the core partners.
Mantell Gwynedd are a member of the North Wales Resilience Sub-Group, which is co-ordinated by
North Wales Police, and brings together:

= Public Health Wales;

. Betsi Cadwaladr University Health Board;

= The six local authorities;
" The six County Voluntary Councils; and
. North Wales Police.

64. This group met weekly initially and now meets monthly providing “the space needed for the wider
regional discussions and joint approaches.” As well as being on this regional group, Mantell Gwynedd
are on the Gwynedd Resilience Group, which also includes the local authority, housing associations and
others. They described this as “an invaluable forum to promote joint working, avoid duplication and seek

50 ELGC Committee, 2 November 2020, RoP [113 -114]
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joined up approaches to community challenges. It worked well.”>> Where such regional and local
structures are working effectively, lessons should be learnt, and where appropriate such structures should
be replicated in other parts of Wales, as we have suggested in Recommendation 3.

65. For more examples of some good practice we would refer people to the examples in both the
written and oral evidence on our website.

66. Statutory bodies, such as Powys Teaching Health Board, talked of how the pandemic “accelerated”
partnership working and that it brought together service delivery “in a more integrated way....".>* The
WLGA>* and Welsh NHS Confederation®> evidence outline specific examples of partnership working from
both the local authority and NHS perspective.

67. Despite lots of examples of effective partnership working, there was a broad consensus that the
picture across Wales had been variable and mixed, primarily depending on how effective partnerships
were pre-pandemic. Building Communities Trust said:

"Practical cooperation at community level was often good with local authorities though
willingness to trust community groups has been very mixed. Pre-existing relationships
(which contributed to levels of trust) were a major predictor of close working links during
Lockdown. However, the crisis did help breakdown some of the pre-crisis barriers to co-
operation such as poor communication, risk aversion and silo working, as people in both
the statutory and voluntary sectors were driven overwhelmingly by the crisis to do things
differently.”®

68. The WCVA also highlighted the “variability” across Wales. The examples of poor practice included
“top-down decision-making within public bodies excluding voluntary sector and citizen engagement.”
They called for lessons to be learnt to ensure that the good practice becomes universal, highlighting
agile commissioning and data sharing as being areas that have worked effectively.”’

Challenges of partnership working

69. While partnership working has been critical to the success of response to COVID-19; it has not
been without it's challenges. The WLGA told us that while in the main local relationships have been
“constructive and effective” there have been some tensions between partners, and these are often
"where there have been funding pressures or capacity constraints.”*®

70. EYST said "being in a partnership and entering into partnerships with any organisation actually
takes resources.” They added there was “probably an unrealistic expectation on the part of public bodies
when they seek to build partnerships with community groups.” They highlighted the challenges of
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volunteers having to attend meetings and engage with people, when they are not being paid and it is
not their "day job".*®

71. EYST also highlighted that pre-existing relationships (which from the evidence we have heard has
very much predicted the likely effectiveness of partnership working during the pandemic) between the
health sector and the BAME community sector was “weak”. They believed this was because most of the
groups in this sector are much smaller, less well resourced and have not been in existence for as long.
This part of the sector therefore does need “support and help to really mature and become more
established.”®

72. St John Ambulance Cymru also highlighted challenges with the differences between Health Boards
and how they operate. They found this challenging as their volunteers work across all the Health Boards.
They said to support all the Health Boards means “working in different ways and with multiple contacts,
additional infrastructure is required in order to manage and co-ordinate an effective response.”® We
explore volunteering in more detail in Chapter 5.

Co-production

73. Theimportance of co-production was another theme throughout our evidence. Co-production of
solutions leads to responses that better meet local need.

74. The Co-Production Network defined co-production as:

“the partnership working and the sharing of power and responsibility; the shared decision
making between people who provide services and people who are accessing those
services—so, that equity and that partnership between professionals and citizens...."®

75. They told us that while these principles were being adopted across the public and voluntary
sectors, it “is at variable levels of progress.” We heard that while those organisations already using co-
production principles continued to do so in their response to the pandemic, other organisations were
less willing to adopt a new way of working whilst dealing with a crisis. Many organisations therefore
continued making decisions centrally. Reflecting on those organisations, the Co-production Network told
us:

"It was just not the time and place for them to do it, so they kept on with the pattern of,
‘Well, let's do two’, or, ‘Let’s do four and let's make decisions centrally and roll them out'."®

76. Other witnesses highlighted the importance of citizen engagement. The National Lottery
Community Fund said that the experiences of the pandemic was “shining a light” on the relationship
between the citizen and the state; and that this was an opportunity to “harness and support that..."” which

59 ELGC Committee, 9 November 2020, RoP [210]
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would open up the discussion about how everyone can work together to make Wales a better place to
live.o

77. The Deputy Minister saw the experiences of COVID-19 as an opportunity to strengthen the
opportunities for “representative organisations to give their views directly from people with the lived
experience, and then to actually influence policy."®

Our view

78. Insome places across Wales there has been strong and effective partnership working. However,
there has been too much variability. Effectiveness was dependent on how well established local
partnerships were pre-pandemic. In particular the role of the local authority in ensuring these
relationships were established and / or maintained, is critical. We believe that after the current
emergency is over, there is an opportunity to learn from the best practice across Wales to remove this
variability and ensure that partnership working is more effective across all of Wales.

79. It also seems clear that in those areas where co-production is happening in a real and meaningful
way, partnership working has been improved. We accept the points made by the Co-Production
Network that the outset of an unprecedented global pandemic was not the time for those organisations
not familiar with the concept or without knowledge or expertise to undertake co-production