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The Independence Panel 

• Set up by the Baring Foundation in 2011 

• A panel of independent experts, including 
Professor Nicholas Deakin (1996 Commission) 

• Highly consultative, evidence based 

• Came to an end with last report, An 
Independent Mission: the voluntary Sector in 
2015, February 2015 

• Civil Exchange continuing work in 2016, 2017 



Panel’s overall findings 

• Independence under serious,  growing threat 

• “Seen but not heard” - increasingly 
instrumentalist view of sector 

• Sector’s distinctive contribution not 
sufficiently understood or valued 

• Esp smaller, specialist, community activity 



What is independence? 

• Independence derives from mission, is reinforced 
by clear accountability 

• Not about autonomy – true partnership requires 
mutual respect of independence 

• Three, inter-related dimensions 
– Independent purpose – money must follow mission, 

not mission following the money 
– Independent action – action that pursues  purpose 

and meets needs 
– Independent voice – ability to voice concerns about 

public services, not just deliver them 

 



Independence of Voice 

• Independent voice key to a healthy 
democracy, creates diversity of voices, esp for 
those with least power 

• Positively affected by: 

– Capacity  (in the organisation or umbrellla bodies) 

– Legitimacy (reflecting those served) 

– Mandate (strong evidence base) 

– Funding relationships that respect voice 

 

 



Who is most at risk? 

• Those with least relative power and closest 
financial dependence on the state 

• Sources of voluntary sector power: financial, 
brand, knowledge 

• Especially at risk: smaller organisations 
working with vulnerable groups, often in 
disadvantaged areas   

• Different experiences across sector: social 
services, employment & training largest cuts 

 



The sound of silence… 

• Gagging clauses in contracts 
• Lobbying Act – “negative impact on charities and 

campaign groups speaking out on crucial and 
legitimate issues ahead of the election"  

• Judicial review changes 
• Restricted/lack of consultation 
• “Sticking to the knitting” etc 
• DCLG requirement that funding not used for 

lobbying 
• Negative climate, self-censorship, self-serving? 

 



Wider threats 

• Funding that does not support independence, 
especially for smaller organisations 

• Blurring of sector boundaries 

• Interference in independent governance eg 
housing associations 

• Weak safeguards -Charity Commission, 
Compact 



Shaping public services, not just 
delivering them? 

• Women’s refuges 

• Foodbanks 

• NHS England 

• Devolution? 



Recommendations 

• Remove gagging clauses, repeal Lobbying Act 

• Formal mechanisms for dialogue  

• Reform commissioning and procurement 

• Target financial support, esp for smaller orgs 

• Ensure Charity Commission politically 
independent with clear role to protect 
independence, including right to campaign 

• Compact enforced by independent body 



 “a new settlement” 

• Government must rebuild trust, based on 
shared understanding of its value and respect 

• Challenge to leadership of sector– must stand 
up and defend itself, inclusively, articulate its 
value and why it is important 

• Umbrella organisations and charitable 
foundations have particular role 





 
A  turning point… 

  
“The voluntary sector risks declining over the next  
ten years into a mere instrument of a shrunken 
state, voiceless and toothless, unless it seizes the 
agenda and creates its own vision..” Professor 
Nicholas Deakin 
“Ministers would have us say less but in truth we 
haven’t said enough…My first and biggest plea to 
the sector in the coming years – recover the mojo, 
raise the voice, revive the anger.”  David Robinson, 
Community Links 
 
 



Ideas from Making Good 

• Sector must create its own vision and agenda  
• Prevention, becoming “agents of change,” 

working with others 
• Sector’s voice raised and heard, an effective 

Compact 
• Co-designing better public services through more 

collaboration, less competition 
• Social value much better recognised, supported, 

with new kinds of funding 
• ‘Local first’ as the default switch, power devolved 

 
 
 



The Commission on the future of the 
voluntary sector 

• Baring Foundation fund-raising, will start 2017 

• Panel hopes it will build: 
– a stronger sense of independent mission 

– new model for working with public sector 

– new funding model, particularly for smaller 
organisations 

– foster innovation and collaboration 

– How to strengthen independent regulation 

• Vital it brings in all interests across sector 

 



Conclusion 

• Voice of sector critical to better services, 
strong democracy, especially during austerity 

• Climate becoming more negative 

• The distinctive value of different parts of the 
sector – especially local, specialist voluntary 
organisations - must be better articulated and 
defended 


