Summary of findings on campaigning issues
1. Introduction 

In a time of record low turnouts to national elections, campaigning is becoming increasingly important to get voices of civil society heard. We live in a society where large numbers of people feel that national politics and politicians do not represent them or respond to their needs. For many of our fellow citizens, it is campaigners who make the crucial connections between politics and problems in their everyday lives, and who can stir people into action to tackle injustice. 


While Britain has many examples of large successful campaigning organisations, there are countless smaller organisations, volunteer groups and individuals with few resources – often working to improve their local communities - who should also be heard on issues that matter to them and valued for their efforts. 
  

Various research reports, as well as government statements, have highlighted the importance and value of campaigning, including:

· “It is massively in the interest of politicians to champion your campaigning role,…not by picking causes but by supporting your right and ability to campaign and by opening up to government your voice.”
   
· Campaigning “…targets root causes…is sometimes the only game in town…provides a voice for the disadvantaged…”
  
Additionally, a 2002 study found that collective action can be good for you.  
"The…message from this research therefore might be that people should get more involved in campaigns, struggles and social movements, not only in the wider interest of social change, but also for their own personal good."

Many, if not most, people will know about some of the more iconic or long-standing campaigns and movements that have brought about real change and/or mobilised millions.  These include the anti-apartheid campaign, Suffragettes, Make Poverty History, the US Civil Rights movement, and Fair Trade.
With the bulk of media attention focusing on global and national campaigns and protests, it can be easy to forget that much campaigning taking place across the UK is at a regional or local level. Individuals and groups are taking action on all kinds of issues.
2. Background Information
In August 2009, the Sheila McKechnie Foundation (SMK) and NCVO’s Campaigning Effectiveness team jointly produced a discussion document on issues that were impacting on the ability of organisations and individuals to campaign.  The paper was based on a wide range of research, anecdotal and other information gathered by both organisations, and was drawn together to help kick start the discussion on what the most critical issues are for campaigners as we approach a General Election in 2010. 
This summary is an update of the discussion paper, and includes the issues that dozens of campaigners and campaigning organisations told SMK and NCVO that they were concerned about, as well as responses to an online consultation survey that aimed to gain greater depth and detail to supplement the wider findings
.  Most importantly, it pinpoints the priority issues for campaigners in the run-up to the General Election
The initial discussion paper deliberately did not focus in detail on two issues.

One was funding, as the need for suitable and sustainable funding is an on-going and critical concern for the voluntary sector, whether our work involves campaigning or not.   Despite this, funding is seen as one of the important issues in the online consultation.  The second issue not raised was capacity building and support services.  SMK and NCVO wanted respondents to tell us what was important to them, without us prompting certain responses.  We did not want the online consultation to be incorrectly viewed as an attempt to gain support to be able to lobby for infrastructure funding.  This means that the many consultation responses that requested more capacity building and support were identified as critical by respondents themselves. 
3. Key Findings

The background research and information, combined with the consultation responses, demonstrated that:

· Campaigning work is not known, understood or valued enough - by politicians, the public or other sectors
· Having real influence is problematic due to the attitudes of some politicians and officials
· The VCS should be doing more to measure, demonstrate and promote the impact of our campaigning

· There is insufficient capacity building and support available, in particular to those campaigning at regional or local level
· Funding and other resources such as supporters, volunteers, time, are on-going issues for campaigners across the board, but particularly for those working at local level or as volunteers.

· There is scope for government to improve the overall environment for campaigning through good regulation, reducing unnecessary legal restrictions and being seen to welcome dissent and debate

Each section below provides more detail on these findings.

3.1) Freedom to protest as part of campaigning
Many campaigners have concerns about the freedom to protest, demonstrate, ask questions and campaign without intimidation, threat or arrest.  While protests and marches are only one aspect of campaigning, they can be highly effective and achieve wide media coverage.  They are often the most visible form of campaigning to the wider public.  There are several pieces of legislation that can impact on people’s right to protest.  

Public Order Act 1986
Environmental Protection Act 1990
Criminal Justice and Public Order Act 1994
Protection from Harassment Act 1997
Terrorism Act 2000
The law most consistently mentioned by campaigners is the Serious Organised Crime and Police Act 2005 (SOCPA), which, amongst other things, imposes restrictions on people demonstrating near Parliament.  Authorisation must be given by the Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police.  Written notice must be given to the Commissioner at least 6 days before, but if that is not ‘reasonably practicable’ it must not be less than 24 hours before.  SOCPA limits spontaneous demonstration.  In November 2009, after several years of campaigning against these restrictions, a Bill announced in Queen's Speech will remove the need for protesters to get permission from police.
This will be good news to those respondents, who, when asked what they would like a future government to do to support their right or ability to campaign, said:

· “A relaxation of the Protection from Harassment Act/SOCPA would make it much less daunting to draw attention to individual decision-makers as part of a campaign.  Current law would appear to make some important campaigning tactics illegal.”

· “Repeal the elements of SOCPA that restrict protest around Parliament.”
· As well as address “the behaviour of the police in the way they control large protests.”
3.2) Regulation 
There are three principle areas of legislation that impact upon campaigning activities, particularly those carried out by charities.

Freedom of Information Act 2000 
Communications Act 2003
Charities Act 2006

The main area for concern raised by respondents related to the Charities Act 2006.   Campaigning work by charities is regulated by the Charity Commission, under CC9 - Campaigning and Political Activities by Charities
. This guidance explains the nature and extent of campaigning that is permissible under charity law. 
· One respondent was worried that in future “there could be moves to limit the extent of campaigning by law if a government doesn’t like what campaigners tell it.”

· “..the fact that a future government might feel that it was not part of the VCS role to take part in non-party political campaigns.”

· “Keep charity guidance as it is.”

The general view is that CC9 may not be perfect but it is working, there is no good reason to change it, and every reason to keep it as the status quo.  There is also scope to ensure that charities are supported in being able to implement CC9 fully.
3.3) Value and Recognition of Campaigning
Many feel that the work the sector does to help bring about positive change is not sufficiently valued or recognised by government, the media or the public.  Additionally there is a concern that as a sector or as campaigners we are selling ourselves short and are part of the problem:

· “…it feels as if success stories are not told often enough or loudly enough.  Cynicism persists among the public but we know that campaigning really can and does work when done well.”
· “Greater understanding of the role of the voluntary and community sectors among people from other sectors.”
· “Better telling of success stories to inspire further campaigning, especially to the public.”

· “Campaigning is critical to democracy and taking action to bring about change is a vital service for the community.  Campaigning should be allowed within government volunteering schemes and other programmes as a legitimate activity.”

· “…Government to recognise that campaigners make a real difference to communities.”
· “A less hostile UK media.”
· “Get better publicity so that voluntary organisations can get the credit when suggestions they have made are actually proven to work.”

Blocks to campaigning included:

· “ People thinking they can’t do anything.”

·  “The media – inappropriate reporting, headline grabbers – makes it very difficult to get the right message across to the public.”
· “Apathy.  People feel powerless.  We are not good enough at communicating our successes; and we overpromise in order to get people to take action…”
· “Governments who are too scared of public opinion to listen and act on the facts.”
3.4) Access and Influence

Campaigners across the board are concerned about a lack of access or influence when it came to government at all levels.  The consultation respondents wanted more of some things:
· “Commitment to take community views into account by powers that be.”

· “Real commitment to involving or engaging with the VCS when developing policy.”
· “Local authorities being more open to listening.”

·  “Allow everyday people the chance to address the (local) council on decision day, to show the actual impact that their decisions will make.”

And less of other things:
· “Consultation being treated as a tick-box exercise.”

· “Self-serving politicians/officers ignoring and riding roughshod over people.”
3.5) Capacity building and support
The need for on-going, better or more capacity building and support was expressed by campaigners working in all types of circumstances: wages/unwaged, national or local, etc.  All of the consultation respondents who said they were campaigning as part of local or volunteer groups stated their need for capacity building and networking support.

· “Capacity building/training support for campaigning groups.”
· “Better networks and learning within the sector specific to campaigning – this would hopefully mean staff can get easily clued up about what campaigning involves.”
· “The training support for campaigning that currently exists has been vital for many in the VCS, especially small frontline groups, but is likely to go or be reduced post-election when the cuts come.”

· Voluntary organisations being helped to “…find out who actually makes the decision so we can target them effectively.”

· “Create a list of pro-bono advertising/PR agencies.”

· “A regular update re the political landscape in the area in which we are campaigning…who are the likely movers and shakers.”

· “Sharing even more ideas that are transferable from campaigns.”

3.6) Funding
Funding and resources is always an issue for the VCS, but in particular for campaigners, as it is one area of work that can be difficult to be funded for.

·  “More money!  I know it is obvious – but campaigning really is under-resourced and with just a small amount more we could be much more professional in our approach.”
· “The major block in the way of campaigners is often their (personal) financial situation.”
· “Funders don’t always like supporting campaigns.”

· “Make it easier for campaigning organisations to receive funding.”
· “As the depressed economy impacts on more and more people, it will be harder to raise funds and mobilise volunteers.”
4. Headline Recommendations

 The discussions and consultation have highlighted that:

· Campaigning plays a valuable role in a democracy, and is an important way that organisations and individuals take social action to tackle injustices and build and improve communities.  This is undermined by:

· A lack of public awareness of the role and impact of campaigners

· A lack of recognition by politicians or parts of government that campaigners make a real difference to communities

· The voluntary/campaigning sector itself understating its role, successes, and impact

To support campaigners:

1. The Charity Commission should retain the current CC9 guidance and ensure it is supported and implemented effectively to enable charities to campaign in pursuit of their charitable objectives. 
2. Government should ensure that the elements of SOCPA that restrict protest near to Parliament are repealed, if it is timed out in this Parliament, as well as any other laws that inhibit dissent and protest unnecessarily.
3. Government should ensure that, in the same way that volunteering is promoted as a means of contributing to civil society, campaigning is also promoted.
4. Across Government and statutory agencies, there should be greater openness and consultation with grassroots voices.

These recommendations have been turned into a manifesto statement for use by the sector in the run-up to the general election.  The statement will be available from January 2010 from SMK and NCVO.
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