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Collaboration is the key

When the recession started to bite in late 2008, the Office for the Community and Voluntary Sector (OCVS) was fortunate to already be working in a collaborative space with others in government and the community and voluntary sector.

With various moves underway to bring the community and voluntary and philanthropic sectors together to explore the way forward, we were pleased to join together with Philanthropy New Zealand, the New Zealand Federation of Voluntary Welfare Organisations and others who were responding to calls from their respective stakeholders.
Coming together

This led to the Impact on Communities: Managing the Downturn Together workshop in Wellington in February, where our three organisations successfully hosted over 60 participants from the community, government and philanthropic sectors.  It was a really positive day, with a strong commitment to sharing ideas and working together to manage the impacts of the recession.

Discussion focused on doing things differently, responding to increased demands, doing more with less, being responsive to local community needs and working together.  When participants spoke of working together, this ran the gamut from exchanging information, sharing space and facilities, better co-ordination of services, collaboration and the ultimate in togetherness: mergers.
Caution: Merging traffic
Often when the subject of mergers arises, community groups can become defensive or fearful of a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach taking over.  The perception can be that a funder is dictating how organisations should be run, or advocating for one provider to simplify things for them and save money.  At the workshop, and in discussions since, this was not the case at all.  Suggestions of possible mergers were generated from the non-government organisations (NGOs) themselves, who could see the similarities and opportunities that greater collaboration or integrated services might provide.

It is not the place of the OCVS, funders or others to sit at a distance and decree mergers should take place, but it is perfectly legitimate that funders ask questions about effectiveness and efficiency, and delve deeper to examine possible duplication of effort.  
A huge and diverse sector

The OCVS is not a funder, so we do not have intimate knowledge of the specific services that different NGOs provide, but we occasionally hear pejorative statements such as “there are x number of NGOs providing certain services in the Y area” or “z number of certain services in x town”. 
Are all these different providers and programmes needed?  Possibly.  Probably.  Could they work more closely, more effectively and efficiently if they co-operated or collaborated?  Definitely!  Just because groups offer different programmes, work with different population groups, take radically different approaches to their interventions, or even have divergent world views, does not mean they cannot share core facilities, resources or equipment.
In New Zealand, we have 97,000 organisations, ranging from sports to environment, and arts to social services, contributing $6.95 billion to our Gross Domestic Product (GDP), involving more than 105,000 paid employees and 1.2 million volunteers.  This contribution to GDP is similar to the entire construction industry.  
Putting resources to best effect

Some of these groups are so small or under-resourced that they only operate a few days a week or a month, so key resources such as computers, office space, meeting rooms, desks and chairs sometimes sit idle and empty, while other groups that would benefit from these must go without.  There can be patch protection and competition for valuable funds that divert energies away from working for the collective good.
Aside from the physical resources, what about the human ones?  How much valuable energy and expertise is expended on managing committees, structures and voting procedures, setting-up report or newsletter templates, creating forms or volunteer policies, and developing training programmes or evaluation techniques for quite small numbers of staff, volunteers or members?

As Director of the OCVS, I’m fortunate to know of many “out-of-the-box” resources and guides that could save community groups time and energy – resources such as the Community Resource Kit, SPARC’s Club Kit, Keeping it Legal, Te Papa's National Services Te Paerangi Resource Guides, ManaMahi and the Department of Labour’s Employment Agreement Builder.  Resources developed so community groups can focus on their reason for being, rather than their processes and administration. 

Even with all these general guides, there is still the need for more specific resources, but surely there isn’t the need for all 97,000 NGOs to reinvent the wheel over and over.  I believe there is huge scope for NGOs to come together and share their training packages, administration techniques, reporting templates, evaluation frameworks, financial management systems, fundraising strategies and even their secretaries and treasurers!
As professional fundraisers, many of you ‘compete’ with each other for the funding dollar – and sometimes the difference between services and the results they achieve are not immediately obvious, so a funder may have to choose on intuition or experience.  Perhaps if more NGOs approached funders with a combined package that married the best of what each had to offer, then funders might dig deeper or commit for longer on the basis of more robust evidence and collective expertise.
Together, but different

Does such collaboration require formal mergers?  Probably not.  But in some cases this will be a preferred option for those involved.  In these cases, each party should move cautiously, remain true to their purpose or reason for being, and ensure the best of each is brought into the relationship – still leaving room for working with different groups in different ways. 

Look at some of the huge international conglomerates and media empires.  They deliver wildly different services to diverse groups in drastically different ways – but they share systems, resources and experience to help them do it smarter and more effectively.  I’m in no way advocating for a few massive NGOs, but I am advocating for greater collaboration and smart thinking.
Even where differences are too significant for close working relationships, there is still scope for sharing equipment, personnel development and administration processes.  

Of course, this is already happening in some instances. The groups with the courage and initiative to take these steps should be encouraged, supported and celebrated.

Achieving results
I started this article talking about the recession, and I’ll return to that now, because when times are tough we need to do more with less, achieve tangible outcomes and know we are making a difference – whether we are a major corporate, a small business, an NGO or a government department.  This is a real opportunity as history shows that great innovations have come out of past recessions.
As professional fundraisers it is pretty obvious to you whether what you’ve done has produced a result, but for the organisations and causes you are raising funds for, this challenge may be tougher.  
For the OCVS it is also difficult – each time an NGO raises an unaddressed grievance, exposes questionable government processes or cites a disrespectful relationship, we wonder how we can have a greater impact.  It has, however, been hugely satisfying to draw on the work that the OCVS has been involved in over recent years, to support our activity around the recession.  
The data from the NZ Non-Profit Institutions Satellite Account, completed by Statistics NZ as part of the wider Study of the NZ Non-Profit Sector, was invaluable in quantifying the economic contribution of the sector.  We were able to make the detailed data readily accessible on our website so NGOs can use it to back up their work in publications, quotes, media releases and funding applications.
Our work to strengthen relationships between government and the community sector meant we had knowledge of potential partners, and open, productive and honest working relationships with a number of players, together with successful collaborations to build upon.  When it came to following up the Downturn workshop with practical advice and guidance via our website, it was pleasing to readily draw on material about collaboration already on our two Good Practice sites, together with information from the Managing Well guide, and insights from the Regional Funder Forums held in 2007.  Guidance on recruiting and supporting volunteers, and the research into the experiences and motivations of Maori involved in volunteering and meeting cultural obligations, was also available to draw on - thanks to activities of our recent past.
Is there more we could do?  Of course.  Are there other areas for us to shift our focus to?  Yes.  But to be able to move forward with partners in the community sector and within government in ways that utilise our collective strengths and support local activity is a pleasing position to be in.

The more we can learn to work together, the more likely we can make a real difference to our communities and strengthen our collective resilience.
Finally, as a former member of FINZ, I would like to congratulate you all for the magnificent work you do in promoting giving in its many forms, and the joy it creates together with the enduring impact it has on keeping our communities vibrant and responsive.
Alasdair Finnie

Director, OCVS
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