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Introduction
Thank you, Martin, for your introduction. And to Bassac for inviting me to be here today. Conferences like this are invaluable – both the formal and the informal sessions. It’s important that we look back at challenges and achievements but also that we look forward, share ideas and ambitions for the coming year. 

Sorry that I cannot stay longer today to meet more of you. Even though I have to get straight back to Westminster, I wanted to show our recognition of the value we place on your work and I was determined to be here today even for a short time.

I know tomorrow you’ll be hearing more about a vision of community politics, so I don’t want to cover the same ground today.  

Instead, today I’d like to take the opportunity to reflect on: 

· The unique role BASSAC and its individual members have played in supporting local communities, and working with the department and government over the last twelve months. 

· How in turn we’re supporting you and your communities. 

· And, finally, some thoughts on how we can strengthen that relationship, and other partnership working, to meet the challenges ahead, and bring more power to more people.  

Recession and year ahead 
First of all – thank you for your work over the last year. It hasn’t been easy.

The recession has brought its own set of challenges for the third sector. Not least an increase in demand for services, which I’m sure many of you here today are continuing to feel, and also when times are difficult we need to work harder to engage and empower people and create or expand to develop that sense of community.

So the focus of much of our activity has been to address the recession and its immediate impacts. 

The Real Help for Communities action plan is now over a year old, and has been a real success, investing over £40 million in the sector, helping frontline organisations to support people through difficult times. We recognise we cannot solve all problems but it has certainly made a difference to the sector, 
This coming year, the challenge for me as Minister of the Third Sector, and for all of us here today, is to continue to maximise opportunities for people to bounce back. And to think about how to minimise the longer-term impacts of the recession, in what will no doubt be a more difficult financial climate. 

As a strategic partner of the OTS, Bassac has been at the forefront of this work. Helping us look forward not just to next year, but to the bigger issues that will affect the balance between people, power and politics:

· sustainability of communities

· the importance of partnerships

· and community voice and action.

During this conference, I know you’ll be considering your role in creating renewal through existing power structures, new methods of engagement and participation, and breaking down barriers in our communities. 
Bassac and its members have a unique place within society to be able to take this on. And I look forward to hearing the results. Please keep me informed. 

What Bassac Members do that is unique

So what is it that you do that’s unique?

Well, in short, whether there’s a recession or not, you offer a huge amount of support and help to people in your communities – and have done in some cases for well over 100 years.  
So you know what works, and you’ve have seen how communities have changed. You have that collective memory.

Your DNA incorporates a history of community that’s invaluable as you seek a fresh approach to issues that face our communities. 

You were innovators before the word was in everyday use. 
Government support for anchors 

Organisations like yours are irreplaceable, Government recognises this, and values it. You should take pride that long-term programmes have been set up to invest in the sustainability of community anchors.
Programmes like CLG’s Communitybuilders, which is enabling third sector organisations up and down the country to take on community buildings and secure their own long term sustainability, through small grants to develop initial ideas, to large scale investments of up to £2 million. 

From Communitybuilders to Advancing Assets for Communities, to my own office’s Community Assets Programme, government has committed well over £100 million to this agenda. 
More than this, these actions have helped to develop the vision of the Quirk report into a reality – a vision you have helped shape. 
What really matters are the practical difference these investments have made? 

The Community Assets programme – along with Grassroots Grants – is one of my favourite OTS programmes. They offer sustainability and its great to see the excitement ownership of a community asset brings to a community. In October last year, I went to open the Pelton Fell Community Resource Centre in Chester-le-Street. 

They received a grant of just under £350k from the Community Assets Programme, which enabled them to leverage a further £650k in match funding – and transform the building, and the community’s future.
What was once a run-down and underused community centre has been taken into community control and had a complete renovation: now housing a new cafe, a multi-use games area, as well as office space. Creating an asset that is changing lives now, and for years to come. During the opening, you could see a real sense of the community coming together. 
The evaluation of the Community Assets Programme is revealing some interesting findings: 
· That both the third sector organisations and the local authorities involved feel confident about the future.  
· And that the longer the partnership, the stronger the satisfaction with that partnership. 
None of this will be a surprise to you and only confirms what we already knew: That, although times have been tough for the sector, it’s meeting the challenges, and remains positive. 

And we know that partnerships are vital. 
Talking about partnership 

Talking of which. 

Pressures on the funding environment for the third sector emphasise a need for new ways of working – making links between the third sector and local government vital.  

A whole range of mechanisms exists to ensure the involvement of the third sector, nationally and locally, because we know that the community benefits from strong service linkages and partnerships.
Nationally, NI7 measures the contribution made by every local authority and its partners to ensuring a thriving third sector. A total of 63 councils are also prioritising this by including it in their indicator set for their Local Area Agreement. 

Locally, working through your Local Strategic Partnership, and building better long-term relationships with your local authority, will help to change the landscape, both for you and the people we serve.   

But we all need to do more to strengthen links, and create new ones where it makes sense. Whether between you and local authorities, local and central government, or the private sector. We work better when we work together.
What are the challenges? 
Which brings me to my final point: future challenges. 

So, what are they? 

Well, the funding environment represents an obvious challenge over the longer term, with the third sector having to face an increasingly commercial environment, making investment for growth and development more important. 

We’re helping on this: 

· By embedding good practice, like making three-year funding the norm. 

· By investing ourselves, through schemes like Communitybuilders, and the Grassroots Endowment.

· And by showing the market what can be done, making it easier for business to invest.

With more consumers and investors looking for a triple bottom line – social and environmental benefits, as well as finance – I believe this is a real opportunity in the years to come.  

But this is just one of a variety of changes that Bassac members will face – and have likely faced before, in different forms. 

But that’s part of what you do best: you negotiate change, reacting fast to change in society. So, you need to continue in your role of innovator; not for its own sake, but for the sake of our communities. 
Bassac members have the experience and ability to move quickly in tune with what your existing and new communities want – providing localised services, shaped around individuals, and their needs. 

This is increasingly important as the definition of “community” continues to evolve. 

Technology now enables people to form new social groups, building consensus on local issues, or challenging the status quo, resulting in a myriad of outcomes. From flash mobs outside department stores to community-led online support groups.  

So one of the biggest challenges to Bassac members is to ensure that these new expressions of community can be harnessed, and given a voice – locally, and at the heart of Whitehall. 

Conclusions

Since becoming Minister of the Third Sector, I’ve seen how Bassac members contribute to making sustainable communities. Not just locally, but nationally, by giving those local people a say in the wider regeneration issues that impact on their lives.   

Bassac’s record on engagement and influence stretches from every community in the country, to the heart of Whitehall. You are the embodiment of effective partnership working: 

· Providing us with a well-trusted and vital voice of the sector in policy-making.

· And your members with much needed practical programmes of support. 

You’re also a member of the Community Alliance, working to support community anchors, with the Development Trusts Association and Community Matters. 
This year’s conference will I’m sure be an opportunity for your members to make new connections, take advantage of possible funding opportunities and hopefully make some important decisions in setting agendas for the coming year. 
It will also allow you all to look at the challenges and changes that lie ahead. 

I hope that key among your considerations will be how you meet those challenges, not just in partnership with your communities, or with Bassac, but in partnership with government. 
We need your expertise. We need your experience. And that way can we change more lives for the better, every day. 

Thank you for all that you do, and I wish you a successful conference.

(ends)
