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Minutes – 20/3/2026
1. Welcome & Actions from Previous Meeting
The Diana Crump, Independent Chair (DC), welcomed attendees and noted that minutes were agreed from the previous meeting with no amendments. Confirmed that action points were underway. 
2. Crisis and Resilience Fund Launch and Structure: Simon Kitchen (SK) from Devon County Council (DCC) presented the new Crisis and Resilience Fund (CaRF) (slides attached), outlining its government-backed funding, structure, and the shift from blanket support for groups to targeted crisis payments. 
a. Fund Overview and Objectives: SK explained that the CaRF is a three-year programme funded by the Department of Work and Pensions, with £8.4 million allocated annually to Devon (DCC administrative area). Plymouth and Torbay will have separate funds. The fund aims to provide immediate crisis support for those in financial shock, as well as wraparound support that invests in longer-term financial resilience. 
b. Fund Structure and Allocation: SK described the fund's four main components: crisis payments, discretionary housing payments (although these are separate from the £8.4m), funding for resilience services, and community funding. The majority of the funding will be distributed through District Councils. 
c. Implementation Timeline and Challenges: The fund is expected to go live from 1 April. SK noted the challenge of balancing the need for rapid implementation and the importance of developing robust support networks, emphasising a 'review and refine' approach over the three-year period.
d. Eligibility and Delivery Mechanisms: Eligibility for crisis payments will be based on financial criteria, with District Councils serving as the primary access points. SK highlighted the need to develop alternative gateways for those who do not engage with local authorities (see below, DIAN).
e. Partnership Board and Sector Involvement: SK invited interested VCSEs to contribute to a partnership board to oversee the fund's investments and delivery. DC and other participants supported the inclusion of sector-wide and specialist representatives to ensure broad input and emphasised early involvement. DC suggested that there could be multiple VCSE places on the board as well as places for Assembly reps. 

f. Devon Information and Advice Network (DIAN): SK discussed the proposed DIAN as a central point for all support services, acknowledging that it may be best to work with existing services that deliver this or part of it already, rather than starting from scratch. With the ethos of ‘no door is the wrong door’, the network would support the idea that the crisis payment is a one-time solution, and the wraparound support creates longer term resilience. SK would welcome a working group from the VCSE sector to lead on the development of DIAN, including looking at whether it’s the right model, whether it’s viable, how it could be developed etc. 

Discussion:
· Representatives from Citizens Advice charities spoke of how well a central advice networks work in their locations but how a Devon-wide network has never quite come to fruition. They offered to share their advice to support the creation of a Devon network. 
· A comment from the audience recommended food insecurity organisations, including food banks, would need to be involved in DIAN. 
· A further comment from the audience highlighted the importance of recognising unpaid carers as a group with support needs. SK agreed but emphasised the move away from support for groups to payments to those in financial shock. Financial eligibility will be the main factor for the new system. 
· Another comment from the audience queried whether the reasons behind financial shock would be explored and offered free training around gambling addiction. Would like to join the Board. 
· A participant felt that looking through an urban lens is important and would like to bring Exeter-based expertise to the board. 
· Another participant queried whether the potential fuel crisis needs to be factored into the delivery of crisis services and the sector as a whole. SK confirmed that he had been at a meeting where it was confirmed there is no fuel crisis or any plans for rationing. It was agreed that increasing costs could have an impact. 
· It was advised by a participant that the advice should be accredited advice and backed by a good data sharing mechanism.  
· A comment from the chat suggested that it would be good to look at how smaller groups and organisations could be involved even if they aren’t formally advice-giving, e.g. lunch clubs etc. 
· SK thanked everyone in the room and felt confident that this initiative can be successful regardless of devolution and any forthcoming changes. 

ACTION: Interested parties re the Partnership Board and/or DIAN to include their names in the meeting chat. Any non-attendees to email info@tpdassembly.org. Names to be collated and sent to SK (SN). 


3. Stakeholder Engagement Strategy at Devon County Council: Nick James (NJ), recently appointed Stakeholder Engagement Lead at DCC, introduced his role and outlined plans for a new engagement strategy.
a. Role Introduction and Approach: NJ explained his remit to improve stakeholder engagement across Devon County Council, emphasising the importance of listening, relationship-building, and supporting existing engagement rather than disrupting it. He highlighted the need for joined-up internal and external communication.
b. Consultation and Co-Production Preferences: Participants expressed a preference for early involvement in strategy development, favouring co-production over critiquing completed drafts. The value of accessible, inclusive consultation processes and the need for centralised systems to support engagement was emphasised.
c. Capturing Diverse Voices and Accessibility: Concerns were raised about last-minute, online-only consultations that exclude some service users. NJ acknowledged the importance of creative, ongoing methods to capture a wider range of voices and suggested using collected data for multiple purposes to reduce consultation fatigue.
d. Member Involvement and Future Plans: NJ noted strong interest from elected councillors in effective engagement and outlined plans to develop a stakeholder engagement strategy, potentially prioritising key areas of work (although whether it’s general or more focused has not been decided yet). He invited further conversations with sector representatives to inform the strategy.

ACTION: Anyone who wishes to have a further discussion with NJ to put their contact details in the chat or email info@tpdassembly.org. SN to collate and forward to NJ. 

4. VCSE Assembly Governance and NHS Funding Update: DC and Julia Boas, Deputy Chair (JB) updated the group on the VCSE Assembly's successful bid for ICB funding, plans for infrastructure grants, and the move to incorporate as a charity with a wider membership model, aiming to strengthen sector advocacy and accountability.
a. NHS Funding and Grant Programme: DC announced the Assembly's success in securing £1.2 million per annum over five years from the NHS Peninsula ICB, with grants to support VCSE organisations in Devon, Plymouth, and Torbay to deliver work aligned with NHS priorities such as digital transformation, prevention, and community-based care.
b. Governance Arrangements and Incorporation: JB outlined plans for the Assembly to incorporate as a charity limited by guarantee, establishing a wider membership model to ensure transparency, accountability, and sector-wide representation. The process will take place over the first quarter of the financial year. The governance model is designed to avoid duplication and add value to existing sector activities.

A participant in the chat commented on making sure that it is not always 'the usual suspects' who are involved in the Assembly and to make it clear smaller organisations with very limited resources can be involved, or from sectors who aren't traditionally supported by the infrastructure organisations.

5. Local Government Reorganisation Consultation Response: Diana summarised the Assembly's approach to the local government reorganisation consultation, focusing on advocating for early and effective engagement with the VCSE sector and criticising the lack of impact assessments in the government's proposals. It was generally agreed that the consultation questions were inaccessible and not suited to the expertise of most respondents, highlighting the need for more relevant and understandable engagement processes in future.
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