
 
 
 

Empowering Communities 
Steering Group Meeting 

 
8th July 2026, 14:00-16:00 

 
Sparks Floor, Carrow House,  

301 King Street, Norwich, NR2 1GA  
 

MINUTES 
   

 

Present: 
Fin Doktor – Voluntary Norfolk (minute taker) 
Hannah Edge – Norfolk County Council (chair) 
Helen Haynes – Voluntary Norfolk/Momentum 
Jessica Luce-Rackham – Your Own Place  
Lou Gardiner – ACE 
Nicky Stainton – Voluntary Norfolk  
Sarah King – Norwich Unity Hub  
Tabitha Nolan – Fen Zen  
Tasha Cobb – Voluntary Norfolk 
Tasha Higgins – CAN 
Willow Farrell – FUSE 
 
Apologies: 
Amy Griffiths – The Feed/ Norfolk Business Board 
Anne Tansley Thomas – Norfolk County Council  
Ben Scarlett – NCAN  
Michael Kitching – Voluntary Norfolk 
Rik Martin – CAN 
Tim Gardiner – Norfolk & Suffolk VCFSE Assembly  
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
 
1. Welcome and intro to the Steering Group and our ways of working 

Attendees introduced themselves and their organisations. Introductions were also 
shared for invited members who were unable to attend. 



It was noted that the Empowering Communities (EC) Steering Group is the successor to 
the EC Board. The purpose of the Steering Group, along with the structure and format of 
future meetings, was outlined. 

Tasha Cobb advised that the partnership has not yet formally begun working with 
Suffolk ArtLink but will be meeting with Claire Atherton to invite her to join the Steering 
Group as an advisory member. 

ACTION: Group structure to be formally written out in an accessible, visual 
format and circulated (currently it is written in our Terms of Reference). 

 

2. Discussion of key challenges and opportunities and horizon-
scanning 

As this was the first meeting of the newly formed Steering Group, members and ECP 
delivery partners used the session as an opportunity to sense-check their experiences 
of working within the VCSE sector, reflect on themes emerging across their networks, 
and consider whether these aligned with wider sector intelligence. The discussion was 
intended to inform the Partnership's current and future priorities by exploring where ECP 
is already adding value, where there may be gaps in support, and what opportunities 
may exist for further development. The themes discussed should therefore be 
considered alongside other evidence sources, including the State of the Sector Survey 
and ongoing engagement with organisations across Norfolk. 

Members held a wide-ranging discussion around the key themes that had arisen from 
feedback shared by members ahead of the meeting. This included financial 
sustainability, access to funding, capacity and workforce pressures, volunteering and 
leadership gaps and collaboration. 

• There was concern that while some larger donations may have increased, 
smaller and regular donations from the public have become less frequent.  

• Members noted the absence of a shared system for measuring impact across 
Norfolk and Suffolk, which makes it harder to evidence the sector’s value 
consistently and to influence commissioning and investment decisions. 

• Discussion on procurement, social value and the importance of retaining 
investment locally. There was agreement that stronger local data and a shared 
language around social value would help demonstrate the benefits of working 
with VCSE organisations and locally rooted providers. In Greater Manchester, for 
instance, cost-benefit analysis and transparent data have been used to make the 
case for investment in the sector.  

• Members discussed opportunities to embed social value more effectively into 
commissioning, contracts and planning-related investment, following recent 



policy change. An opportunity was noted for VCSE sector to help connect 
investment to local causes and communities.  

• Members also reflected that Norfolk has made progress in breaking contracts 
into smaller lots and making procurement more accessible to smaller VCSE 
organisations but stressed the need to protect and strengthen this approach 
through local government reorganisation and devolution. 

• The group discussed Norfolk County Council’s Local Growth Plan and associated 
action plan, noting that progress is likely to remain limited while local 
government reorganisation and devolution are unresolved and while there is no 
dedicated resource to drive delivery. It was agreed that future meetings should 
include an update on the Local Growth Plan and other projects being prepared 
for future mayoral or devolved funding opportunities. Chris Starkie was named 
as a relevant person of contact, also Amy Griffiths who is an advisory member of 
the Steering Group. 

 
ACTION: TC to ask Amy to update on the Growth Plan & associated economic 

opportunities at next meeting. TC or HE to contact Chris Starkie for an update. 
 
• Collaboration was identified as both an opportunity and a challenge. Smaller 

organisations may struggle to participate in joint bids or partnerships because of 
limited capacity, uncertainty over lead partner arrangements, payment terms, 
subcontracting, governance and perceived risk. The group discussed whether 
ECP could support by sharing examples of good collaboration, helping to broker 
partnerships, and helping organisations understand practical models for joint 
tendering and delivery. Members also highlighted the importance of funding the 
time needed to collaborate, particularly for small organisations, and helping 
build capacity for leaders to do this work. 

 
ACTION: Explore ideas for promoting good practice in collaborations and 

partnership, and potential for ECP to broker or facilitate these. 
 
ACTION: Identify possible funds to apply to, in order to support partnership-building 

work. 
 
• Members raised concerns about complex and disproportionate grant application 

processes, particularly where small grants require significant time and 
documentation. It was noted that burdensome processes can exclude smaller 
organisations and social enterprises, and that feedback from the sector has not 
always led to change. 

• Members also discussed tender processes and frameworks and the need to be 
“tender ready” at all times. Tabitha highlighted the lack of awareness among 



smaller organisations about commissioning frameworks, e.g. NHS Social Impact 
Framework. Could ECP support smaller orgs to get on these frameworks? 

• In horizon-scanning, members considered the implications of devolution and 
local government reorganisation. The group noted the need to understand which 
functions and funding streams may sit with a mayoral authority and which may 
remain with future unitary authorities.  

 

3. Recap of ECP Year 5 Plan and looking ahead 

The ECP plan has been aligned with NAVCA’s four pillars of infrastructure. Current 
priority areas are: funding support; volunteering support; networking and partnerships; 
campaigning, voice and advocacy; and information-sharing. There was agreement that 
future plan documents should include clear outcomes or success measures, such as 
KPIs, alongside the activity plan. These are currently included in the grant agreement 
but not in this document. Members would also like to see included an update on 
delivery against the plan so far. 

ACTION: TC to add KPIs and measures to Year 5 Plan document, update the 
 document to reflect delivery so far and share. 

ACTION: Ahead of next meeting, partners to create draft Year 6 Plan and 
 circulate for comment. 

A major theme was the need to balance support for organisations of different sizes. 
Around 70% of organisations engaging with ECP are small (<£500k p.a.), and it was 
agreed that infrastructure support should continue to prioritise their needs while still 
creating meaningful spaces for larger organisations to contribute and “pay it forward”. 
The VCSE Leadership Network represents an opportunity to encourage these 
behaviours as there is a mix of larger and smaller organisations signed up – how do we 
encourage and formalise this way of working? Could we invite organisations to set up 
informal mentoring relationships? 

ACTION: Members to consider ways in which the Leadership Network could act 
 as a springboard for larger VCSEs to support smaller ones. 

The discussion also highlighted the importance of collaboration, networking and place-
based engagement across Norfolk. Geographical barriers remain a significant issue, 
particularly for organisations in West Norfolk and other areas outside Norwich. There 
was support for using local connectors and trusted local people to help engage 
communities and organisations in different parts of the county. 

4. Introducing the State of the Sector Survey 2026 



The State of the Norfolk VCSE Sector survey is an important evidence base for 
understanding the needs, challenges and opportunities facing the sector. The next 
survey is planned for release in the week commencing 27th July and will be open for six 
weeks, closing 14th September. Participants will be asked to comment on the draft 
before it is finalised, with the aim of increasing responses from a broad range of 
organisations and improving the evidence available for advocacy and planning.  

ACTION: TC to share the draft State of the Sector survey for comments. 

ACTION: Once live, all members to share with their networks and encourage 
 take-up among as diverse a range of organisations as possible. 

5. Update on LGR and LA working groups 

Due to time constraints, it was agreed that this agenda item would be moved to the next 
Steering Group meeting. 

Participants asked for clearer, accessible information for the sector, such as a one- or 
two-page fact sheet explaining the likely timeline, what is known, what remains 
uncertain, and how LGR differs from devolution. Regular sector briefings, like those run 
jointly with ECP last summer, on Local Government Reorganisation and devolution were 
also requested. 

ACTION: HE to produce fact sheet on LGR and devolution, to be circulated. 

ACTION: HE to share item slides and scope options for regular  briefings.  

 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

 

Next meeting: 

Thursday 8th October 14:00-16:00 at Voluntary Norfolk office. 

 

Points for next meeting agenda: 

• Update on Local Growth Plan and action plan - AG 
• Update on LGR and devolution - HE 
• Update on Norfolk & Waveney Vision for Volunteering - NS 
• Discussion of ECP Year 6 Activity Plan - TC 
• Update on VCSE Open Letter and next steps – WF/TC 

 



 


