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Foreword 

Islington’s voluntary and community sector (VCS) lies at the heart of our ambition for a 
fairer Islington.  It is able to reach and develop relationships of trust with residents and 
communities which statutory services are not always able to do.  Some of our most 
vulnerable residents will first turn to the VCS for support. The sector therefore plays an 
important role in providing a voice for the voiceless, mobilising community action and 
tackling the causes and effects of poverty, inequality, and social and economic exclusion.   

Islington’s VCS organisations have a long tradition of finding new approaches and 
developing innovative solutions to a range of social issues. They have been at the 
forefront of major social movements and helped change the face of both local and 
national policy.  Building on this history, we want to maintain a vibrant, dynamic and 
independent sector, that is able to respond directly to the evolving interests and changing 
needs of the neighbourhoods and communities we collectively serve. 

The VCS also has an important role in achieving community cohesion and other 
outcomes that we are seeking. This includes helping us deliver our public sector equality 
duty and the specific equality objectives that we have set.  Islington enjoys good 
community cohesion, and is a good place to live, study and work for most people.  
However, we know that can do more to address the third equality duty - fostering good 
relations between people from different groups.   

This means improving relationships between communities and within communities.  It is 
not just about the relationship between different ethnic groups.  It is also about the 
relationships between young people and older people, disabled people and people who 
are not disabled, people who have lived here a long time and new arrivals, people from 
different neighbourhoods or wards, straight communities and gay communities, affluent 
and poor and so on.  In particular, we want young people from different communities to 
grow up with a sense of common belonging, which also means helping them explore and 
access positive life opportunities.   

At a time when central government is cutting funding for public services and cutting 
welfare benefits for those out of work and in work, we need strong and independent 
voluntary and community organisations more than ever.  As well as providing day-to-day 
services to residents, we know that the sector can use its independence and creativity to 
challenge social injustices. Islington Council is therefore committed to continuing 
substantial support for the VCS, including maintaining our grants programmes and 
harnessing external funding opportunities. 

This strategy sets out the role we see for voluntary and community sector organisations 
in the borough in helping us to meet our priorities. It outlines the approach that we will 
take in our work with the sector and makes a series of commitments that seek to 
maximise our collective resources in an increasingly constrained financial context.  

Councillor Asima Shaikh 
Executive Member for Economic and Community Development  
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The Context for Our Strategy 

The VCS in Islington 

Islington has more than 2,200 independent voluntary and community organisations 
established for charitable, social, community or environmental benefit, rather than for 
profit.  They vary in size, work in diverse fields and specialisms, and support a wide 
range of local beneficiaries (see Appendix A). We recognise that many organisations 
whose presence help to make Islington a vibrant place to live and work, receive no direct 
financial support from the Council.  

Key parts of Islington’s voluntary and community sector have consistently demonstrated 
their ability to deliver high quality services and compete for funding. 

Current funding and support for the VCS 

Our confidence in the VCS is visible through our contracting arrangements and grant 
funding. During 2014/15, the sector secured Council grants and contracts to the value of 
£41.15 million, delivering a range of services, many of which the Council has a statutory 
duty to provide (See Appendix B).   Since 2011, 48 organisations have received direct 
grant funding of £2.3 million per annum from the VCS Grants Fund and the Advice Fund, 
enabling them to support and improve the quality of life for thousands of residents. The 
overall VCS grants fund of £3.5 million also includes grant funding provision for Direct 
Rate Relief, Local Initiatives Fund, Community Festivals Fund and the VCS Rescue 
Fund. 

We also support the sector through in-kind arrangements, such as the provision of 
premises at below market rents, the transfer of buildings on long lease, the use of 
mandatory and discretionary rate relief, or by working directly with organisations to 
develop and deliver new services.  

A harsher financial climate 

The Council has faced, and will continue to face unprecedented cuts, which have forced 
us to reduce our spending dramatically.  Between 2010 and 2016 our central government 
funding will have been cut by half. This includes savings of £38 million in 2015-16.  Over 
the next four years we expect to have to save a further £90 million.  Within this context, 
we need to meet our statutory obligations, maintain essential services and respond to 
increasing and changing needs of residents.  

We remain determined to continue making a real difference in the areas that matter most 
to local people, and the voluntary sector is a key partner in this endeavour. However, 
budget reductions on this level will inevitably result in reductions to key Council grants 
and procurement opportunities. We hope that the VCS can adapt to a harsher financial 
climate by reducing costs, becoming more efficient and diversifying income sources. 

http://www.islington.gov.uk/publicrecords/library/Community-and-living/Team-management/Collaborate-to-publish/2014-2015/(2015-02-27)-VCS-Contracts-and-Core-Grants-2014-15-Feb2015.pdf
http://www.islington.gov.uk/publicrecords/library/Community-and-living/Team-management/Collaborate-to-publish/2014-2015/(2015-02-27)-VCS-Contracts-and-Core-Grants-2014-15-Feb2015.pdf
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Our Strategy 

Our Strategy 

We see the VCS as key strategic and operational partners in delivering our vision and 
priorities for a fairer Islington. 

 

Our vision and priorities 

Islington’s Council’s Corporate Plan (“Towards a Fairer Islington”) sets out the Council’s 
vision and priorities for the next four years, what we will do to achieve them, and how we 
will measure our success. 

Our Vision for the borough is to make Islington fairer and to create a place where 
everyone, whatever their background, has the opportunity to reach their potential and 
enjoy a good quality of life.  Our priorities over the next four years are to: 

 
1. Building more Council housing and supporting private renters 

We need Islington’s VCS to 

work independently and in 

partnership with mainstream 

services to… 

Address and prevent complex 
social issues. 

Support residents to be resilient 
and independent. 

Promote cohesion and champion 
the needs of Islington’s diverse 
communities. 

Mobilise community action and 
support neighbourhoods to develop 
and grow. 

Be dynamic and responsive to local 
need in creative ways. 

Provide and signpost residents to 
high quality advice and guidance 

We will support Islington’s 

voluntary and community 

sector through… 

Funding: Including small-grants and 
partnership grants programmes, 
discretionary rate relief, and a bespoke 
training and capacity building fund. 

Contracting: Directly commissioning 
organisations to deliver services, and 
ensuring that our approach to 
commissioning favours organisations 
that deliver social value. 

Premises: Developing a borough-wide 
premises strategy that maximises the 
use of our buildings, and enables 
organisations to use these for income 
generation. 

Working strategically with key 
partners: Including the VCS and Council 
departments to provide leadership and 
build the capacity of the sector, promote 
volunteering, support fundraising, 
establish networks, maximise our 
collective impact in neighbourhoods, and 
ensure a coordinate whole-Council 
approach to the VCS 

Our Vision 

We’re determined 
to make Islington 
fairer: to create a 
place where 
everyone, whatever 
their background 
has the same 
opportunity to reach 
their potential and 
enjoy a good 
quality of life 
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2. Help residents who are out of work to find the right job 
3. Help residents cope with the rising cost of living 
4. Make Islington a place where our residents have a good quality of life 
5. Provide residents with good services on a tight budget 

Supporting a Dynamic VCS 

We want to support Islington’s voluntary and community sector to maintain and renew its 
long-standing history of being dynamic, vibrant and independent. We want the sector to 
use its independence and ability to be responsive, and to identify opportunities to 
improve quality of life for Islington residents in a rapidly changing environment.  

At the same time we need the voluntary and community sector to be connected with 
mainstream services, supporting residents to access the range of opportunities in the 
borough that promote independence and resilience including help with finding the right 
job. In order to fulfil our ambitions for Islington, we need the voluntary and community 
sector to: 

 Address and prevent deeper complex social issues and long term challenges 
that affect our residents. We need the sector to provide innovative solutions and 
high quality services (both preventative and ameliorative) that improve outcomes for 
people affected complex social issues such as, mental health, domestic violence, 
long-term health conditions and substance misuse. We need the sector to continue, 
and develop its work with particular population groups such as young people, carers, 
elderly residents and people with disabilities in these areas. 

 Support residents to be independent and resilient. We recognise that the social 
issues affecting the quality of life for Islington residents are often the consequence of 
structural issues such as the social isolation of older people, or experiences of 
disaffection and alienation amongst the young. In order to ensure that Islington is a 
place of opportunity for all of its residents we will need to work with organisations that 
support individuals to be independent and resilient and to access the range of 
opportunities available in the borough, for example through building capacities and 
skills for independent living, securing financial stability or sign-posting to preventative 
services. We need this work to improve outcomes for vulnerable residents. Where 
appropriate, we need the sector to support residents to find the right job. 

 Promote community cohesion and champion equality. We want to ensure that 
Islington is a place where people have a sense of common belonging and feel safe, 
regardless of background or life stage. We need the sector to respond to the needs of 
Islington’s diverse communities by championing equality, promoting positive relations 
and cohesion across, between and within different communities, combatting hate 
crime, and ensuring participation and access to services for all sections of the 
community. 

 Mobilise community action and support neighbourhoods to develop and grow. 
We want to support organisations that enable local communities and neighbourhoods 
to develop and grow. Across the borough, we want to mobilise community action, and 
to ensure that community resources, skills, knowledge and spaces are used to their 
full potential. At a neighbourhood level, we want the voluntary and community sector 
to work with us to ensure that residents are able to access animated community 
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spaces and a coherent offer of high quality activities, services and opportunities that 
meet local needs. 

 Provide or sign-post residents to appropriate, high-quality advice and guidance 
when residents are faced with difficulties. We want to ensure that residents are 
able to access high quality advice, guidance and legal support when faced with 
difficulties. We recognise that many residents will first turn to local voluntary and 
community sector organisations for support. We therefore need the sector to combine 
its capacity to reach some of our most vulnerable residents with the ability to link 
residents to professional advice services and mainstream provision. 

The support we will give the VCS 

There are four ways in which we will support Islington’s voluntary and community sector 
to be key partners in delivering our vision of a fairer Islington, the details of which are set 
out later in this document. 

 Funding: including partnership grants and small grants programmes, a bespoke 
training and capacity building fund, and discretionary rate relief. 

 Commissioning and procurement: directly commissioning organisations to deliver 
services, and ensuring that our approach to commissioning favours organisations that 
deliver social value. 

 Premises: developing a borough-wide premises strategy that maximises the use of 
our buildings, and enables organisations to share premises, reduce costs and 
maximise income generation. 

 Working strategically with key partners to build the capacity of the sector, promote 
volunteering, support fundraising, establish networks, maximise our collective impact 
in neighbourhoods, and ensure a coordinated whole-Council approach to the VCS 

The sorts of organisations we will we support 

To ensure that Islington’s voluntary and community sector can support local residents 
and communities, we want to support a range of organisations, including: 

 Smaller organisations that provide activities and deliver services at a 
neighbourhood level or to particular population groups. 

 Community anchors and neighbourhood centres that are able to coordinate, and 
curate a coherent offer of local services in response to the needs of the local 
community. 

 Thematic networks, which represent and articulate the needs of disadvantaged and 
excluded communities, and that ensure that services respond to the specific needs of 
different population groups. 

 Organisations that lead, challenge, and support the sector as a whole, and that 
can work in partnership with the Council to champion change, resilience and 
innovation in the sector. We need voluntary and community sector organisations that 
are able to provide strong and visible leadership to the wider sector, to inspire 
organisations to continuously improve, to share best practice, and advocate on 



 

6 

 

behalf of the sector. This could be through organisational development services to 
local groups, supporting organisations to attract and recruit volunteers, bringing 
external investment into the borough; or establishing networks to facilitate joint 
funding applications. 

Our Approach 

Our Voluntary and Community Sector Strategy responds to the needs that we have 
identified, the views expressed by local organisations in our consultation (Appendix C), 
and the Council’s priorities for the borough over the coming years. 

Our primary focus is on improving outcomes for residents. We’re determined to make 
Islington fairer and to ensure that everyone, whatever their background has the same 
opportunity to reach their potential and enjoy a good quality of life. We want to work with 
organisations that can help us achieve this aim. 

We want to support local organisations to operate in a different and fast changing 
environment. And so, our strategy is firmly focussed on helping local organisations to 
become more independent, financially resilient and better equipped to meet the 
challenges that lie ahead.  

We recognise the important role of core funding and small grants for the voluntary and 
community sector. Funding and grants of this nature provide a foundation from which 
organisations can grow and develop responsive initiatives. We also know that over the 
next few years there are particular areas where Council spending will remain significant. 
We want to ensure that voluntary and community sector organisations that deliver high 
quality services and social value are well placed to be our providers of first choice.  

Despite these commitments, we recognise that the Council’s relationship with the 
voluntary and community sector cannot simply be based on funding.  Both the Council 
and the voluntary and community sector will have to adapt, be flexible, identify 
efficiencies and collaborate in order to identify opportunities for mutual benefit. 

Our approach therefore focuses on continuing to build and develop strong, outcome 
driven partnerships between the whole Council and the VCS. These partnerships will 
need to leverage the financial resources, physical space, and expertise that our voluntary 
and community sector organisations require to be independent, financially resilient and 
responsive to local need. 

With the primary aim of improving outcomes for residents, we will look to use our 
resources to work with the sector to establish the infrastructure it needs to deliver high 
quality services and be resilient. We want to see a better connected sector, with more 
collaboration and sharing of resources between organisations and groups who share 
similar goals or who are serving the same communities. We want this infrastructure to 
support organisations whether we directly fund them or not.  

The Islington Compact sets out how local statutory and voluntary sector organisations 
have agreed to work together to improve the quality of life for residents and will be 
refreshed over the lifespan of the strategy. 

Delivering the Strategy 
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Delivering Islington’s VCS strategy will require a cross Council approach, including 
commitment from a wide range of service directorates. We are committed to working 
across the organisation to ensure that the whole Council’s approach to the voluntary and 
community sector is coherent, and that our energies and resources are maximised.  

The Voluntary and Community Sector Committee oversees the Council’s engagement 
with the Islington community and voluntary sector and to ensure value for money and 
fairness in the allocation of Council resources to the sector.  

The Council’s Third Sector Strategic Forum will serve as the primary officer mechanism 
to ensure that the Council adopts a consistent and coordinated approach to its 
engagement with the VCS.  

The Council’s Voluntary and Community Sector Development Team will be tasked with 
coordinating the Third Sector Strategic Forum. The team will be responsible for 
establishing an annual work plan, with clear milestones and reporting mechanisms to 
deliver the VCS strategy.  

Playing a role as advocate and challenger, the team will develop stronger links with key 
corporate departments and services, and with Islington’s voluntary and community 
sector. The Team will establish a work plan with our key partners to achieve the 
aspirations set out in this strategy, which will be reviewed on an annual basis. 
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Funding 

Our consultation highlighted funding as the key concern of Islington’s voluntary and 
community sector. We want the VCS to be able to focus on the delivery of its core 
services.  Wherever possible we will try and draw together funding programmes to 
simplify and streamline application processes, and establish appropriate and 
proportionate monitoring processes   

In recognition of the value of grants to local organisations and the potential for these to 
lever additional resources into Islington, we will look for opportunities to develop our 
grant and commissioning arrangements. 

The Islington Community Fund 

The Council is committed to continuing grant funding, we will maintain the Islington 
Community Fund, which will include a small grants programme, and continue our 
partnerships grants programme which will contain a responsive organisational 
development and training fund. 

1) Small Grants Programmes 

We will continue to support a range of local voluntary and community organisations 
through our small grants programme. These grants programmes are designed to support 
smaller organisations to add value to their programmes or to run one-off projects or 
activities often at a neighbourhood level and will include: 
 

 The Community Chest programme: Small one-off grants for local organisations 

 The Local Initiatives Fund: To support ward-specific projects and initiatives 

 The Community Festivals Fund: For borough-wide events that support the 
Council’s wider priorities around equalities, community cohesion and place-
shaping. 

2) Partnership Grants Programmes 

We will offer financial support to a range of local voluntary and community organisations 
and consortia of organisations through four-year funding agreements. These will be run 
on a two plus two year basis in order to allow us to have greater flexibility, create new 
opportunities throughout the four year funding cycle where resources allow, and respond 
to changing needs of the community and the sector. These grants will be available for 
organisations that are well run; provide effective services; have the potential to develop 
and where there is a strategic need for what they do and where they operate. 

Our Partnership Grants Programme will be available for small organisations that deliver 
core services through to those that provide leadership and support to the sector as a 
whole. There will be three strands to our Partnership Grants Programme, including: 
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 A Delivery Partnership Programme: For organisations that work directly with 
residents to improve outcomes in line with the priorities identified above. 

 A Strategic Partnership Programme: For organisations that provide leadership, 
establish networks and build the capacity of the VCS 

 An Advice and Guidance Partnership Programme: For organisations that 
deliver high quality, specialist advice, guidance and legal support. 

We want to ensure that the voluntary and community sector organisations are able to 
respond and adapt to challenging circumstances over the coming years. In addition to 
funding leadership organisations we will establish a small organisational development 
and training fund and work with a framework of providers to allow organisations to 
request or deliver specialist bespoke support according to need. For example specialist 
support with fundraising, management, preparation for commissioning, governance, or 
marketing and communications. 

Discretionary Rate Relief 

We will continue to provide discretionary rate relief to organisations with premises in the 
borough that provide local benefit. All registered charities will continue to receive 
mandatory rate relief from the Council which covers 80% of their rates.  We will also give 
discretionary rate relief for locally focussed voluntary and community sector 
organisations to either cover the remaining 20% (or all of their rates if they don’t qualify 
for mandatory rate relief). 
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Commissioning 
Council and other Public Sector Commissioning and 
Procurement 

We want more local organisations that deliver high quality services and social value, 
whether large or small, individual applicants or consortia, to attain greater financial 
resilience by securing contracts from the Council and other statutory organisations such 
as the Clinical Commissioning Group. 

The financial context in which we will be operating is likely to result in the funding 
available through Council contracts; collectively we will need to bid for external 
opportunities and leverage resources into the borough. To do this we need to make sure 
that the sector is equipped to compete with professional external voluntary and private 
sector providers.  We also want voluntary and community organisations to be able to 
participate in public sector commissioning processes, helping to shape the terms of 
procurement processes in order to ensure that our tenders reflect the social value 
contribution the sector can make. To do this we will: 
 

 Work in partnership across the Council and with other public bodies to establish joint 
commissioning arrangements. 

 Review our existing commissioning arrangements, monitor the proportion of contracts 
we award to Islington-based voluntary and community sector organisations and 
identify opportunities where local VCS organisations could deliver in terms of quality 
and social value. 

 Review current procurement and commissioning systems to make them simpler and 
easier to navigate and bid for 

 To work with our larger VCS organisation and encourage them to support consortium 
bids which unlock opportunities for smaller VCS organisations. 

 Produce a user guide for the local voluntary sector to explain the process and ways in 
which it can benefit.   

 Strengthen the value of community benefit and social value in our assessment of 
tenders. 

 Provide advance notice to the sector of upcoming opportunities to tender.  

 Build the capacity of organisations and offer brokerage services to help them access 
these funds, including helping them to cost and demonstrate the impact of their work.  

 

Premises 

The high cost of premises makes Islington an expensive borough for the voluntary sector 
to operate in.  Smaller organisations, particularly those in buildings owned by private 
landlords, are finding it increasingly difficult to meet costs and the sector needs help to 
find and access good quality accommodation at reasonable rents. Rising costs in 
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Islington are placing many organisations in an uncertain position and fuelling the demand 
for affordable premises.   

We want to help the sector to cut costs, share resources and access suitable 
accommodation. We will develop a Council premises strategy which will take account of 
the needs of the sector and will: 
 

 Improve the consistency and transparency of Council leases of Council owned 
premises occupied by voluntary organisations and make clear what outcomes we 
would expect to see for in-kind support of this nature. 

 Make sure that the Council’s property portfolio is allocated efficiently and seek to 
accommodate more organisations – particularly in underused buildings. 

 Explore ways in which non-residential premises on housing estates can be used to 
benefit local voluntary and community organisations. 

 To explore, where appropriate, how planning gain can be used to enable the VCS to 
access affordable, quality premises. 

 Identify and promote co-location opportunities for VCS organisations to further 
develop neighbourhood and thematic clusters of interest, and to help organisations to 
cut costs by sharing associated common services such as IT, resources, 
administration, or to support bulk purchasing. 

 Broker voluntary sector access to public premises. 

 

Working Strategically with Key Partners 

Delivering Islington’s VCS strategy will require a whole-Council approach, including 
commitment from a wide range of service directorates. Within the financial context in 
which we are operating, it is imperative that the decisions made by the Council in relation 
to funding, contracts, premises and capacity development are coherent and consistent. 
There are numerous opportunities such as the pooling of funding and cross-departmental 
partnerships. The Third Sector Strategic Forum will serve as the primary arena to raise 
changes that will impact on organisations in the voluntary and community sector. 

The Council’s complex relationship with the sector will primarily be managed by the new 
Voluntary and Community Sector Development Team. This team will be tasked with 
advancing the actions outlined in the VCS strategy. 

In addition, this team will will work with the key leadership and networking partnership 
organisations to ensure that our work, and the sector itself, creates an enabling 
environment for organisations working with local residents. This enabling environment 
will include opportunities for capacity building, volunteering, fundraising support, 
networking and neighbourhood working. 

Capacity Building 

Through our Partnerships Grant Programme, we will support local voluntary and 
community sector organisations to deliver high quality capacity building and training 
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opportunities for organisations in the borough. We will work with our strategic partners 
including Cripplegate and local businesses, particularly through the Big Alliance to: 

 

 Establish a borough-wide offer of relevant and responsive support in areas of need, 
such as fundraising, governance, organisational strategy and development, business 
planning, managing volunteers, quality standards, monitoring and evaluation. 

 Assess the range of capacity building and training opportunities available to 
organisations in the borough and where there are gaps provide grants for 
organisations to develop bespoke opportunities. 

Volunteering 

Volunteers are the backbone for many organisations and some groups rely entirely on 
unpaid help.  Although the sector leads by example, working with volunteers is resource 
intensive. This presents a challenge for small groups without staff able to take on the 
task of recruiting, inducting and preparing volunteers for placements. We will work with 
our partners to: 
 

 Ensure that infrastructure is in place to recruit and prepare volunteers. 

 Ensure access to support for small groups to deal with the necessary regulations and 
policies for volunteers. 

 Support organisations to offer placements, identify suitable candidates and manage 
volunteers. 

 Work with other funders to find ways to increase the capacity of core funded 
organisations to use volunteers, particularly through resources that they can share.   

 Maximise the benefits of volunteering from local businesses to help organisations 
develop – particularly professional services such as finance, business planning, 
marketing and developing commercial services or trading arms. 

Fundraising Support 

We will work more strategically with other local, national and international funders such 
as Cripplegate Foundation, Islington Giving, London Councils, the Big Lottery, and 
others, in order to help local organisation bring additional resources into the borough. 
This will require us to actively pursue opportunities, broker relationships and support 
consortia of voluntary organisations to unlock funding. 

Where we can, we will join bids for projects that meet our priorities.  Where we can’t, for 
example when programmes are primarily targeted at the voluntary sector, we may 
endorse the application and provide information and expertise to help organisations write 
successful applications. 

We will work with our partners to: 
 

 Establish one-to-one support and sharing of fundraising expertise across 
organisations. 
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 Identifying trusts and external grant funding and helping organisations to take 
advantage of these. 

 Support fundraising and bid-writing – particularly joint voluntary sector/Council bids 
(e.g. the major ESF employment programmes). 

 Develop and maintain stronger relationships with key funders to attract and direct 
investment into the borough. 

 Identify private sector funding and maximise the benefit from corporate social 
responsibility programmes of leading firms located in the borough, linking in with the 
Big Alliance initiative. 

 Promote and support the development of appropriate business models such as social 
enterprise models, community interest companies and trading subsidiaries for 
charities.  

Networks 

We see formal and informal networks of organisations, organised around thematic 
priorities (such as unemployment, health, volunteering, or cohesion) or demographic 
interest groups as an effective way to advance common issues, gain efficiencies and 
form partnerships for collaboration and joint-funding applications.  

We will work with partnership grant funded organisations to ensure that they establish 
open, inclusive and effective networks that deliver value to their members 

Neighbourhood-based approaches 

Across Islington too many community spaces are not utilised to their full potential. There 
is an opportunity to join-up the resources that different Council departments invest in 
local neighbourhoods to ensure that they deliver a coherent and relevant neighbourhood 
offer. 

Based on an analysis of indices of deprivation and the prevalence of long-term health 
conditions at Super Output Area level, six key geographical areas will be targeted in the 
first instance for Place Based Community Development Plans: the Bemerton Estate, New 
River Green, the Andover and Six Acres, Crouch Hall Estate, Elthorne Estate and 
Mayville Estate. As part of this we will work with our partners to:  
 

 Identify and evaluate the quality of the local community offer in relation to spend and 
need. 

 Identify gaps and find innovative ways to work with local VCS organisations to address 
these. 

 Develop a programme of action jointly with Housing and other Council departments to 
improve the coherence and quality of services and opportunities offered at 
neighbourhood community centres. 
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Appendix A: A picture of the VCS in Islington 

Background 

The size, diversity, emergent, and sometimes transient nature of civil society 
organisations operating within Islington, presents challenges to those interested in 
establishing an accurate and complete picture of the borough’s voluntary and community 
sector. 

The picture presented below brings together information from a number of sources 
including: Voluntary Action Islington, Octopus Network, London Voluntary Sector Council 
and London Borough Islington in order to provide a starting point for the Council’s VCS 
strategy.  

How many VCS organisations operate in the borough? 

Islington’s voluntary and community sector is very diverse and includes organisations of 
all types and sizes. The local scene is further complicated by the presence of charities 
with a national or international focus headquartered here but that don’t deliver local 
services.  

In 2014 more than 2,244 charitable organisations were operating in the borough.1  1,169 
were registered charities while other types of non-profit making organisations, including 
community interest companies, made up the rest.  However, this data doesn’t include 
information on the many small unregistered community groups in the borough.  Neither 
does it accurately reflect the number of active registered voluntary organisations.   

In the same year it was estimated that 400 to 450 active locally focussed organisations 
were actively operating in the borough. 2 If we also include small groups, such as tenants 
and residents associations and organisations that have engaged with or received some 
type of support from the Council – including rate relief and small grants – approximately 
700 is a reasonably accurate reflection of the number of local organisations that our 
strategy needs to address. However, it must also be recognised that up to 20 groups at 
any one time will be in the process of starting-up.  

What types of organisation exist? 

Table 2 shows a segmentation of the voluntary and community sector in Islington on the 
basis of size measured in terms of their income.  The activities and needs of large 
voluntary organisations are very different from those of small community-based 
organisations.  It is therefore important to gain an understanding of the sector in order to 
know how best to, not only provide support, but also to identify effective partnership 
opportunities.   

The majority or VCS organisations in Islington are grass roots or small organisations. 
Approximately 40% of the VCS organisations operating in the borough are grass roots 

                                            
1
Source: London Voluntary Services Council Survey 2014 

2
 Source: Voluntary Action Islington 2014 
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organisations with no paid staff and an income of less than £10,000.  30% are small 
organisations with at least one member of staff and registered charity status and an 
income of between £10,000 and £50,000. This situation demonstrates the importance of 
ensuring opportunities such as small grants programmes for local organisations there 
who by sheer number have an extensive reach into local communities. 

Approximately 9% of VCS organisations, many of whom have an Islington focus, have an 
income of between £250,000 and £1 million plus (Tiers 4 &5). These organisations can 
be considered as strategic actors within the sector, both in terms of delivery and 
infrastructure.  

Table 2: Islington VCS Organisations Categorisation by Size
3
 

 

Type of organisation Income 
Number 
(approx.) 

Examples 

Tier 1: Grass roots run by 
volunteers.  New and emerging 
groups.  No paid staff, largely 
unregistered and unlikely to own 
premises. 

Under 
£10,000 

300 

Scouts and Guides; friends of 
parks groups; community 
festivals; tenants and residents 
associations, estate based 
community groups.  

Tier 2:  Usually with at least one 
member of staff and registered 
charity status. 

£10,000 to 
£50,000 

250 
Small BME organisations; 
community arts, networks and 
forums, older people’s groups. 

Tier 3: Small/medium Islington 
focussed with at least one co-
ordinator plus other staff.  
Registered charity and/or company 
status. 

£50,000 to 
£250,000 

115 
Community centres, mid-sized 
BME organisations.  

Tier 4:  Medium, mainly Islington 
focussed. 

£250,000 
to £1 
million 

40 
Mental health, specialist advice 
groups, larger nurseries. 

Tier 5:  Large established local and 
regional charities. 

£1 million 
and over. 

30 
Large community hubs, social 
care and large children’s 
services providers. 

Tier 6:  National and regional 
charities.  Not Islington focussed. 
Largely located in south of the 
borough. 

£10 million 
plus 

Under 30 
NSPCC, Shelter, Amnesty 
International. 

What do these organisations do? 

These 700 organisations are engaged in a range of activities and many organisations are 
involved in cross-cutting work that covers a range of areas, so it is difficult to classify it 
within distinct sectors of activity.  The table below shows the primary focus for local 
organisations that we have been able to map.   

Table 1: Voluntary and Community Organisations:  Primary Thematic Focus 
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Type/activity focus Number Type Number 

TRAs and TMOs 85 Housing/homelessness 13 

Arts and culture 79 Disability 12 

BME/refugees 72 Women 11 

Children 66 Education/training 10 

Young people 53 Employment 7 

Environmental 41 Networks 6 

Faith 33 Adult social care 5 

Health 32 Business support 4 

Sport and leisure 25 Volunteering 4 

Neighbourhood Regeneration 22 VCS Infrastructure 2 

Community Centres (general) 21 Other 61 

Older people 17 TOTAL 676 

Where are Islington’s VCS organisations located? 

Islington is a small borough and the services and activities delivered by local voluntary 
organisations appear reasonably spread throughout, although we estimate that Finsbury 
Park ward has the highest number (15% of groups, but most are very small).  

Small groups are often found in wards in the north of the borough as it has a number of 
important community centres and voluntary sector hubs that provide a base for other 
organisations.  The numbers of organisations found in the north of the borough may also 
reflect the nature of the communities in this part of the borough.  For example, Finsbury 
Park ward is the most deprived ward in Islington and also and also has the largest black 
and minority ethnic population in Islington.  The vast majority of organisations in this ward 
reflect the needs of these communities.    

Islington has a long and proud history of hosting major national and international charities 
and voluntary organisations. These organisations tend to be located in the south due to 
its central London location. 
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Figure 1: VCS Location by Ward (approximate)  
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What are Community Centres and Hubs? 

There are a range of community centres in the borough – some that are Council funded, 
some that are located on housing estates, and some that are independently financed and 
run.  

These community venues offer a range of services both directly and indirectly to 
communities at the neighbourhood level, for example, early years provision, after schools 
clubs, youth clubs, over 55s clubs that provide lunch and tackle older people’s social 
isolation.  They bring together a wide cross section of Islington’s diverse local 
communities and play a key role in supporting the Council’s community cohesion 
agenda’s. 

Much of the activity delivered in our community centres is developed and delivered in 
partnership with a range of Voluntary and Community Sector Organisations operating in 
Islington.  The centres play a key role in supporting the work of the wider VCS and 
connecting local residents to the boroughs wider VCS offer.   Community centres have a 
key role to play in supporting smaller grass roots organisations, providing not only 
accommodation for activities but providing informal advice and support. 
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Between 2011 and 2015, the Council provided funding for 12 Community Hubs 
supported by Octopus Community Network through its core grants programme. 

Figure 2: Islington VCS Hubs and Community Centres
4
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Appendix B: Summary of Council VCS 
expenditure – contracts and grants 

In 2014/15 we spent £41 million with the voluntary sector.  The largest commissioner is 
Adult Social Care, followed by Children’s Services.  Voluntary and community sector 
organisations are also commissioned to deliver contracts in the areas of Community 
Safety and Environment and Regeneration. 

Council Voluntary Sector Contracts and Grants  

 

Service Area Total  

Adult Social Services (Including public health) £26.35 million. 

Children’s Services £7.51 million 

Chief Executive’s VCS Grants £2.3 million 

Public Health £1.98 million 

London Council’s Grants £1.57 million 

Community Safety £548,400 

Environment and Regeneration £448,093 

Discretionary Rate Relief £450,000 

Local Initiatives Fund* £240,000 

Rescue Fund £250,000 

Community Chest  £200,000 

Finance and Housing £189,196 
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Appendix C: Summary of VCS Consultation 
on the Council’s Support to Local 
Voluntary Organisations 

A consultation on the Council’s support to local voluntary organisations, focused on grant 
programmes in Islington Community Fund, was held from 19 June 2014 to 15 August 
2014.  

During this eight week period we received 41 responses including notes from a workshop 
facilitated by Voluntary Action Islington which was attended by 30 representatives of local 
organisations.  

Around 70% of responses were from organisations currently receiving financial support 
from the VCS Grants Fund or the Advice Fund programmes. 

A full version analysis of the VCS consultation is available on the Council Webpages. 
Below is a summary of the key issues raised by respondents. 

Supporting the Local Voluntary and Community Sector 

Partnership Working  

A strong partnership between the Council and the voluntary sector was seen as key to 
meeting the needs of local residents in the difficult times that lie ahead. There should be 
regular dialogue with key representative bodies and greater VCS involvement in setting 
priorities, designing procurements and agreeing outcomes.  

Some respondents felt that, over time, the VCS should aim for increased independence 
with a less dependent relationship and more of a partnership of equals with the Council. 

Others suggested that there should be more emphasis on collaboration, for example in 
sharing information and attracting additional resources to the borough and argued that 
the Council has a leadership role in coordinating funding opportunities and bringing 
organisations together, a ‘catalyst for creativity’. 

Funding 

Funding Landscape 

Respondents understood the financial uncertainty facing the Council beyond 2015/16 
and felt that introducing 2 + 2 agreements is a fair approach in the circumstances. There 
should be a clear and transparent process, compliant with the Compact, for the current 
review of funding and any subsequent reviews from 2017. 

Several people highlighted the value in continuing to support organisations that have built 
up relationships and trust with residents, arguing that this can’t just be transferred from 
one agency to another. However this shouldn’t mean sticking with historical patterns that 
no longer meet the needs of our communities. 
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Mixed views were expressed about social enterprises and trading models. Some felt 
these had a lot of potential to support innovation and generate new income streams. 
Others were more cautious, perceiving the opportunities for income generation as 
modest, and in most cases not as a viable replacement for grants and contracts.   

Core Grants Funding 

There was a strong feeling that the Council should continue to give grants and a view 
that commissioning often focuses on the wrong areas. There was unanimous support for 
retaining an Islington Community Fund. It is seen as a successful approach which 
provides longer term funding for organisations delivering strategic priorities as well as 
smaller grants for groups responding to very local or specific community needs. 

Users should be the most important consideration and the Council should support 
effective local grass roots organisations with a good track record in serving residents.  
Many felt that larger organisations tended to get Council funding at the expense of 
smaller groups.  The Council should consider top-slicing its large contracts to allow small 
groups to benefit. 

The Council should have fair and open funding programmes and should check what 
organisations actually do when awarding grants. 

Small Grant Programmes 

There was overwhelming agreement that current small grant programmes should 
continue. Islington Community Chest generated more comment and support than Local 
Initiatives Fund (LIF). Some respondents argued that LIF should be more transparent, 
with one suggesting a Dragons Den type approach involving ward partnerships. 
Opportunities for Islington Giving fundraising to complement small grants programmes 
should be explored. The two programmes could be better aligned to avoid the risk of 
duplicating funding awards when resources are scarce.  

Fund Priorities 

The Council’s commitment to addressing the key areas of concern to local residents – 
jobs, housing and rising cost of living – is strongly endorsed by the voluntary sector. 
Many other priorities were mentioned including health and wellbeing, community safety 
and cohesion, and provision for children and young people and for older people. 

Feedback indicated very high levels of support for continuing with current grant 
programmes: core funding to strategically important local organisations (VCS Grants 
Fund); independent advice provision (Advice Fund); discretionary rate relief; and small 
grants (Community Chest and Local Initiatives Fund).  

Joint Working and Funding 

The Council should hold the ring and play a bigger role in bringing organisations together 
and creating partnerships.  Brokering relationships and putting organisations in touch 
with each other for mutual benefit is also important. 
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Forcing groups to collaborate is not possible (the VCS is independent), but they could 
strongly be encouraged.  Similarly, good organisations could widen their remit (if in line 
with their mission) to work with others.   

The Council needs to involve the VCS at a strategic level, rather than simply inviting it to 
apply for funding.  This would encourage organisations to develop consortia and 
partnership bids.  Joint funding of organisation from larger pots would also help smaller 
groups to work together (or with larger organisations).   

The Council should also organise events, seminars and provide information to promote 
understanding and help groups to focus on the most pressing equalities issues.   

Monitoring of Performance  

Various comments were made about how the Council monitors performance. Outcomes 
were preferred to rigid targets – using a key performance framework and allowing 
flexibility for changing priorities. Monitoring should be proportionate and should celebrate 
strong performance as well as pointing out weaknesses. Some organisations would like 
more dialogue about priorities and more face-to-face-meetings with grants officers. 

Council systems and monitoring were viewed as unnecessarily bureaucratic involving too 
much paperwork and onerous reporting requirements, particularly for small grants where 
administration cost exceed the value of the grant.  Monitoring should be proportionate 
and the Council should have clearer, simpler systems - and use plain English. 

Premises 

Affordability and Availability 

Islington is a very expensive borough for the voluntary sector to operate in and the most 
popular answer by far was support from the Council to provide affordable premises and 
discounted or peppercorn rents. Smaller organisations, particularly those in buildings 
owned by private landlords, are finding it increasingly difficult to meet their premises 
costs.  

There was strong support for making better use of premises, both the Council’s own 
space and that owned by the voluntary sector. Schools and faith properties were cited as 
examples of buildings with spare capacity outside their normal hours of operation. Many 
agencies are looking for more flexible space and new community locations to deliver their 
outreach services.  

Community Cohesion, Engagement and Advocacy 

Communities must have opportunities to feedback their views and the Council has a role 
in creating and supporting this - but it should remain flexible on what it funds.  What is 
important is that activities increase inclusion and reduce marginalisation, including for a 
wider community beyond the protected characteristics such as Irish, white working class 
residents and people living within the same neighbourhood. 
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Forums and Organisations 

The importance of forums and networks (and that the Council should core fund them) 
was stressed, although this shouldn’t necessarily extend to funding a separate forum for 
each of the nine protected characteristics.  They should all be community led however.  
There were also calls for forums to have stronger links with local policy makers.   

Support Needs of the Sector 

All responses highlighted the importance of continuing to fund support for the sector. The 
most requested services were fundraising, training, information, premises, marketing and 
communications, networking, and HR. Many people commented on the difficulties their 
organisations are facing and the challenges of becoming more resilient. They would like 
more help with managing finance, ‘business’ planning, building partnerships and 
consortia, and developing new income streams. Training in social enterprise, trading and 
mutual support were also mentioned. The support needs of organisations are directly 
related to their size and scale. 

Support Needs by Organisational Size 

Type Support Required 

Tier 1:   
Under £10,000 

 Setting up – charity registration, organisational etc.  
 Using volunteers – eg DBS checks. 
 Practical development – finance management, trustees, 

developing policies etc. 
 Fundraising inc. small grants applications. 
 Finding premises. 
 Information and intelligence,  
 Developing links. 
 Accessing capacity building sources. 

Tier 2 
£10k - £50k 

 Fundraising to diversify income. 
 Communications and marketing. 
 Finance and administration. 
 Staff development. 
 Governance and trustee training. 
 Volunteer support and supervision. 
 Business planning. 
 Developing new activities. 
 Links with similar organisations. 
 Suitable and affordable premises. 
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Tier 3 
£50k - £250k 

 Business planning – inc. measuring impact and cost of services. 
 Management and staff s development. 
 Developing better links with statutory sector as well as VCS. 
 Information and intelligence. 
 Securing flexible funding. 
 Developing new services. 
 Improved access to  
 Income generation/trading (inc. private sector links). 
 Fit for purpose premises. 
 Consortia/joint working/mergers. 
 Service specific support eg. adult/children’s social care and 

accessing public sector procurement opportunities. 
 Volunteer training, support and supervision. 
 IT development. 

Tier 4 
£250k - £1m. 
 

 Links to contracts and commissioning opportunities. 
 Developing income generation inc. trading. 
 Increasing use of volunteers. 
 Professional trustees. 
 Innovation. 
 IT development. 

Tier 5 
£1m + 

 Ability to compete against external VCS organisations and 
private sector for LBI contracts. 

 Professional trustees. 
 Innovation. 

Tier 6 
Over £10m 

 Links with Islington’s VCS and Council – eg expertise and 
employment opportunities for residents. 

 

A common theme was that organisations find it difficult to know what support is available 
and to access it at the right time. Smaller groups in particular are looking for more 1:1 
advice and help with filling in fundraising applications, and more opportunities to network 
and share information with each other. They would like affordable space to be available 
for groups to share – desk space with meeting space and event space attached – close 
to where their communities are based 

Neighbourhood Services 

The concept of community based provision was widely supported and preferred to 
services centralised in Council buildings. Residents with the greatest needs are 
considered more likely to access support close to where they live. Voluntary sector 
providers rooted in neighbourhoods have an important role to play in putting people in 
touch with a broad range of services as well as enabling them to be engaged in what is 
going on in their local community.   

A wide range of services were suggested for neighbourhood delivery. Those thought to 
be most valued by residents are: 
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 Advice and information, especially around the impacts of welfare reform, including 
family support. Effective signposting and referral to other sources of help. 

 Youth and play activities – before and after school, at weekends and in school 
holidays 

 Activities for older people to  prevent isolation and tackle health problems 

 Employment support services 

 Support for vulnerable adults including mental health 

 Volunteering opportunities 

Volunteering 

All respondents stressed the importance of volunteers to their organisations and that the 
Council should support volunteering in the borough.  Some argued that volunteering is 
the core ethos of the local voluntary sector and that the Council should only support 
groups with a good track record of using volunteers. 

 

 


