Chair’s Report
This has been a particularly busy year for VOCAL and indeed for me since becoming Chair at the last AGM.

The big focus of VOCAL’s activity this year has been a strategic review about the purpose, value, and future direction of the association.  In undertaking this review we very much looked at this from the member’s point of view in terms of why people would want to join understanding that this would become much more of an issue as budget considerations intensified.  We focused on what made VOCAL distinctive, its credibility with and attractiveness to its peer group, and its relevance to the various constituencies that it wants to engage with and serve.
The real positive out of that exercise was that the key message which came back to us was that there was a real perceived value to VOCAL from professionals in the sector, and from key influencers and organisations including, in particular COSLA, and the Scottish Government.  There was a real feeling that VOCAL was filling an important gap that would not be easily filled by any other body or association.  This has been re-enforced throughout this year by the opportunities which we have had to be at the table for example at a small dinner which Fiona Hyslop hosted only last night in Edinburgh to discuss key issues for cultural services going forward and the role of local government in delivering these.

As a result of the review, we have pursued a number of actions including:

Improved relationship management practice where executive members will have portfolio responsibilities for key areas with a much more structured and formal remit and office bearers and executive members are allocated a lead responsibility for key strategic partners

Clarification of our membership and fee structure and the introduction of more structured induction for new members
Commissioning of Ekos to provide an overview of the likely impact on culture and sport in the run up to the last budget round.
Continued involvement in key strategic groups such as the cultural summit chaired by Creative Scotland and the establishment of a strategic forum for sport chaired by VOCAL bringing together colleagues from the Scottish Government, Sportscotland, and COSLA to improve policy co-ordination and advice.  
Pursued discussions with COSLA and through the All of Scotland Group about how best to engage with elected members charged with culture and leisure portfolio remits

We have also clarified our image and the scope of as part of this wider repositioning – now the ‘Association for Culture and Leisure Managers in Scotland’ so a much more inclusive membership now being sought and we have been communicating this to our members and potential members
All of these changes have been built into the revised constitution which is before you today for approval.
In terms of other areas of work we have been actively involved in, these have been focused particularly around trying to maximise the influence of and opportunities for local government in the run up to and during 2012 and particularly 2014. This has been through our representation on strategic groupings such as the Cultural Strategic Overview Group chaired by the Scottish Governmetn and intended to bring together all elements of cultural programming and activity associated with 2012 and 2014, and the strategic and operational groups associated with the Year of Creative Scotland in 2012 and the Year of Homecoming in 2014.  
We have also been pursuing discussions with the Scottish Government and Education Scotland about how best to reinvigorate work around further developing and rolling out the How Good is our Culture and Sport quality improvement framework and, particularly, the need for a national steering group, and the importance of a lead role for VOCAL in progressing this work as well as to consolidate our learning from the pilots and provide opportunities for other local authorities to get involved.
More recently, we have undertaken to update the Ekos work from last year which provided a useful analysis of the views of local government prior to the last budget round of the likely impact on culture and sport, and also the trends in relation to alternative service delivery vehicles to deliver culture and sport. The survey is ongoing and responses are still coming in. This information will be very useful in understanding how senior mangers anticipate that their services are going to be affected by budget cuts and whether culture and sport are going to be disproportionately hit in this budget round.,
The big challenge, however, that VOCAL has always faced historically and which was thrown into particular relief during this year as we looked to reposition and refocus VOCAL on the key issues we know are important to our membership and on which we need to be engaging with key partners and government, is a lack of capacity. This is not about a lack of commitment by members, the executive, or indeed office bearers but a reflection of the fact that VOCAL is funded via subscriptions and therefore has both limited financial resources and particularly limited dedicated capacity to really drive forward the key areas of work which it is now really clear that we need to pursue in order to fulfil expectations of our members and partners and fulfil our potential as an organisation.
It is issues around resource pressures and lack of capacity that have resulted, for example, in VOCAL’s inability to resource an annual conference this year or indeed to pursue the programme of seminars and networking opportunities which we know that our members want.  It is also a barrier to us developing our website into the more current, relevant, and well used resource which we want it to be.

I am therefore delighted to be able to announce today that, in recognition of the value of VOCAL as an association, the Scottish Government has kindly agreed to fund a dedicated part time resource which we know will make a huge difference to us being able to complete the journey in repositioning VOCAL as an association which we have been on since this time last year.

Capitalising on this additional capacity, therefore, key forward priorities for this year for VOCAL will be:

The establishment of a national steering group to progress the next stages for the HGIOCS quality improvement framework working with Scottish Government, Education Scotland, COSLA, and other key partners

The revamping of our website to develop it as a much more useful and relevant information resource for members, to support information exchange and debate across members, and also to support the further development of key areas of work such as opportunities around 2012 and 2014 and HGIOCS, and to showcase best practice from members

The development of a seminar series and/or a conference working in partnership with other key organisations in order to provide opportunities for discussion, debate, and influence by VOCAL members on current and future key issues

The strengthening of VOCAL’s relationship with key partners and our influence in relation to key policy debates and consultations through the restructuring and reinvigorating of our portfolio structure with portfolio leads and deputes for each one and the expectation that portfolio holders will also develop networks across VOCAL members with of those with an interest or expertise in relation to each of these areas – widening the reach and impact of VOCAL as an association

Last but not least the development of a strategic framework for culture and sport which sets out not just the value and impact of local government’s contribution and offer in these areas but also the wider impact of this, the contribution to the national performance framework, and the key longer term considerations. 
In concluding, I would say, that all of us on VOCAL had a pretty open mind at the beginning of this review process about what we would get back and were taken aback almost by the strength of feeling that VOCAL must continue.  Having heard that message what we want to do is make sure that VOCAL is the organisation that it needs to be to meet the challenges that local government will face going forward and also to be able to grasp the opportunities which are also clearly there.

I think that the representation here at today’s meeting, the nominations which we have had coming forward for executive committee membership this time around, and the invitations that VOCAL is increasingly getting to be at the table for key discussions, such as the discussion with the Cabinet Secretary last night, are all evidence that we are getting there and developing things along the right lines.  What we need to do now is keep up the momentum and use the opportunity of the additional capacity that we have now in the form of the dedicated staffing support to really press forward on the key priorities which you have helped us to identify. I look forward to working with all of you and the new executive committee to do that, to welcoming many more new members to VOCAL throughout this next year, and to seeing our aspirations for VOCAL come to fruition.
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