Community Leaders Network: Funding, Sustainability and the Future
At a previous meeting of the Community Leaders Network (CLN), members raised significant concerns regarding the sustainability of the voluntary and community sector, funding practices, short-term approaches to commissioning and the extent to which the sector feels involved in shaping decisions that affect communities. A commitment was made to return to these issues as an urgent priority. The discussion on Funding, Sustainability and the Future at CLN’s July meeting was convened in response to that commitment.
The presentation recognised the critical contribution that the voluntary and community sector makes to health, care and wellbeing across Cwm Taf Morgannwg. Through trusted relationships, community reach, lived experience, volunteering, innovation and early intervention, the sector plays an essential role in supporting people and communities and in preventing needs from escalating into crisis.
The discussion openly acknowledged a number of longstanding concerns that have been raised consistently by voluntary and community sector organisations. These include financial uncertainty, difficulties in planning services and retaining staff, commissioning and funding arrangements that can at times feel too short-term and transactional, and a desire for greater involvement in strategic discussions, commissioning conversations and wider system transformation. The purpose of the session was not to defend the current position, but to recognise these concerns openly and explore how partners might respond collectively.
The presentation given described the increasingly challenging environment facing organisations across the sector, including growing demand, increasing complexity of need, workforce and volunteer pressures, inflationary costs and uncertainty regarding future funding. There was strong agreement that these pressures are being experienced across the system and that all partners have a shared interest in maintaining a strong and sustainable voluntary and community sector.
A significant part of the conversation focused on the complexity of the current funding landscape. Funding reaches the sector through a range of routes including local authority commissioning, Health Board commissioning, regional funding programmes, grant funding and other external sources. Members discussed how this complexity can make it difficult to understand the overall picture and can contribute to uncertainty, duplication and gaps in provision.  Developing a stronger strategic relationship would enable partners to engage in these issues together.
Members welcomed an open discussion about voice, influence and involvement in decision-making. There was a strong view that the voluntary and community sector should be recognised and engaged as an equal strategic partner in shaping the future of health, care and wellbeing services. The discussion highlighted the importance of stronger strategic relationships, earlier engagement in commissioning conversations, greater transparency and ensuring that people with lived experience are at the heart of planning and service design.
Questions were also raised regarding the proportion of Regional Integration Fund investment supporting the Third Sector and the wider visibility of investment across the system. It was agreed that information on Regional Integration Fund expenditure supporting the sector should be published as part of a commitment to greater openness and transparency.
Importantly, the discussion distinguished between issues that can be addressed collectively at a regional level and those that are influenced by wider national policy and funding arrangements. While some challenges, including aspects of national funding guidance and broader public spending decisions, sit beyond the direct control of local partners, members agreed that there are areas where meaningful local action is possible. The focus should therefore be on identifying practical steps that partners can take together to improve transparency, strengthen relationships and develop more strategic approaches to commissioning and investment.
The wider discussion generated valuable insight into the experiences of communities across the region. Members highlighted the impact of the cost-of-living crisis, digital exclusion, transport challenges, community cohesion issues, access to services and the need to support people to access help earlier. There was a strong view that community stories, lived experience and local insight should sit alongside formal data when understanding need and shaping services. Members also stressed the importance of being able to demonstrate clearly how community feedback influences decisions and leads to tangible action.
The key outcome from the discussion was a shared commitment to develop a strategic commissioning framework for the voluntary and community sector across Cwm Taf Morgannwg. This work will bring together voluntary and community sector partners, CVCs, statutory organisations and other and regional partners to develop a clearer understanding of current investment and commissioning arrangements, identify areas of duplication and uncertainty, and agree a set of shared principles for how statutory organisations work with and commission the sector in future.
The development of a strategic commissioning framework is therefore being taken forward as a joint priority, providing an opportunity to strengthen partnership working, improve transparency and create a more sustainable foundation for supporting communities across Cwm Taf Morgannwg.
What next? 
The Regional Partnership Board will support the development of a strategic commissioning framework for the voluntary and community sector across Cwm Taf Morgannwg. Over the coming months, the RPB team will work through the CLN with CVCs, voluntary and community sector organisations, and statutory partners to develop a shared understanding of current investment and commissioning arrangements, identify opportunities for improvement and agree principles for future partnership working. A progress update, including emerging proposals, will be brought back to the Community Leaders Network in October.
 
