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NORTHUMBERLAND COUNTY COUNCIL 
 

 
VCS LIAISON GROUP 

 
 

NOTES of the virtual meeting of the VCS Liaison Group held on Thursday  
3 September 2020 at 2:00 pm. 

 
 

PRESENT 
 
 

Councillor C Seymour (Chair) 
 
 

COUNCILLORS  
 

L Bowman   A Sharp  
T Cessford   D Towns 
J Lang (part)        
    
      

VCS REPRESENTATIVES 
 

S Ashmore   A Lyall 
A Conway   S O’Neil 
R Firth       
  
    

     OFFICERS IN ATTENDANCE 
 

H Bowers    Democratic Services Officer 
D Gratton    Commercial Team Manager 

   K Higgins    Employability & Inclusion Manager 
   S Long    Volunteer Network Coordinator 
   J Davies    Borderlands Programme Manager 
   E Richardson   Senior Manager, Specialist Services  
        Poverty Lead 
 

 
Also in attendance:  
 
A Atkinson     Northumberland CVA 

  
43. Chair’s Opening Comments 
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The Chair welcomed everyone to the meeting and requested introductions from 
those officers presenting. 
 
 

44. Apologies for Absence 
 
 Apologies for absence were received from Councillors Parry, Stow and Homer.   

VCS representatives, J Jackson, J Niblo, M Ormston, A Perett and G Smith. 
 
  
45. Notes 
 
 RESOLVED that the notes of the meeting of the VCS Liaison Group held on 

Thursday 9 January 2020 received and noted. 
 
 
46.Impacts of Covid-19 on the Sector 
 
 Members were informed that the Assembly undertook a survey of VCS 

organisations to get a better understanding of the impacts being felt by VCS 
organisations in Northumberland due to the Covid-19 crisis and the support and 
guidance needed.  Evidence for Northumberland from a regional survey of VCS 
organisations was also considered. 

 
70% of 74 respondents felt that people that use and depend on their service 
and activities were being affected to a great extent.  81% had ceased operating 
some of their services and 59% had moved projects from face to face to 
online/telephone. 
 
The main ways in which organisations were helping in responding to the Covid-
19 crisis included contacting service users and other vulnerable people needing 
support by phone, food and other essentials, collection and distribution and 
information and advice. 
 
Key concerns:- 
 
● loss of income 
● Funding opportunities 
● Safeguarding 
● Contact with services users 
● Closures of village halls and community centres 
● Provision of support for mental health issues 
● The understanding of technology and the need for future support for 

organisations 
● Arts and culture and concerns for future funding 
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● Digital exclusion 
● Inequalities by being unable to access IT support for children’s learning 
● Social isolation 

 
The group was informed of the support provided to communities by volunteers.  
Local charities had been invaluable but there were concerns of financial 
pressures and the possible need for mergers and partnerships in the future to 
enable key organisations to continue to operate. 
 
Local organisations had benefited from crisis support funding and there was 
concern once funding ended.  Meetings held with North East funders indicated 
that there could be a loss of 75% of grants next year.   
 
Members made the following comments/questions:- 
 
● Was there a register of organisations that required help?  It was early days, 

but Locality Coordinators had carried out a mapping exercise however, this 
had been absorbed by Northumberland Communities Together during 
Covid-19 

● County Council officers had provided an excellent service getting funding 
out and thanks were conveyed 

● The longer terms effects on the sector 
● The need to understand what pressures were on the sector and to maintain 

contact with individuals and communities 
● Monitoring the needs of the community 

 
RESOLVED that the information be noted. 
 
 

47. Northumberland Communities Together 
 

Members were provided with an overview of the work of the Northumberland 
Communities Together approach developed to support communities in 
response to the Coronavirus pandemic through locality-based models of 
support. 
 
Mapping exercises had been carried out by Locality Coordinators to distribute 
support where it was required, eg dropping off prescriptions and picking up 
shopping.  More than 1100 volunteers had continued to support to 
organisations with 1700 telephone calls; 40% providing food and shopping; 
30% for prescriptions and nearly 3000 well-being checks carried out.  More 
than 2000 government food provisions had been provided, plus 3751 bridging 
parcels from the hub.  More than 50 key community partners were involved.  
£14,000 in small grants had been provided to community organisations and 
£5,000 to individuals. 
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Volunteers had also gone out to knock on doors and contact details left with 
residents who might require assistance. 
 
A further service was also provided with mobile music to those residents who 
were unable to leave their homes.  This had reached more than 3,000 people to 
enable them to carry out physical exercise. 
 
In relation to a previous question regarding a register of organisations, the 
group was informed that Locality Coordinators were working together with local 
partnerships to draw together local resilience and recovery for Northumberland 
 
In response to a query regarding the longevity of the programme it was advised 
that Northumberland Communities Together was here to stay and the model 
would work around the community level prevention agenda, of what assets 
there were in the community and the capacity of the community sector to 
coordinate that level of information. 
 
Locality Coordinators were now looking at Track and Trace and what could 
work best for Northumberland. 
 
RESOLVED that the information be noted. 
 

 
48.   Infrastructure Commission Review 
 

Members were informed how the NCC commissioned VCS Infrastructure 
Support contract, currently held by Northumberland CVA, was supporting the 
response to Coronavirus and its social and economic impacts by working with 
VCS organisations to adapt services to new demands.  
 
The contract was commissioned via the Council’s Regeneration Service to 
deliver infrastructure support to the whole sector for the period April 2019 to 
March 2021.  It was proposed to extend the contract until the end of June 2021 
to allow time for a review of the contract, and options for commissioning after 
the term of the current contract. 
 
If approved, the review process would begin in early 2021.  The voluntary 
sector faced day to day challenges, and it was important to understand some of 
the work NCVA was doing to support the Northumberland infrastructure.  
Dialogue would take place with all stakeholders and beneficiaries regarding 
options for the commission and the value of the role of the community. 
 
RESOLVED that the information be noted. 
 
 

49.   Health & Wellbeing:  The role of the VCS in Social Prescribing 
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The group was provided with evidence of the VCS role in supporting social 
prescribing models in Northumberland and the importance in the current 
climate. 
 
Social prescribing enabled medical practitioners to refer patients for a range of 
non-clinical services aimed to give individuals control over their own health with 
the assistance of a link worker who would help navigate access to support, eg 
park runs, gardening.  All PCNs except one had chosen to employ a link worker 
themselves. 
 
(Councillor J Lang left the meeting at 3.08 pm). 
 
With the impact of Covid, many organisations had offered mental health 
support virtually. 
 
Primary Care Networks (PCNs), brought together general practices in a joined-
up approach with six PCNs based over the county guided by Steering Groups 
which held meetings and workshops during the year.  The CCG and Steering 
Group had worked together since March, focusing on health. 
 
It was suggested that a representative from the CCG be invited to January’s 
meeting to brief members on social prescribing. 
 
(Councillor Sharp joined the meeting at 3.14 pm). 
 
The Covid-19 virus outbreak had had an effect on many local and larger 
organisations with the result of redundancies.   
 
The pandemic also had a knock-on effect on the voluntary sector with the 
increase of demand with no additional income.  It was not clear how 
organisations would manage in the future. 
 
RESOLVED That the information be noted. 
 
 

50. NCC Volunteer Coordinator Role 
 

Sarah Long, Volunteer Network Coordinator informed the group that she had 
been in post since December last year but the work she had been doing had 
been paused to help out in other areas due to the Covid-19 virus. 
 
Her role was to centralise the process with volunteers, so the Council was 
aware of what voluntary services were available.  Information was held on 
existing volunteers and new volunteers would be recruited.  As a result of other 
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work having to be carried out due to the pandemic, work would be on going to 
re-engage and risk assess volunteers. 
 

RESOLVED that the information be noted. 
 
 
51. New Funding Opportunities 
 

Kevin Higgins, Employability and Inclusion Manager informed the group of 
ongoing work with the North of Tyne Combined Authority to access funding for 
the sector in response to the Covid pandemic and impacts of the lockdown. 
Work had been carried out to provide support to residents through the Council’s 
Covid information hub.  A link would be forwarded to members.  
 
A freephone health line had also been set up for people concerned about the 
impact of Covid-19 and £100,000 had been commissioned in small grants to 
the sector to help with digitisation and a wider digital programme was in the 
process for disadvantaged residents. 
 
It was uncertain whether there would be any residual funding for the European 
Social Funding available to bid for, and there had been lack of progress on 
information for the successor UK Shared Prosperity fund.  This would be 
brought back to the group when information emerged. 
 
The Government had recently announced the DWP Kickstart programme to 
create temporary jobs for unemployed young people by offering wage subsidies 
to employers.  VCS organisations would be eligible to apply.  Discussions 
would be taking place with the North of Tyne Combined Authority about being a 
lead applicant for the programme on behalf of local authorities. 
 

 RESOLVED that the information be noted. 
 
 
 
 
52. Updates: 
 
 1) North Tyne Combined Authority - Inclusive Economy Board and 
   Mayoral Ambassador 
 

Anne Lyall informed the group that herself and colleagues from Newcastle and 
North of Tyne CVS had met with Robin Fry, Mayoral Ambassador for the 
Voluntary, Community and Social Enterprise Sector.  Terms of Reference were 
now in place for the Inclusive Economy Board and the group would receive 
updates.  Cabinet had agreed to £125,000 for a new digital platform but the 
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VCS had not been involved which was a missed opportunity.  There had also 
been a number of crowdfunding platforms which had failed. 
 
The Inclusive Economy Board had discussed the Good Work Pledge with the 
Chamber of Commerce with interest from some service providers. 

 
 RESOLVED that the information be noted. 
 
 
 2) Borderlands 
  

James Davies informed the group that he had recently been employed as the 
Borderlands Programme Manager. 
 
Heads of Terms were completed last year with the UK and Scottish 
Governments and a final deal was in the process of being approved.  It was 
hoped that this would be signed off in early 2021. 
 
There was a slight difference in funding in Northumberland, with a top up 
scheme to access digital infrastructure to improve access 
 
Five bids were in place across all 5 local authorities.  The Borderlands 
Programme aimed to support the council to deliver the deal who would then be 
responsible for monitoring.  Updates would be brought back to the group. 
 
With regards to the inclusive growth deal, work was being carried out with  
colleagues in Scottish Government and North of the Tyne in a 10-15 year deal 
supporting a number of programmes which included place, energy, digital and 
infrastructure however, these were still in the early stages. 
 

 RESOLVED that the information be noted. 
 
 
 
 3) Northumberland Lottery Update 
 

The group was provided with an update on the lottery since it had been 
launched.  The first draw took place on 25 April.  A number of awareness 
sessions had been arranged prior to Covid-19 with 5 out of 8 drop-in sessions 
taking place.  Representations had been received from 49 groups across the 
county and feedback received had been positive. The lottery would give the 
opportunity for additional funding. 
 
A public launch had not yet taken place due to the impact of Covid-19.  A 
meeting was planned for later this month on future arrangements.  Engagement 
continued in the meantime with those people who had registered an interest. 
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There were 87 live groups and 799 registered players as of 3 September, 
20,300 tickets had been sold which had so far raised £10,180 for participating 
groups.  If this continued, £36,500 would be raised over the next year. 
 
There had been 468 winning tickets with 4 people winning £250 and 49 people 
winning £25, the remainder had won free tickets for a draw. 
 
In response to a query which groups had registered, the officer would have to 
check whether that information could be shared. 
 
A member queried whether money from the lottery would support the Council’s 
community chest.  It was reported that 10p from every £1 would supplement the 
community chest scheme as agreed at Cabinet.   
 
RESOLVED - that the information be noted. 
 

  
53. VCS issues arising from network meetings/events 
 

The group was informed that a meeting had taken place with the VCS 
Assembly Executive to discuss the commissioning to March.  A number of 
objectives were in discussion to review the effectiveness of the VCS Assembly. 
 
An online network meeting had been held to discuss the issue of delivery of 
food.   The VCS continued to work with the North of Tyne Combined Authority 
in relation to digital inclusion. 

  
 RESOLVED that the information be noted. 
 
 
 
54. REPORT OF THE SERVICE MANAGER - DEMOCRACY 
 
 VCS Liaison Group Work Programme 
 
 Items to be considered for the next meeting:- 
 
 Invite to the CCG to discuss Social Prescribing 
 Climate Change 
 Accord/Statement of Intent 
 
 Any additional agenda items would be discussed at a pre-meeting. 
 
 RESOLVED that the information be noted. 
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55. NEXT MEETING 
 

The next virtual meeting was scheduled to take place on Thursday 7 January 
2021. 

 
RESOLVED that the information be noted. 

 
 
 

COUNCILLOR C SEYMOUR 
 
CHAIR 


