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THE COMMUNITY-GOVERNMENT RELATIONSHIP 2007: PROGRESS OR NOT AND HOW WOULD WE KNOW?
PART 1: HUGH LAWRENCE

Introduction
Mark Lyons has given us his insights to the scope and impact of the third sector. One challenge is for government agencies to better understand the sector. This requires good knowledge of the sector, its nature and meaning and, importantly, a clear understanding of why government might want to have a relationship in the first place.
This presentation is in two parts. First, I will canvas Office for the Community and Voluntary Sector’s perspective on the relationship. Then, my colleague, Diana Suggate will focus attention on the first cross-sectoral forum in June 2007 between representatives of the sector and Ministers, and why you need to know about it.
Recap
The Statement of Government Intentions for an Improved Community–Government Relationship (the Statement of Government Intentions) was signed in December 2001 by the Prime Minister and the Minister for the Community and Voluntary Sector. 

The Statement’s vision is of strong and respectful relationships between government and community, voluntary and Māori organisations. It sets out the Government’s commitments towards building a strong relationship, including:

· a respectful public service that understands and responds to the realities of the community and voluntary sector

· a whole-of-government approach that involves breaking down silos and establishing intersectoral policies and programmes

· recognition and application of the Treaty of Waitangi

· improved participation in decision-making, policy development and service delivery by community, voluntary and Māori organisations

· improved funding, contracting, and accountability arrangements

· support to strengthen the community and voluntary sector.

The Statement of Government Intentions has been distributed widely to all government agencies and to community, voluntary and Māori organisations. It has been positively received by the community and voluntary sector and government agencies. It is often referred to in both sector and government meetings.
One of the Office for the Community and Voluntary Sector (OCVS) tasks is to oversee implementation of the Statement of Government Intentions. The OCVS was established within MSD, to provide “an accessible central contact point between the community sector and government and to provide expert advice on sector concerns”.


 We works with you [government agencies] to encourage and support the use of good practice in your work with the community and voluntary sector.

The Statement of Government Intentions and the work of the OCVS sits in the context of wider community-government relationship work since 2000. We’ve provided a version of that story in your packs. It’s our perspective but will help those of you who have not been around this work for long to understand some of the history since 1999. This paper is focuses on what we need to know about the community-government relationship.
Two world views
There is a substantial literature on the third sector and its meaning in a modern democracy. Much has been written about the sector and about community and voluntary sector organisations and contested theoretical frameworks make the field of study fertile ground for debate. The intersection between the sector and government, however, is less well understood. A generally agreed theoretical framework to underpin government’s interaction with the sector remains elusive. We would argue that there are good reasons why this is so. To better grapple with the issue, we have some observations about how we view the sector.

Firstly, the sector itself is not a unitary phenomenon. Government officials and sector members often comment on the ‘sector’ as a whole when it is far from clear whose perspective is being represented. To provide an orderly way of conceptualising the sector, the OCVS has made use of the International Classification of Nonprofit Organisations (ICNPO). The ICNPO provides 12 subfields which focus on the primary activity areas of third sector organisations. The OCVS model then accommodates a group of cross-cutting dimensions eg for Māori, for Pacific peoples, older adults etc, and a further dimension which acknowledges three levels of participation in the sector, local, regional and national. 

Organisations do not always fit neatly into this framework, for instance, the emergence of organisations providing ‘wrap around’ services provides some challenges. 

Our second observation is that the portfolio-focused arrangements of government agencies do not align neatly with the ICNPO. Indeed, the sector does not emerge to fit government’s structures. The sector is born of a need for citizen participation, to meet needs or to pursue the interests of members. 
With this in mind, it is clear that each portfolio will have a congregation of non-government organisations with which it relates. That engagement may be at a core departmental level or a Crown entity level or both. Each portfolio’s engagement is characterised, therefore, by the nature of the portfolio business eg health outcomes or conservation outcomes.
Accordingly, the ubiquitous community-government relationship also is not unitary. It is an aggregation of many portfolio engagements which have different purposes. For this reason we suspect that a generally agreed ‘one-size-fits-all’ theory is unlikely to be useful. 

This provides us with our first challenge. The reforms of the public sector, especially since the Review of the Centre in 2001 have led to an expectation that the sector will be increasingly involved in service delivery on behalf of government agencies. Moreover, that expectation extends to policy development and facilitation. This increases the demand on your ability to emphasise strategic alliances and to value networks in achieving your end outcomes.

This expectation creates two tensions. In the context of your agencies’ statements of intent, departments need to be explicit about the purpose of relationships with the third sector. In other words, why is a third sector organisation the best option for an alliance, partnership or for you to delegate a task? The Auditor-General captured the essence of that challenge in 2006 when he said:
“Before the public sector management reforms of the past 20 years, there was a much lower level of accountability and transparency in the management of public resources. NGOs often received grants from public entities with little or no definition of, or insistence on, tangible outputs. Such arrangements were in line with the growing idea of partnership between government – both local and central – and community, especially in the delivery of social services.

However, the public sector reforms required accountability arrangements in general to be more “transparent”. This resulted in funding arrangements being made with NGOs that were increasingly contractual or quasi-contractual. Because of the pressure for accountability, public entities have tended to opt for a control approach when managing the risks in their relationships with NGOs. Contracts are seen as the way to achieve this control.” (p15)

A second tension that flows from the Auditor-General’s comments relates to the use of contracts as a specific tool of engagement which assumes that both parties have the ability to align their interests. Contract management has traditionally managed the risk that providers will not do the right thing with the money or do the right thing in the wrong way. Such a starting position makes building trust problematic.
Given that governments continue to demand efficiencies in services and reductions in costs, we have concluded that contracting as a public policy tool is here for the long run. This is not say that the shape and design of contracting will remain the same. In fact we suggest that it is essential that contract design become more sophisticated with a much more collaborative style of negotiation characterising the development of service specifications. This has significant implications for government agencies, specifically in the skill sets they recruit. 
What progress is government making in response to the Statement of Government Intentions?
In 2004, the OCVS consulted government agencies to ascertain what progress they felt they had made with their sector relationships. At the same time, a government-wide initiative to make outcomes central to planning was starting. This initiative, Managing for Outcomes (MfO), provided an opportunity to focus government’s attention on the importance of strategic alliances with others, including the community and voluntary sector.

The OCVS concluded that while progress across government to improve the community-government relationship was uneven, there were islands of excellence which were characterised by innovative thinking, co-operative behaviour and trust. In general, however, the OCVS came to four main conclusions as follows.

· Many departments did not have a strategic approach to the community-government relationship driven from the top. In particular, OCVS did not find widespread reference to the explicit commitments made in the Statement of Government Intentions. Importantly, where departmental response was strong, the strategic response was driven by ‘champions’ at senior management level.

· There was evidence that regional and field staff were often not well informed about the community-government relationship work and, in particular, the Statement of Government Intentions (even though frontline staff were the ones working in ‘the relationship’.

· Some agencies had limited awareness of the potential for strong relationships with the sector to assist them to achieve their policy outcomes.

· Departmental commitment to working with Māori organisations in the context of the community-government relationship was not clearly articulated.

We also concluded and Ministers agreed, that the way to build government’s capacity and capability was to promote the sharing of information and good practice. This was the genesis of Good Practice in Action seminars.
While we are confident that the seminar series provides an excellent forum for a rich trade in information, it is far from clear that they have led to measurable impacts on departmental performance. The issue of measuring and evaluating government’s performance against commitments in the Statement of Government Intentions is the subject for another day. We would like to highlight, however, some issues for you to consider.
Co-determination
In 2002, the Community-Government Relationship Steering Group argued that the principle of co-determination “sits at the heart of healthy relationships between government and community organisations” (p65) The Auditor-General’s principles of managed funding arrangements with NGOs expects government agencies to abide by the principles of “lawfulness, accountability, openness (transparency) value for money [and] fairness and integrity” (p7).
Our view is that NGOs need to perceive those principles in action. The principles are consistent with Treasury’s contracting guidelines which note that agreement between NGOs and government funders represent “…..an exchange of undertakings by the parties to each provide something of value to the other….” (p8).

While these examples are focused on funding arrangements they point the way to an important idea, that of sharing in outcomes. If the sector is to be a participant in a process of co-determination for funding outcomes, then it seems logical that there is a place for the sector in a broader participation context. 
How you engage with sector organisations will depend on the nature of your departmental business. If your business relies on services delivered by third parties chosen on the criteria of price and quality, your relationship will be significant different to an agency whose engagement turns on volunteer effort alone. In both cases, your accountability as a public servant is at least matched by the NGO’s accountability to its own stakeholders. Understanding that alone, should provide some new insights into how new ways of contracting might be designed.
Representation and legitimacy
More importantly, however, is the process you use to decide which organisations to engage. It is not always clear who those organisations represent? Dunleavy (1991, 5) observes that “No group leader can publicly represent members’ interests without regular and open procedures for gauging their views”. Many organisations who have a strong voice are not membership groups yet often carry some moral authority through reputation or shared identity.
Government agencies also have to struggle with the issue of focusing on whether to engage with the service provider ahead of the advocate. Some NGOs are strong in both areas being powerful advocates for policy change and trusted service providers. There are many engagement tools which agencies can use are many. The Good Practice Participate site provides some of those tools and different ways of thinking about engagement. 
At the heart of the relationship is a central concept that government needs to nurture. The third sector is not a servant of the government. NGOs have their own goals and aspirations. Government cannot assume that its ‘vital few end outcomes’ have same priority for NGOs when collaborative action is called for. Aligning both sets of interests to agree shared outcomes is new territory for many agencies.
Secondly, although we are keen to engage NGOs in support of democratic principles, not all NGOs are themselves particularly democratic. I suspect that our prevailing third sector paradigm is based on concepts of ownership through organisations. Traditional legal forms such as incorporated societies are widespread as are membership arrangements representation through federation structures.
This institutionalisation of the third sector has coloured government’s perception of the sector as a partner in delivering many benefits to society. But the world has changed and we might like to think about the impact of those changes. World-wide welfare reforms have had an impact on the social services sector. Globalisation has had huge effects on the sport sector, international aid organisations and the environment sector.

Closer to home, we have the perception of more and more varied non-profit organisations, many of which, are almost fully-funded by government. This alone suggest that there is a substantial role for the sector in not only implementing policy but in policy development. This cannot happen if the only time the sector is engaged is when policy decisions have been made. Government is moving to bring policy and delivery closer together. “Good policy advice and implementation requires good two way flow between staff and communities at the local level and policymakers at the centre” (State Services Commission, 2001, 22) [Emphasis added].
The increase in privatisation and contracting out of many government functions have introduced competition into an arena once dominated by non-profits. While this has been perceived as a problem of the 90s, the fallout remains. For example, competition in the health sector, aged care sector, sport services sector and education sector have all left their mark.
This interweaving of the private and nonprofit sectors leaves government and the sector with new challenges in reinvigorating their relationship, taking it beyond the rhetorical and ensuring that benefits flow to people on the ground.
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� The Statement of Government Intentions can be found at � HYPERLINK "http://www.ocvs.govt.nz/about/government-intentions.html" ��http://www.ocvs.govt.nz/about/government-intentions.html� 


� Other agencies that operate under the MSD administrative ‘umbrella’ include the Office for Senior Citizens, the Office for Disability Issues and the Ministry of Youth Development.


� Further information on Managing for Outcomes can be found at � HYPERLINK "http://www.ssc.govt.nz/display/document.asp?navid=208" ��http://www.ssc.govt.nz/display/document.asp?navid=208� 
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