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The Big Society was formally launched by the Coalition Government on the 18th May 2010. Its fundamental aim is the radical transformation of public services - giving local people and not-for-profit organisations the opportunity to take over the running of public services, and giving more control to citizens over what happens in their area. The government wants to see more people involved in their local communities, people able to contribute more effectively through a stronger social sector, and people better able to shape governmental policy and delivery. 
Based on localism, mutualism and active citizenship, the Coalition Government’s philosophy can be distilled into three distinct, but interlinked strands; What can the state do for us? What can we do for ourselves? What can we do for others?

In order to achieve this, some of the ideas underpinning the Big Society are:

· giving communities a greater say over their local planning system and saving local services, such as post offices and pubs 

· creating a new generation of community organisers that will be trained to support the establishment of neighbourhood groups and introducing measures to encourage giving and philanthropy

· encouraging volunteering and involvement in social action, including launching a national ‘Big Society Day’ and making regular community involvement a key element of key civil service staff appraisals

· piloting a new National Citizen Service which aims to give 16 year olds the chance to develop the skills needed to be active and responsible citizens, mix with people from different backgrounds, and start getting involved in their communities

· supporting mutuals, co-operatives, charities and social enterprises and giving them greater involvement in the running of public services. Funds from dormant bank accounts will be used to establish a Big Society Bank, which will provide new finance for neighbourhood groups, charities, social enterprises and other non-governmental bodies

· increasing access to government-held data through a ‘new right to data’ for citizens to ensure Government data is published. The Police will be obliged to publish monthly crime statistics

· the introduction of a new “community right to buy” scheme, giving local people the power to protect threatened community assets
· the introduction of the “right to bid” to run any community service

· extending powers for local government by giving a general power of competence to local councils and conducting a comprehensive review of local government finance in order to help remove restrictions that limit the work of local councils
· Looking to streamline, and in some cases remove, bureaucracy which acts as a barrier to enabling real change
The National Citizenship Service

The National Citizenship Service is due to commence in Summer 2011. It is aimed at 16 year old school leavers and aims to provide 10,000 places. Pilots will run from June to September and we expect to hear which organisations will run those pilots, by the end of October. Activities will include – an outdoor challenge, structured tasks, visiting and helping communities and designing a social action task. The programme will include a minimum of ten days and nights away from home. The aim is to focus on social responsibility and to develop life skills and resilience.
The Big Society Pilots

The Big Society approach is being piloted in four local authority areas. They are Eden Valley in Cumbria, Liverpool, Sutton, and Windsor & Maidenhead.
These four areas will receive targeted and tailored help from a team of dedicated civil servants to ensure that they can overcome bureaucratic barriers and take greater responsibility for the decisions that affect the local area and local people. Officers will identify community organisers and they will be invited to submit applications to the Big Society Bank. 

The four big society communities have expressed an interest in areas including: 

· Making budget decisions at street-level

· Taking over local assets such as a community pub

· Delivering broadband to local communities

· Piloting the Government’s open-source planning reforms 

· Taking responsibility for generating energy locally

· Deciding licensing rules locally

· Building a volunteer programme so they can keep local museums open for longer. 

The Big Society Bank
Funds from dormant bank accounts will be used to establish a Big Society Bank, which will provide new finance for neighbourhood groups, charities, social enterprises and other non-governmental bodies and is due to be launched in spring 2011.
The Big Society Bank will be an independent wholesale organisation that will work and invest its funds through existing financial intermediaries like social investors and community lenders, who in turn will increase access to finance for frontline, social organisations.
The Big Society Bank is likely to have assets of between £60m and £100m by its planned opening date next April, according to the government's advisers on the project. The bank is intended to provide wholesale finance to intermediaries that lend to charities, social enterprises and community groups.
The Challenges
· Scepticism – that the Big Society is a cover for large scale public sector funding cuts
· Will there be sufficient capacity for organisations to deliver the aims of Big Society

· Will there be sufficient expertise and infrastructure support available to those community groups who wish to set up co-operatives and mutuals in order to run local services themselves?
· Many feel that they already deliver Big Society – the Coalition Government’s programme is a rebranding of what already happens

· Small to medium organisations may suffer through the removal of public sector funding and the shift to more delivery through communities, volunteering and more philanthropic methods. 
· Big Society may happen in the more affluent areas of the country, but could struggle to impact in areas of high deprivation and those parts of the country with social mobility issues, where issues around infrastructure, funding and training capacity and longer term engagement in voluntary work can be compounded. 
· The Big Society approach has the potential to flourish through creative thinking. However, an obvious concern is that innovative approaches are often not risked when finances are very tight.
· Volunteering, and community engagement/empowerment is not cost free.

· Do people understand what is meant by Big Society – can they relate to it? 

· Will people actually want to get involved?
The Opportunities
· The Big Society, together with the size of budget cuts likely to be introduced, may be the catalyst for robust effective strategic networks to develop in order to meet the future challenge. Big Society will not need just civic action; it will require coherent civic action.
· Co-production, where the people who are currently described as providers and users work together in a partnership of equals, could become the standard way of getting things done. Within the framework of democratised commissioning, this approach can by driven by and centred around citizens and communities.
· There is no evidence to show that Big Society cannot work – it’s clearly a high profile policy of the current Coalition Government. Critics argue that the Big Society has not been defined by Central Government. This does present the opportunity to define Big Society at a local level and with a local context.
· Whilst there is an obvious focus on public sector reform, volunteering and community development; Big Society also has a focus on how communities engage through technological solutions. Innovative approaches – such as the creation of Social Apps – may prosper.
· The opportunity to tell the story – leading to better understanding of what is currently being delivered, rather than this work being taken for granted

· More effective linkages and partnerships between organisations

· The potential for more effective mapping of what is being delivered/offered – mapping has always taken place, but the results aren’t always shared effectively and we don’t make the most efficient use of this information
Some Big Society websites and blogs
Websites
www.thebigsociety.co.uk
· Website of The Big Society Network – an apolitical group of individuals and organisation keen to share innovative ideas in support of Big Society

www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk
· The Cabinet Office sits at the very centre of government, with an overarching purpose of making government work better.

www.conservatives.com/News/News_stories/2008/06/Voluntary_Action_in_the_21st_Century.aspx
· The document outlines a broad policy agenda to expand the role and influence of voluntary organisations, provides early thinking on the Big Society
www.greenerleith.org/
· Good example of a hyperlocal community action/involvement website

www.involve.org.uk
Public participation website

www.localis.org.uk/
· Localis is an independent think-tank based in Westminster, dedicated to issues related to local government and localism.
www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/policy-campaigns-research/-big-society/big-society
· National Council for Voluntary Organisations research link on big society

www.transitionculture.org/
· Permaculture website – interesting thoughts on big society developments

www.thersa.org/projects/connected-communities
· For over 250 years the Royal Society for the encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce (RSA) has supported creative thinking and been a force for social progress. It has some interesting views on Big Society and social networks.

www.urbanforum.org.uk
· Urban Forum is a national charity and a membership organisation that supports communities to have a greater say over decisions that affect them
http://www.vonne.org.uk/home/
· Website of voluntary organisations network north east – has policy and info on the Big Society

http://www.voda.org.uk/cms/
· North Tyneside Voluntary Organisations Development Agency website. Has some info on the Big Society
Blogs
http://grou.ps/bigsocietynorth
· A northern focussed forum to develop and discuss ideas around the Big Society

http://livingwithrats.blogspot.com
· Urban pollinator blog - sharing ideas about towns and cities and watching what grows.
http://paper.li/tag/bigsociety
· Twitter blog
http://socialbysocial.net/
· Blog site looking at how technologies, new ideas, new thinking can support improved and effective communication and action across networks and communities

http://talkaboutlocal.org.uk/
· Talk About Local is a project to give people in their communities a powerful online voice.  They help people communicate and campaign more effectively using the web to influence events in the places in which they live, work or play.

http://twitter.com/thebigsociety
· Twitter feed capturing a range of big society thinking
Associated links

http://www.insightpa.com/InsightPA_bigsociety.pdf
· An overview on the themes, policies, structures and people driving the Coalition’s big idea by Insight Public Affairs

www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/about-vision-civil-society-framework-action
· NCVO document which sets out the key challenges to be addressed in order to build a good society

www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/sites/default/files/election_manifesto.pdf
· NCVO  February 2010 Manifesto document

www.pacesempowerment.co.uk/pacesempowerment/Publications_files/Big%20Society.pdf
· The Big Society: How it Could Work – Gabriel Chanan & Colin Miller report
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