Policy to Support Volunteer Centres 

Department of Community Rural & Gaeltacht Affairs

Background
1.       In March 2005, the Department of Community, Rural & Gaeltacht Affairs (D/CRGA) announced a package of measures to support volunteering, which included providing core funding for the then eight local volunteer centres in existence, and funding for Volunteering Centres Ireland (VCI) as a national organisation to support the development of the network of local volunteer centres.  Under the Towards 2016 Partnership Agreement (2006) increased funding was provided in support of volunteering and further volunteer centres were provided with funding by the Department.  Twenty-one centres are currently being supported by the Department, a list of which is attached as Appendix 1.  

2. 
Following a review of the operation of the volunteer centres in 2008, a new policy to support the work of the centres has been developed, the key elements of which are set out below.  

Minimum level of quantifiable service standards

3. 
To provide a clear and quantifiable framework for assessing the delivery of service by volunteer centres in the future, each centre will be required to provide the following minimum service standards: 

· a volunteer-centred placement and support service; 
· supports for not-for-profit organisations; 
· to market and promote volunteering; and 
· ensure internal good practice.
4. 
Minimum expected standards will be based on the VCI  document, "A Quality Standards Document for Volunteer Centres in Ireland". Adherence to this framework will ensure a minimum level of service standards is achieved. Evaluation is also seen as a capacity building tool to bring about high quality delivery of core functions. VCI will facilitate a performance improvement framework.  While it is acknowledged that the services volunteer centres provide are not always captured in raw statistics, evidence of a transition to best practice and a more standardised approach to developing work-plans and setting targets adopted across the network of centres will be required. 

5. 
Additionally, volunteer centres will be required to occupy a physical space as well as a virtual one, and be open to all non-profits and all kinds of volunteers (i.e. not just sports; not just employees) within a county-wide geographic remit (in some cases local authority wide).  There will be a base-level expectation regarding opening hours and other operational details. Volunteer centres will be required to facilitate Garda vetting of local volunteers and other necessary supports not available to volunteer-involving organisations. They will also be required to have a Board of Management and to be in compliance with relevant regulatory legislation. 

Robust evaluation procedures 

6.    The VCI Quality Standards document incorporates a workbook listing examples of indicators and volunteer centres will be assessed in relation to it. The assessment process will be based on this workbook. Volunteer centres are required to develop an ‘evidence portfolio’ for submission. Wishing to draw on the collective knowledge and experience of VCI and the volunteer centres currently in existence, assessments will be by way of peer review, involving representatives from VCI, D/CRGA and volunteer centre managers on a rotating basis.  It is envisaged that a minimum of 20% of volunteer centres will be reviewed each year and the review process will be managed by VCI. Emerging centres will be required to receive approval from the peer review group prior to being awarded funding by the Department.  All centres are required to complete a self-assessment based on the Quality Standards workbook by the end of October 2009.  These self-assessments will form the basis for the peer review process going forward.

7. 
In addition, a number of volunteer centres will be selected for inspection by the D/CRGA’s Inspection Services Directorate (ISD) and the grant payments made in the previous calendar year will be examined. The selection of centres for inspection will be based on appropriate risk analysis criteria to cover at least 5% of the total yearly grant payments from the Department. The role of ISD will be to carry out checks that take the form of an inspection of documents sourced from the Department, followed by an inspection of the volunteer centre. The outcome of the inspections will be recorded on an inspection report form, which will be submitted to the D/CRGA for due consideration and appropriate follow-up action. 

Guidelines regarding funding, staffing, conditions of work
8.
In light of current economic circumstances, resources are not available to the Department to support the further expansion of the network of volunteer centres in the short term. Any future expansion would therefore be dependent on financial resources becoming available to the D/CRGA, and would take population density and geographic spread into account.
9.
A multi-annual funding structure will be implemented for volunteer centres, subject to available resources, to include a contribution towards staffing and running costs. Subject to funding being available, there will be a contribution towards one full-time member of staff for the development of a centre, leading to one full-time manager and one full-time (or equivalent) placement officer, where appropriate. 

10.
The Department’s contribution will, therefore, lead to the provision of funding towards up to two full-time members of staff in total. Costs of appropriate overhead expenses will be calculated based on factors that include population size, geographic spread, rurality and socio-economic factors. Agreement with other local stakeholders will be sought to share the costs of overhead expenses. The level of funding provided will also be dependant on service delivery - volunteer centres which satisfy the intermediate/advanced criteria, as set out in the VCI quality standards document, will be prioritised for support. 

11.
The Department’s financial contribution to volunteer centres will take account of reasonable overhead costs and elements of staff costs. In this context the employer role of Volunteer Centres in relation to recruitment and remuneration of staff is recognised. The Department notes also that volunteer centres will be guided by VCI’s recommended salary scales. In this regard Volunteer Centres may also seek to fund elements of staff costs, including remuneration, from other donors/sources.  
12.
VCI or funded volunteer centres will be required to be involved in recruitment procedures.  The Department will not be involved in the recruitment process.  

Cost sharing with local agencies 
13.
At present, a number of local partnership companies, local authorities etc make contributions towards the funding of their local volunteer centre. However, the practice is not uniform and the amount contributed varies considerably. It is critical that volunteer centres develop synergies with other relevant stakeholders to ensure their long-term financial sustainability.  An agreed approach to cost sharing will be sought with local stakeholders, such as local authorities and partnership groups. Support from these organisations will promote greater local ownership of the objectives of the volunteer centre. In encouraging local partnership companies and other stakeholders to support the volunteer centres, the countywide role and specific functions of the centre must be understood by all parties. Centres should, however, retain a large degree of autonomy in order to best serve the community as a whole. The optimum model, which has been adopted in several instances, is where a centre receives funding from several sources, including stakeholders, but retains the necessary autonomy to carry out its activities in a best practice manner.

Conditions for renewal of contracts and new centres

14.
At present, there are 21 volunteer centres in receipt of core funding from the D/CRGA. The relevant provisions of this policy document, which have been formulated in conjunction with VCI, will form the basis for renewal of contracts with the Department. In addition, new volunteer centres seeking support from the Department  (when resources might permit this in the future) will be required to fulfil conditions set out in this policy.  Assessment will be carried out jointly by the Department and VCI to ensure best practice. Contracts will be subject to renewal every three years.

Role of VCI 

15.
VCI is the national organisation whose responsibility includes representing the network of volunteer centres. Specific functions of VCI include facilitating the network of volunteer centres; developing best practice within the network; representing the network nationally, cross-border and internationally; managing the database used by member centres as well as the website www.volunteer.ie as a conduit for volunteering; overseeing the monitoring and evaluation of the volunteer centres and assessing new applicants.

16. 
In order to streamline administration of the funding scheme for volunteer centres, membership of VCI will be a condition for funding by the Department. In circumstances where membership of VCI is either revoked or suspended, no payment shall issue from the Department until membership has been restored. There are a number of advantages in having the volunteer centres as members of the VCI network: 

· VCI member centres share a common IT database management system, allowing comparative analysis and evaluation on a county by county basis; 

· It provides for agreement across the network on the role of the volunteer centres and provides the public with a clear understanding of the services provided by the centres; and, 

· It provides for common evaluation and monitoring procedures, with the co-operation of VCI. 

Future role of volunteer centres

17.
A countrywide network of volunteer centres represents a potentially valuable asset for the community & voluntary sector as a whole. Maximising the potential of the volunteer centres will require the involvement and co-operation of the wider community & voluntary (C & V) sector and opportunities will arise for joint initiatives and synergies to develop between the network and other stakeholders. Volunteering is not a segregated activity that takes place in a discrete space separate from the rest of society. It is critical, therefore, that volunteer centres develop synergies with other relevant stakeholders including educational institutions and the local C&V infrastructure.  

18.
In particular, there will be opportunities to develop joint initiatives in schools and third-level institutions to encourage and facilitate the involvement of young people in volunteer activities. Other opportunities include developing the network of centres for training or information for other C&V actors e.g. in the area of charities legislation.  There is evidence that assistance is required for volunteer-involving organisations to become more pro-active in the support they provide to volunteers, particularly in relation to training. The Department recognises the importance of positive volunteering experiences for volunteers and sees as an objective of volunteer centres, the promotion of good practice in working with volunteers through the delivery of training and support.  The challenge for the voluntary sector is not just about increasing the numbers of volunteers but also about developing good policies and practices with regard to volunteers and volunteer-involving organisations.

Department of Community, Rural & Gaeltacht Affairs 
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Appendix 1. 

List of Volunteer Centres currently funded by the Department

1.
Carlow

2.
Cork

3.
Drogheda 

4.
Donegal

5.
Dublin City South

6.
Dublin City North

7.
Dun Laoghaire/Rathdown

8.
Fingal

9.
Galway

10.
Kerry

11.
Kildare

12.
Limerick City

13.
West Limerick

14.
Mayo

15.
Meath

16.
Monaghan

17.
Sligo

18.
South Dublin County

19.
South Tipperary

20.
Westmeath

21.
Wicklow
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