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Rt Hon Andrew Lansley
Secretary of State for Health

Richmond House

79 Whitehall

London SW1A 2NS

Monday 21 March 2011
Dear Mr Lansley
I am writing on behalf of one of the Department of Health’s Strategic Partners - Regional Voices. We work with a wide range of voluntary and community groups bringing their experience to contribute to the Department’s work and thinking. It is because we know how valuable this contribution is to wider health outcomes - from community centres, exercise groups to youth work -that we are writing.

Over the past month, Regional Voices has conducted eight consultation events on the Public Health White Paper, with a further two scheduled in the next two weeks. In total these events will have been attended by approximately 1,000 voluntary sector organisations - the majority of whom work at a local level. The issue of voluntary sector representation on Health and Wellbeing Boards has been raised at each event, with universal concern about how this will be implemented and a strong desire from all that the voluntary sector should be represented on the Boards. In response to this concern, Regional Voices offered to write this letter on behalf of organisations working at the local level.

We have become concerned about the make up of Health and Wellbeing Boards. Liberating the NHS: Legislative Framework and Next Steps Command Paper, published on 15 December 2010, does suggest that representatives of voluntary sector organisations may be invited to be members.  However, we are extremely worried about how this is being interpreted at a local level.

Although this is an area that is still being debated at the moment through the Public Health Consultation, we feel that this is an issue of such significance that we feel it should be addressed whilst the early implementer Health and Wellbeing Boards are being established.

In many areas across the country, we are being told that the voluntary and community sector will not be allocated a space on the Health and Wellbeing Board as the sector are providers of services and therefore would not have an impartial view. 

However, the reality is that whilst some of the voluntary and community sector is a provider of public services it also reflects and represents the needs of the wider community through forums or representative voluntary organisations.  Indeed, we think that this intelligence and experience from the ground level is critical to the decisions and thinking of the new Boards.  We are concerned that the Boards may miss a vital link in the work to improve health, especially of the most disenfranchised communities. Voluntary and community organisations help local voices to be heard in an organised way, ensuring that equality and reducing health inequalities are at the forefront of decision making.

We know that HealthWatch will have a mandatory seat on each Health and Wellbeing Board and the voluntary and community sector will work closely with it. However, the scope of the voluntary and community sector is far broader than HealthWatch which operates primarily in a patient or service user context. The perspectives brought by the voluntary and community sector also link closely with the wider determinants of health, helping to integrate health, public health and social care more closely.

We want to make sure this wider perspective linking to the developments around Big Society, the use of volunteers and releasing giving and charitable endeavours can be brought to play in the Boards.

The sector brings real understanding of the needs of communities and innovative approaches to solving many local challenges. In the past the sector has found it difficult to engage with the Joint Strategic Needs Assessment, with the result that many are missing key aspects of evidence about local communities’ needs.  By providing the sector with a space at the Health and Wellbeing Board, these barriers could be overcome with a resultant Health and Wellbeing Strategy which truly meets local need.

We understand that the guidance issued to local authorities in developing their Health and Wellbeing Board does permit them to consider involving the voluntary and community sector. However, this part of the guidance appears to be being overlooked in many areas because of the misunderstanding about the role of the voluntary sector beyond service provision.

We know that deciding who should sit on the Board needs to reflect the local context. However, we do think that further guidance would be helpful to remind local authorities of the full and varied role that the voluntary and community sector plays and the benefits that could be brought by having voluntary and community sector representatives on their Health and Wellbeing Board, with local areas free to decide how best to implement this.  

Regional Voices works in every area of England and would be happy to advise and link local authorities to relevant voluntary sector contacts. 

We look forward to a positive reply.

Yours sincerely
Judy Robinson

Chair, Regional Voices

c/o Suite D10 Josephs Well
Hanover Walk

Leeds LS3 1AB

Copied to: Minister of State for Care Services, Paul Burstow MP

 Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Public Health, Anne Milton MP

 Minister for Civil Society, Nick Hurd MP
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