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NWCN Response RE: Social Investment Fund

North-West Community Network is a community development, membership-led organisation that provides support to the Community & Voluntary sector in the North- West by way of advocacy and representation at various levels, support in terms of dissemination of public policy information and interpretation and a focal point for the sector in the area.

North-West Community Network welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the Social Investment Fund consultation.  North-West Community Network has been involved in a range of discussions with its membership on this issue and opinions on this document have been strongly voiced. It is nonetheless very much in order to express appreciation for its eventual publication.

The OFMDFM Social Investment Fund (£80million over a 4 yr period) aims to reduce poverty, unemployment and physical deterioration through large scale area based interventions, delivered in partnership with communities.  The SIF will support communities to a) Build Pathways to Employment, b) Tackle the Systemic Issues linked to Deprivation c) Increase Community Services and d) Address Dereliction.

OFMDFM state that inclusion will be based on identified areas of high deprivation, drawn together and resourced on the basis of:

· Neighbourhood Renewal areas

· multiple deprivation output areas

· Community Empowerment Partnership (CEP) areas (where relevant)

· Areas at Risk Programme

· Rural poverty measurements

The Strategic Investment Fund will support communities to:

· Build Pathways to Employment by tackling educational under achievement and barriers to employment; tackling skills deficits & promoting jobs brokerage, widening access to the labour market, promoting business start-up and increasing sustainability through social enterprise.

· Tackle the systemic issues linked to deprivation including poor mental and physical health (suicide and self harm), young mothers, substance abuse, community safety, children and young people at risk and enhancing community capacity, confidence and partnership working to reduce deprivation.

· Increase community services by regenerating and refurbishing existing facilities and providing play facilities and environmental improvements. 

· Address dereliction and promoting investment in the physical regeneration of deprived communities.

Below is a range of points that have been made by a range of community activists – it is deemed more reflective of the strength and diversity of opinion expressed to present them as actually recorded/received rather than compartmentalising them into the consultation response document.

· North West Community Network (NWCN) supports the approach outlined by OFMDFM in taking forward the Social Investment Fund (SIF).  
· NWCN can readily support the emphasis on area based interventions to reduce poverty, unemployment and physical deterioration, delivered in partnership with communities, through targeted actions addressing the interlinked causes and impact of deprivation.

· The Derry City Council area should be recognised as an “Investment Zone” in its own right – statistical evidence of need supports that position.  

· There should be a second North-West “Investment Zone” that supports the direction of travel under the Review of Public Administration (RPA), which should target evidenced deprivation in e.g. the council areas of Strabane and Limavady, and have cognisance of the aligned regeneration processes (and now plans) in Derry~Londonderry and Strabane.
· The Regeneration Plan (One City, One Voice, One Plan) has been embedded in the new Programme for Government, Regional Development Strategy, Draft Investment Strategy and emerging Economic Strategy for NI.  This policy lead has to have bearing on not just the selection but prioritisation of the North-West, urban and rural, in meeting the core aims of the fund.

· The clear connection between the core aims of the Social Investment Fund and the Transformational Themes of the Regeneration Plan (with reference to the accompanying process in Strabane) represents a range of opportunities that simply cannot be missed:

· Employment and Economy - stimulating the demand for employment through attracting investment in new business both from outside through inward investment and from inside through promotion of entrepreneurialism and the growth of indigenous business.  This will be supported by supply side policies to improve the skills and qualifications of our children and young people and of all those currently living in disadvantaged households and to improve the attractiveness of the City as a place in which to invest and work.

· Education and Skills - focusing on the individual by creating an escalator of skills so that no matter what the current level of qualifications, skills or age, people will have the opportunity to make the most of their talents and skills.  It must not only unlock our individual potential but also strengthen our civic confidence, ambition and capacity to deliver.

· Building Better Communities - a place where people have rights, act responsibly and have the opportunity to participate.  A place where people are proud to belong and feel safe.  Key to success is building strong community spirit, a sense of citizenship and civic pride and confidence to address inequalities. This will be achieved by improved access to services, beginning to raise aspirations, starting to address social and educational barriers to employment and more inclusive, diverse, peaceful and successful neighbourhoods.

· Health and Well Being - the health and well-being of any population is inextricably linked with levels of poverty and disadvantage experienced by its residents.  Building on Derry~Londonderry’s Healthy City designation, a City that is: ‘happy, healthy, beautiful, safe and nurturing’ means adopting a ‘proactive’ approach to our health and well-being across all ages through raised awareness and targeted preventative measures.

· Sustainable and Connected City Region - investing in ourselves and our future; creating a reliable sense of self worth and pride in all our young people, using resources effectively and wisely, applying social justice, living and thinking locally, paying the appropriate price for the way we want to live, and being better connected not just with the rest of the world but also internally within the City and Region.

· The Social Investment Fund aligns perfectly with the Regeneration Plan and the latter is strengthened by already being built upon an inclusive and comprehensive community engagement process (since 2008). 
· Utilisation of resources allocated to the (two) North-West “Investment Zones” should link as closely as possible to the eleven catalyst projects within the Regeneration Plan and should factor in particular efforts towards:
· Sustaining a state-led initiative to continuing peace-building and safeguarding the journey away from conflict.
· Providing tangible support for social enterprise solutions for community-based activity

· Supporting community activism in developing alternative investment models to reduce the dependent relationship between the C&V sector and the state.

· Urgent action is needed to align existing and new sources of funding to support the implementation of the Regeneration Plan – the Social Investment Fund presents a number of opportunities to support delivery of agreed actions and objectives.
· It is to be welcomed that the strategic area plans will make best use of existing area (and other) plans; this should go beyond Neighbourhood Renewal Action Plans to include for example the Local Area Plans recently created through the Big Lottery funded Community Planning Pilot projects, of which two have been presented in the North-West, the Waterside District Electoral Area of Derry City Council, and the Glenelly DEA in Strabane District Council.
· Steering groups - Option 4 is the most democratic option for selecting the steering groups but more detail is required on the selection of representatives and the associated criteria to ensure that a process that is as open and transparent as possible. 
· Capacity Building – this is obviously needed to help communities get involved in developing local/neighbourhood plan; this should rely on making best use of existing and credible community networks, the displacement of which would risk confusion and even duplication.  Where existing structures can be incorporated this should be the adopted approach as new layers can add degrees of bureaucracy, selfish interest and actually slow down the delivery that is so crucial to a successful rollout of SIF.
· Rural proofing - there is concern about what will be measured when looking at the rural picture and a clear definition of what constitutes rural, and how this interplays with the urban setting  would be more than helpful. The document states “The Executive has proposed that the delivery of the Social Investment Fund has the potential to provide benefits across areas most in need and there is therefore unlikely to be any rural specific impact at this stage.”  Given that rural poverty manifests very differently from poverty in urban areas the Social Investment Fund requires to be very careful that its core aims are satisfied to include clearly evidenced rural issues around deprivation:
• It is not spatially concentrated

• It exists amongst relative affluence

• People in rural communities are less likely to identify they are in poverty and there is a culture of “making do”.
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