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OPENING STATEMENT FROM CEO  
The role of the VCSE sector in the Tees Valley economy deserves 
greater recognition. This is a key conclusion of this report. 

The report outlines the distinct ways that the VCSE sector contributes 
to the economy in the Tees Valley. It does so directly through the 1,412 
organisations based in the region, supporting 7,413 employees and a 
further 28,890 volunteers making their contribution. It does it 
indirectly through tackling social problems that hold back the 
economy, such as economic inactivity or mental health challenges. 

The idea which comes to mind reading this report is the VCSE sector as a problem solver that 
could do so much more if it was properly brought into decision making in the region. Often the 
VCSE sector is consulted as a tick box exercise, rather than recognised as a source of expertise 
and a partner. This report makes the case for the value of consulting and engaging with the 
sector. 

If you want to tackle low levels of economic inactivity in the Tees Valley, you should work more 
closely with the sector. Engaging with people who are far from the labour market needs the 
trusted relationships and knowledge of communities that the VCSE has, and that statutory 
bodies often struggle to replicate. 

Similarly, if you want to tackle community cohesion, working towards a better world where the 
riots of 2024 in Middlesbrough, Hartlepool and elsewhere in the country are a distant memory, 
the VCSE sector is essential. Without engaging with the organisations working on the ground 
that understand the real challenges and needs of these communities, community cohesion will 
remain out of reach. 

And if you want to boost business creation and density – a core ambition within the Tees Valley 
Local Growth Plan - supporting the growth of social enterprise offers a practical route to this 
end and keeping wealth within local communities. 

In these areas and more, the VCSE sector has answers and should be a partner in policymaking 
design. The report outlines the ways this can be done. 

The VCSE sector does not exist to improve the economy. It is driven by social purpose, tackling 
disadvantage, building stronger communities, and ultimately, helping people. But the economic 
value of the sector is genuine and is clearly outlined in this report.  While there is scope to 
strengthen and deepen the evidence base over time, the case for the sector’s economic 
contribution is already clear and compelling. 

The mechanisms outlined in the report would strengthen connections between the VCSE sector 
and regional decision-making. These are not simple to put into practice. But they are worth it to 
make the economic ambitions of the Tees Valley Combined Authority and the social ambitions 
of the VCSE sector achievable through partnership. 

The Tees Valley would benefit - economy and communities alike. That is a prize worth pursuing. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
VONNE (Voluntary Organisations’ Network North East) is the membership and regional 
infrastructure body for the voluntary, community and social enterprise (VCSE) sector across the 
North East of England, including the Tees Valley Combined Authority area. VONNE exists to 
support, promote and advocate for the North East VCSE sector, ensuring it is better understood, 
valued and supported as an equal partner in decision-making. 

This report, Unlocking Potential: Recognising the VCSE Sector in Tees Valley Growth, 
discusses the value of the VCSE sector to the region and sets out the case for its recognition as 
a strategic delivery partner within the Tees Valley Local Growth Plan. It proposes embedding the 
sector as an official partner in the plan’s delivery, with defined responsibilities, representation 
within governance structures, and transparent mechanisms for commissioning and 
collaboration. Establishing such structures will enable the VCSE sector to contribute effectively 
to the implementation of the Local Growth Plan, support meaningful collaboration, and help 
ensure that economic growth reaches those who need it most. 

The report calls on the Tees Valley Combined Authority to commit to this role through stronger 
recognition of the sector’s contribution to the foundational economy, the introduction of 
meaningful engagement structures, and the co-production of solutions in system design and 
implementation. It argues that the VCSE sector is not peripheral to the region’s economic 
growth ambitions but is a partner capable of driving sustained and inclusive growth. 

Throughout this report, the VCSE sector is also referred to as civil society or the third sector. 
These terms are used interchangeably, and all describe the same group of organisations: the 
voluntary and community groups and social enterprises that work to build stronger, more 
resilient communities (National Association for Voluntary and Community Action, 2025). 

Given the region’s high levels of deprivation, the VCSE sector is a vital component of the Tees 
Valley’s foundational economy. Its impact is evident in its economic footprint, its role as a key 
delivery partner and service provider, the social value it generates, and its contribution to the 
effectiveness and legitimacy of public services. 

Reflecting the scale and significance of the sector, 1,412 VCSE organisations operate across the 
Tees Valley, supporting 7,413 paid jobs. This activity contributes an estimated £427.3 million 
directly to the regional economy, rising to £1.52 billion when wider social value is included, such 
as supporting communities during periods of social disruption and crisis. Beyond this 
employment impact, 28,890 volunteers contribute approximately 2.08 million hours annually, 
representing £25.4 million in economic value, increasing to £33.5 million when the varied skill 
levels involved are considered. 

The VCSE sector’s trusted, person-centred approaches enable it to reach communities that are 
often furthest from the labour market or underserved by statutory services. Through cross-
sector collaboration, the sector increases participation in and awareness of various 
employment and skills support, including in priority areas such as green jobs. This contributes 
to increased levels of economic activity, moving people closer to the labour market, generating 
significant social value. This in turn increases local spending and improves support for residents 
facing the greatest barriers to economic participation. 
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Collaborative partnerships delivering enterprise-support programmes and innovative financing 
initiatives are already well established across the sector. In the Tees Valley, 16.0% of third-
sector organisations operate as Charitable Incorporated Organisations and 22.8% as 
Community Interest Companies. These high rates directly contribute to the Combined 
Authority’s Local Growth Plan aims of strengthening business density and diversifying the 
everyday economy by providing a practical mechanism on which to build these ambitions. The 
social investment programmes that support these businesses already identify unmet demand, 
respond to local needs, and support long-term sustainability. By enabling business formation 
and development, they help strengthen the local workforce while also boosting business 
growth. 

Where VCSE impact figures are not referenced, this is due to the information being provided 
through case studies rather than published data. Further detail on the statistics or 
organisational examples included is available from the report authors: email addresses are 
given at the end of the report. 

This report makes recommendations that would enable the Tees Valley Combined Authority to 
begin recognising and engaging the VCSE sector as a strategic partner in regional economic 
development. Embedding the sector within foundational economy priorities would ensure 
dedicated capacity and resources, supporting service delivery and wider participation from 
underserved communities with which the sector works. Establishing structured, ongoing 
engagement mechanisms would improve policy design and transparency, while VCSE expertise 
in system design would ensure that economic strategy is more responsive, inclusive, and better 
connected to local communities. 

Importantly, the evidence presented in this report has relevance beyond the Local Growth Plan. 
National guidance, emerging government priorities, and shifts in funding and commissioning 
frameworks increasingly recognise the VCSE sector as a core part of the wider economy. While 
the Combined Authority should focus on practical steps to embed the VCSE sector within 
regional growth plans, this work also presents the opportunity to position the Tees Valley to take 
advantage of wider national opportunities, such as the coming Better Futures Fund, further 
strengthening local growth and improving access to future investment. 

Taken together, this work highlights the VCSE sector as a strategic opportunity for the Tees 
Valley Combined Authority to demonstrate leadership in inclusive growth, align with national 
priorities, and advance innovative approaches to finance. 
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Rationale and Report  Intent  
Overview of the Tees Valley Local Growth Plan  

The Tees Valley Combined Authority, working alongside the area’s five Local Authorities of 
Darlington, Hartlepool, Middlesbrough, Redcar and Cleveland and Stockton-on-Tees 
(Department for Communities and Local Government, 2017) is currently developing the Tees 
Valley Local Growth Plan (LGP). This forms part of the national government’s mission to drive 
economic growth by devolving power and funding to local areas, including through the 
development of ambitious LGPs that demonstrate each area’s contribution to national growth 
(Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, 2025).  

The plan sets out a ten-year strategic framework and is expected to be published in the coming 
months, setting the direction for investment, partnership and delivery over the next decade 
(Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, 2025). The draft Tees Valley LGP 
outlines priorities for an economic vision focused on creating quality jobs, strengthening the 
foundational economy, increasing business density, and improving skills so that more residents 
can participate in and benefit from growth. The overarching ambition is to deliver sustained and 
inclusive growth, raise productivity, and build a diverse, high-value regional economy (Tees 
Valley Combined Authority, 2024). As Mayor Ben Houchen stated: 

“This Local Growth Plan is about building on our strengths and 
ensuring that everyone in Tees Valley can share in the 

opportunities that lie ahead.” - (Tees Valley Combined Authority, 2025) 

Infrastructure, business support, and inward investment are often at the heart of growth 
strategies. While these are critical, they are only part of the picture. Sustainable growth also 
depends on the strength of the foundational economy; the everyday services, organisations and 
institutions that sustain communities and enable people to participate in economic life. 

This is particularly important in the Tees Valley context. The 2025 Indices of Multiple Deprivation 
(IMD) show that all five local authority areas fall within the most deprived half of English 
districts, with Middlesbrough ranked the lowest in the region, at 21 out of 296 (where 1 
represents the most deprived) (Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, 
2025). IMD reflects not only economic disadvantage but also wider factors relative to 
deprivation that impact an individual’s living standards. 

In areas of concentrated deprivation, the conditions that support economic participation are 
often weaker. Social barriers, such as poor health, limited access to education and housing, 
and ineffective infrastructure, can prevent individuals from fully engaging in the labour market, 
restricting both their opportunities and potential for economic development. 

These complex socio-economic circumstances underline the need for growth strategies that go 
beyond solely increasing economic output. Such strategies must also improve wellbeing, 
strengthen participation, and widen access to opportunities and resources, creating the 
conditions for genuinely inclusive growth. 

 

 

https://teesvalley-ca.gov.uk/
https://www.darlington.gov.uk/
https://www.hartlepool.gov.uk/
https://www.middlesbrough.gov.uk/
https://www.redcar-cleveland.gov.uk/
https://www.stockton.gov.uk/
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Why Civil Society  Matters for the Local Growth Plan  

The Voluntary, Community and Social Enterprise (VCSE) sector has a critical role to play in 
achieving this ambition. Through the delivery of essential services, the creation of employment 
and volunteering opportunities, and the strengthening of community resilience, VCSE 
organisations help build the wider social and economic foundations on which inclusive growth 
depends. For the Combined Authority, this strengthens not only social impact but increases 
delivery capacity that directly supports core priorities. 

Across the Tees Valley, VCSE organisations already contribute to many of these ambitions. 
Providers connect people to opportunity, reduce pressure on public services and support 
individuals to move closer to the labour market through training, advice and participation. 
Community groups address issues such as isolation and digital exclusion, charities create 
pathways into volunteering and employment, and social enterprises generate jobs while 
reinvesting profits locally. 

Taken together, this represents the first dimension of the sector’s contribution: its role in direct 
service delivery. 

Beyond this, three further factors underline why the VCSE sector should be recognised as a 
strategic partner in the Tees Valley Local Growth Plan: 

Secondly, its scale and economic footprint. As employers, service providers and 
commissioners of goods and services, VCSE organisations are directly a significant part of the 
regional economy. Their workforce, assets and expenditure contribute to economic output, 
employment and local supply chains. 

Thirdly, its generation of social value. Through whom they employ, how they operate, including 
the volunteering they enable, VCSE organisations create value that extends beyond financial 
outputs, strengthening community cohesion, building skills and confidence, and retaining value 
within local areas. 

Lastly, its role in improving the effectiveness and legitimacy of public services. VCSE 
organisations bring deep local insight and trusted relationships. Their involvement in the design 
and delivery of services enhances responsiveness, strengthens accountability, and ensures that 
public investment reflects lived experience and community need. 

Together, these four dimensions demonstrate that the VCSE sector is not simply a contributor to 
the economy, but a strategic delivery partner in achieving regional growth ambitions. 

Purpose of this Report  

This report makes the case for formally recognising the VCSE as a foundational partner in 
delivering the ambitions of the Tees Valley Local Growth Plan by: 

• evidencing the scale and economic contribution of the VCSE sector in the Tees Valley, 
• demonstrating how VCSE organisations are already supporting local growth, and 
• setting out how stronger partnership with the Tees Valley Combined Authority can 

enhance delivery and ensure the LGP is implemented effectively.
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Chapter 1: Understanding the Size 

and Economic Scale of the VCSE 

Sector in the Tees Valley  
Understanding the size of the VCSE sector, the employment it supports and the value it 
generates is essential to recognising its role within a region’s economy. Too often the sector is 
discussed primarily in terms of social impact, while its direct economic contribution to regional 
prosperity receives less attention. This chapter seeks to address this by focusing on the sector's 
economic scale and footprint in the Tees Valley. 

Nationally, the sector is a significant contributor to 
economic activity. It accounts for approximately 3% 
of the UK workforce and generates around 7.5% of 
total UK income through activities including social 
care, health provision, education and community 
services (National Council for Voluntary 
Organisations, 2024).  

Regionally, an estimated 1,412 VCSE organisations 
operate across the Tees Valley, supporting 7,413 paid 
jobs (Chapman, 2026). This workforce forms a substantial part of the region’s foundational 
economy and contributes directly to local employment, skills development and wider economic 
participation. The foundational economy refers to the sectors that provide the essential goods 
and services people rely on every day, such as housing, education, health and care (Riepl, 
2025). These are crucial to community wellbeing and underpin local economies. They also 
provide entry-level job opportunities, offering accessible routes into work. In doing so, these 
sectors play a key role in reducing economic inactivity and supporting the development of 
essential skills. VCSE organisations are a vital part of the region’s ecosystem. They employ 
thousands of people, mobilise large numbers of volunteers, commission goods and services 
from local suppliers and deliver services that underpin economic participation across 
communities. 

Teesside Mind illustrates this contribution in practice. With a recent annual income of £5.8 
million, the charity supports communities across Teesside and employs specialist employment 
advisers who help improve labour market participation in the area. Poor mental health remains 
a significant barrier to work, with UK employers facing an estimated cost of £51 billion in 2024 
due to mental-health related impacts, particularly productivity loss caused by working while 
unwell and rising levels of burnout (Deloitte, 2024). This highlights the importance of 
organisations like Teesside Mind in supporting residents to overcome mental health barriers and 
move closer to employment through their dedicated provision. 

Across the whole sector, the financial value generated is substantial. VCSE organisations 
contribute an estimated £427.3 million to the regional economy, reflecting expenditure, 
volunteering and in-kind support (Chapman, 2026).  This figure highlights the scale of resources 
the sector leverages to support growth. When wider economic and judgement values are added, 
the total contribution rises to an estimated £1.52 billion (Chapman, 2026). 

https://www.teessidemind.org.uk/
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Traditional economic metrics often understate this contribution. Standard measures such as 
Gross Value Added (GVA) typically capture only direct, market-based economic activity. As a 
result, many of the wider benefits generated by the sector, including volunteering, improved 
wellbeing, strengthened social cohesion and the longer-term value of preventative support, are 
not reflected in headline data.  

Yet these activities have clear economic 
consequences. They influence labour market 
participation, support workforce readiness, 
reduce pressure on public systems and contribute 
to more stable and resilient local economies. As a 
result, a substantial proportion of the VCSE 
sector’s contribution remains largely invisible 
within conventional economic reporting. 

As employers, commissioners and investors 
within local communities, VCSE organisations 
contribute to economic output, support local 
supply chains and retain value within the regional economy. The sector’s expertise in business 
development and enterprise also strengthens this contribution, reflected in that Community 
Interest Companies account for 22.8% of registered third sector organisations in Tees Valley 
(Chapman, 2026). Entrepreneurial activity in the VCSE sector is explored further later, where 
innovative business models are considered in relation to the sector’s role supporting local 
growth. 

For the Tees Valley Combined Authority, the VCSE sector represents a significant existing 
economic asset that is not yet fully reflected in regional growth strategy. 

The role of volunteers  

Volunteering represents a particularly important element of the sector’s impact, yet it is often 
overlooked in official measures. When the economic value of volunteer labour is included, 
research has found that the true contribution of civil society is almost double the size of the 
standard reported figure (Kenley, 2025). 

Across the Tees Valley, approximately 28,890 
volunteers contribute an estimated 2.08 million hours 
annually (Chapman, 2026). If this activity were 
delivered by paid employees, its value would equate to 
approximately £25.4 million when calculated at 
National Minimum Wage, rising to £33.5 million when 
valued at 80% of the regional median wage (Chapman, 
2026). The latter estimate provides a more realistic 
representation of the value generated, as many 
volunteer roles involve skills, experience and 

responsibilities that would command higher wages in the labour market. 

This volunteering base aligns closely with national and regional efforts to reduce economic 
inactivity, including the government’s Get Britain Working agenda and NHS-led initiatives such 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/get-britain-working-white-paper/get-britain-working-white-paper
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as the Health and Growth Accelerator (WorkWell in the North East and North Cumbria). These 
programmes aim to support people with health-related barriers into employment, alongside 
local trailblazer initiatives such as Get Tees Valley Working. In areas such as the Tees Valley, 
where 24.9% of working-age adults are economically inactive (Tees Valley Combined Authority, 
2025), progress depends on reaching communities where challenges are most entrenched.  

The VCSE sector plays an essential role in this. Trusted within communities and experienced in 
supporting individuals furthest from the labour market, it helps address barriers such as 
confidence, health, and secure housing. As a result, the sector provides an effective route for 
the Tees Valley Combined Authority to engage those often not reached by statutory provision 
and to meaningfully reduce economic inactivity rates. 

Justice First, a charity working across Teesside and Durham, exemplifies this impact. Alongside 
delivering immigration legal advice, it creates clear pathways from volunteering into 
employment. The organisation hosts university students on work placements, offers valuable 
CV building experience, and supports individuals with lived experience to progress into paid 
roles, including some who have gone on to qualify as immigration advisers. 

By widening pathways into employment and diversifying participation, volunteering within VCSE 
organisations contributes to the region’s ability to grow and retain a talented workforce. By 
supporting people who are least likely to engage in work to move closer to employment, the 
sector encourages greater participation and helps ease pressure on public services. 

Strengthening economic resilience  and stability  

The VCSE sector also plays an important role in supporting economic resilience and stability 
within local communities. 

This was demonstrated clearly during the riots that affected parts of the UK in the summer of 
2024, including significant disorder in Middlesbrough. The disruption had immediate economic 
impacts for local businesses, with national analysis indicating that 47% of affected businesses 
were forced to close temporarily, while many experienced property damage, theft or stock 
losses (Arthur J. Gallagher & Co., 2025).  

In the aftermath, VCSE organisations were among the 
first responders on the ground. Local groups supported 
clean-up efforts, assisted affected residents and 
businesses, and helped rebuild trust within communities 
(Middlesbrough Voluntary Development Agency, 2024). 
More broadly, VCSE organisations continue to provide 
services that strengthen community cohesion and 
stability, including debt advice, youth services, 
employment support and safe community spaces. 

The VCSE sector continues to be relied upon during 
periods of disruption, owing to its established role as a 
trusted anchor within communities. Achieving genuine 
community cohesion requires local government to work closely with communities to 
understand their needs, challenges and the factors that drive instability. This is only possible 
through collaboration with the VCSE sector, via local community groups embedded in 

https://northeastnorthcumbria.nhs.uk/our-work/workwell-programme/
https://teesvalley-ca.gov.uk/work/get-tees-valley-working-plan/
https://justicefirst.org.uk/
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neighbourhoods that understand the realities facing different communities and hold the trust 
needed for meaningful engagement. Their insight and relationships make them critical partners. 

While these contributions are not always captured in conventional economic statistics, they 
directly support the conditions needed for investment, business confidence and long-term 
economic growth. Cohesive, supported communities are more resilient to economic shocks 
and more attractive environments for businesses and investors. 

A connected infrastructure across the Tees Valley  

The VCSE sector in the Tees Valley is underpinned by a network of local infrastructure 
organisations that coordinate, represent and support VCSE groups across the region. 

Infrastructure organisations representing Hartlepool, 
Middlesbrough, Redcar and Cleveland, and Stockton-
on-Tees work collectively through the Tees Valley 
Infrastructure Partnership (TVIP), alongside VONNE and 
Tees Valley Rural Action. This collaboration strengthens 
the sector’s capacity, enables share learning and 
amplifies the voice of communities. 

For the Combined Authority, this provides an established 
and effective mechanism for engagement and 
partnership with the sector. It creates a clear route 
through which the VCSE can contribute to programme 
design, delivery and evaluation as the LGP moves into 

implementation, helping ensure that activity is informed by local insight and delivered more 
effectively. 

Chapter Summary  

This section highlights the significant scale and economic contribution of the VCSE sector 
within the Tees Valley. Through its workforce, volunteers, services and community reach, the 
sector forms a vital component of the foundational economy. 

Recognising this contribution within regional growth strategies will help ensure that economic 
interventions reflect how growth is created and sustained in communities. As the Local Growth 
Plan moves from strategy to delivery, stronger partnership with the VCSE sector will enhance 
delivery capacity, strengthen economic resilience and bolster economic activity and growth in 
the Tees Valley. 

In the next chapter we explore in more detail how the sector delivers this value.

  

https://www.hartlepoolcommunitytrust.org.uk/
https://mvda.info/
https://www.rcvda.org.uk/
https://www.catalyststockton.org/
https://www.catalyststockton.org/
https://www.vonne.org.uk/why-charity-sector-important-local-growth
https://teesvalleyruralaction.co.uk/
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Chapter 2: How VCSE Organisations 

support local growth in the Tees 

Valley  
To achieve its ambitions, the Tees Valley LGP must be delivered through systems that can reach 
all communities, particularly those facing the greatest barriers to economic participation. VCSE 
organisations play a critical role in doing this.  

Beyond their measured economic impact, VCSE organisations across the Tees Valley generate 
substantial wider social value. Through inclusive employment practices, person-centred 
support, and opportunities for individuals to build confidence, skills and participation, the 
sector helps create the conditions in which communities can thrive and economies prosper. 

The sector already delivers services designed to meet immediate community needs. In doing 
so, they directly contribute to the priorities set out within the draft LGP; strengthening the 
everyday economy, connecting more residents to local growth, and creating the conditions for 
our communities to thrive as attractive places (Tees Valley Combined Authority, 2024).  

The VCSE sector does not operate at the margins of economic strategy, but at its core. Its work 
enables individuals to engage with opportunities, sustain employment and contribute to local 
economic activity. 

VCSE ‑Led Approaches to Employment Support  

VCSE organisations across the Tees Valley deliver targeted employment and skills support that 
complements and enhances statutory provision. 

Based in Darlington, Tandem provides a clear 
example of this approach. The organisation works 
with a broad network of cross-sector partners, 
including local schools, councils and retailers and 
other employers, higher‑education providers that 
help upskill residents, and other VCSE 
organisations that offer expert advice, guidance 
and tailored support. This directly supports the 
LGP’s ambition to improve workforce participation 
and develop the region’s skills base. VCSE 
organisations are uniquely positioned to address 
the multiple barriers to economic inactivity by 
providing flexible, person-centred support that 
statutory services, with their narrower remit, are 
often unable to provide. In turn, public services 
complement and strengthen the VCSE offer by providing clear progression pathways and 
specialist employment and skills support.  

 

https://www.tandem.org.uk/
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This work demonstrates how cross-sector partnerships can amplify the reach, impact and 
overall effectiveness of employment support in the Tees Valley. In so doing, it provides a 
powerful example of how to embed VCSE partnership in LGP delivery.  

Another effective VCSE-led approach to improving employment outcomes can be seen in LEAP 
(Lifelong, Employment, Achievement, Productivity), a partnership led by Waythrough that 
provides a broad range of employability support, from confidence‑building activities to 
job‑matching. Providing a range of social outcomes, the estimated social value of the work is 
£19.5 million. This includes a value of £14.6 million for moving people into direct employment, 
as well as significant outcomes relating to improved access to benefits, volunteering 
opportunities, and increased income and financial capability.  

These two examples demonstrate strong economic value associated with VCSE-led 
interventions. By supporting individuals who are furthest from the labour market, the sector 
contributes directly to reducing economic inactivity and increasing productivity - key priorities 
for the Tees Valley. 

These services also produce significant social value, helping individuals move closer to the 
labour market by addressing socio‑economic barriers that many statutory providers overlook. 
While demonstrating economic value is important, the social value generated, increased 
confidence, stronger community participation and improved wellbeing, is also significant. 
These outcomes support greater local spending, higher labour market engagement and 
enhanced economic resilience across the Tees Valley. 

VCSE Contribution to Strategic Growth Sectors  

Extending beyond activity in the everyday economy, VCSE organisations in the Tees Valley are 
already delivering against the strategic growth priorities outlined in the draft LGP, including low-
carbon and clean-energy development (Tees Valley Combined Authority, 2024). These existing 
contributions demonstrate alignment with regional ambitions and highlight the sector’s role in 
developing a professional, highly skilled workforce. 

Groundwork North East & Cumbria’s Move 
Forward programme exemplifies this 
contribution by delivering flexible, 
comprehensive career support that offers 
participants an introductory pathway into 
green employment through sector-specific 
skill development. Over the past year, the 
programme has supported 260 
economically inactive residents across the 
Tees Valley, helping to develop a strong, 
green skills workforce. Its model 
emphasises engagement, progression, 

and long term sustainability through tailored employability support, opportunities for social 
action, and referrals to specialist services and existing skills building provision. 

By expanding workforce capacity within a priority pillar of the LGP’s strategic clusters, the VCSE 
sector boosts the economic prospects of residents while advancing the Combined Authority’s 
wider economic growth objectives. Engaging people who are economically inactive 
demonstrates the sector’s reach to underserved communities through trusted approaches. 

https://www.waythrough.org.uk/find-support-near-me/leap/
https://www.waythrough.org.uk/find-support-near-me/leap/
https://www.groundwork.org.uk/north-east-and-cumbria/
https://www.groundwork.org.uk/north-east-and-cumbria/move-forward/
https://www.groundwork.org.uk/north-east-and-cumbria/move-forward/
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These interventions support higher-productivity growth and strengthen the number of high-
value skilled jobs in the region. In doing so, they reinforce the region’s contribution to central 
government’s wider industrial strategy (Department for Business and Trade, 2025). 

Through the delivery of vital services that boost economic participation, the sector plays a 
critical role in addressing economic inactivity, one of the key challenges facing the Tees Valley 
region. Without this stabilising and enabling support, many residents would be unable to 
access or sustain employment. 

Addressing Barriers to Economic Participation  

A defining strength of the VCSE sector is its ability to address the complex, interrelated barriers 
that affect individuals’ ability to access and sustain employment. The sector consistently 
demonstrates high levels of public trust and is often more accessible to individuals who may be 
reluctant to engage with statutory services (Charity Commission for England and Wales, 2024). 
This enables VCSE organisations to reach individuals at earlier stages in their journey, provide 
preventative support and build long-term relationships. 

VCSE organisations adopt approaches that recognise the interplay between health, wellbeing, 
skills and confidence. This enables them to work with and help individuals who may be 
neglected by more formal systems and to provide support that is responsive to local needs. 

This approach is demonstrated by A Way Out, a charity supporting women, young people and 
families in Stockton-on-Tees. Working in collaboration with a local agency, the organisations 
explored the barriers, needs and aspirations of its service users and developed a six-session 
programme designed to help young women prepare for employment. Using a trauma-informed, 
relational model, the programme strengthened participants’ confidence and professional skills, 
motivating them to move closer to work. It shows what is possible when public services and 
businesses partner with VCSE organisations to deliver personalised, holistic support. 

One participant, who initially struggled with team dynamics and self advocacy in previous 
workplaces, reported that by the end of the programme she “felt able to deal with stressful 
situations and confident to work within a team.” 

Such interventions generate significant social value, including improved wellbeing, increased 
confidence and stronger economic participation. Crucially, there is evidence suggesting that 
they also deliver economic benefits. Analysis by the Institute for Fiscal Studies highlights a link 
between women’s unemployment and an increased risk of domestic abuse. In turn, abuse 
reduces labour market participation, contributing to wider impacts such as deepening 
inequality and limiting economic independence and freedom of choice (Adams, 2026). Violence 
against women and girls also imposes substantial costs on society through lost productivity and 
time off work, with domestic abuse estimated to cost society tens of billions of pounds annually 
in England and Wales (Home Office, 2019).  

https://www.awayout.co.uk/
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VCSE organisations routinely support communities facing multiple, complex barriers to work, 
offering person-centred support that stretched public services often cannot provide. Research 
from the National Centre of Social Research finds that employment support is most effective 
when it tackles multiple barriers, such as addressing life-stability and health interventions such 
as housing, wellbeing and motivation (National Centre for Social Research, 2025). Individuals 
who receive this type of support are more likely to enter employment, remain in work and 
contribute to the local economy. 

VCSE organisations in the Tees Valley are already 
working with academic partners to remove the 
barriers to skills development and widen access to 
further education. Neuro Key’s collaboration with 
Teesside University through the Expert by 
Experience programme demonstrates how 
embedding lived experience can reduce exclusion 
and better inform research. The initiative supports 
individuals with neurological conditions to 
contribute to research design and delivery, shifting 
their role from research subjects to active 
collaborators. 

The programme widens access to opportunities that 
are often inaccessible within traditional pathways, 
while actively challenging the structural barriers 
that limit participation. Over the past academic year, it has mentored five volunteers and 
supported at least six undergraduate and postgraduate students to incorporate lived experience 
into their research projects. Student feedback indicates increased understanding of 
neurological conditions as a result. 

Creating a dedicated space for individuals with neurological conditions to participate 
meaningfully in research also opens pathways into the labour market for those who may 
struggle in traditional work environments. It enables participants to develop skills, build 
confidence, and engage in specialised roles. 

This is important in the context of wider employment inequality. The Buckland Review of Autism 
Employment found that only three in ten autistic adults are in work, compared with around eight 
in ten non-disabled people, and that autistic graduates are twice as likely to be unemployed 
fifteen months after graduation (National Autistic Society, 2024). By prioritising initiatives that 
embed lived experience, academic partners can help reduce exclusion by creating alternative, 
supported routes into meaningful work, while also enhancing the relevance and quality of 
research. 

This model illustrates how partnerships between academic institutions and the VCSE sector 
can make participation more accessible and equitable, simultaneously contributing to the 
upskilling of the region’s workforce. 

Community -Led Economic Impact  

The VCSE sector also plays a key role in enabling community-led activity that has direct 
economic impact. 

https://neurokey.co.uk/
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Redcar and Cleveland Voluntary Development Agency (RCVDA) deliver the Building Our Futures 
programme with support from the local authority and funding from Dogger Bank Wind Farm. 
Delivered in partnership with primary schools and over 100 local employers, the programme 
introduces children to local career pathways and employment opportunities from an early age. 

Using conservative national benchmarks on the 
link between employer engagement in education 
and later labour market outcomes, indicative 
modelling by RCVDA suggests that participation 
could be associated with a potential lifetime 
earnings uplift of approximately £45,900 per child. 
When applied across recent cohorts, this implies a 
possible long term earnings impact of up to £64 
million locally. 

This example illustrates further how VCSE-led 
interventions can generate measurable long-term 
economic impact when delivered in collaboration 
with the right partners. It demonstrates a clear 
alignment with the LGP’s ambition for sustained 

economic growth, with potential effects extending beyond the plan’s timeframe when 
implemented consistently and at scale. 

Pioneering Care Partnership (PCP) also exemplify this role through its work to improve the 
health, wellbeing, and life chances of disadvantaged communities. A core component of this 
work is its Stockton‑on‑Tees Community Wellbeing Champions programme, which empowers 
residents to provide support and identify barriers that face local communities. 

One participant joined the programme at a significant transition point in their personal and 
professional journey while re‑establishing their business, Knock Out Depression, which 
provides mental health education and support. Through their involvement with PCP, the 
individual developed greater confidence, strengthened their community connections, and 
expanded the reach of their business activities. 

As a result, they now deliver a range of business‑focused activities free of charge to other 
service users. This creates a positive cycle of community benefit, whereby local residents are 
empowered to build skills, increase confidence, and pursue their own business or personal 
development goals.  

This example illustrates how VCSE-led interventions can: 

• Support enterprise development 
• Increase business activity 
• Strengthen the local economy from within communities 

Such outcomes contribute directly to LGP priorities, including higher start-up rates, increasing 
business density, and improving skills so that more residents can participate in and benefit from 
growth.   

 

https://www.rcvda.org.uk/
https://www.rcvda.org.uk/projects/building-our-future/
https://doggerbank.com/about/community/
https://www.pcp.uk.net/
https://www.pcp.uk.net/stockton-community-wellbeing-champions
https://www.knockoutdepression.co.uk/
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Several programmes in the Tees Valley already exist to support this space. These include Local 
Access Redcar & Cleveland and Hartlepool (LARCH), hosted by VONNE, which takes a place-
based approach to supporting the creation and growth of social enterprises and charities. The 
next chapter will demonstrate how initiatives like LARCH can foster new enterprises, unlock 
local opportunities and generate inclusive economic development. 

Embedding VCSE Insight in Regional Planning  

To fully realise the potential, there is an opportunity for the Tees Valley Combined Authority to 
strengthen both its engagement with the VCSE sector and its role as a strategic partner in 
delivery. While LGP consultation activity demonstrated a willingness to engage VCSE 
organisations, further action is needed to fully utilise its value and harness its contribution. 

VCSE organisations bring deep local knowledge owing to their trusted relationships with 
communities and proven delivery capabilities. Embedding such expertise within the delivery of 
the LGP would help ensure that interventions are more effective, better targeted and capable of 
reaching those furthest from the labour market.  

Nationally, there is a clear precedent for this 
kind of approach. In Greater Manchester, 
the VCFSE Accord formalises a 
commitment from local government and 
health partners to work collaboratively with 
the VCSE sector to address health 
inequalities across the region (Greater 
Manchester VCFSE Leadership Group, 
2025). This includes improving 
commissioning and investment practices, 
with the shared aim of developing a 
commissioning model based on long-term, 
equitable funding principles and built-in 
contractual flexibility. The work consults 
with systemwide partners, including the 
NHS, the Greater Manchester Combined Authority, and other commissioning organisations, to 
ensure practical, regionwide implementation (10GM, 2025). 

The Tees Valley LGP provides an opportunity to adopt a similar model, drawing on the Accord’s 
collaborative principles to bring local government, health, and the VCSE sector together. 
Working collaboratively to address the region’s priorities can unlock greater economic impact. 

Chapter Summary  

VCSE organisations are already delivering against the Tees Valley’s economic priorities. Through 
employment support, community services and enterprise development, they enable 
participation, strengthen resilience and contribute to local economic growth. 

As the LGP moves into implementation, stronger partnership with the VCSE sector offers a clear 
opportunity to enhance delivery, improve outcomes and ensure that growth is inclusive and 
sustainable.  
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Chapter 3: Innovative financing and 

social business development  
The need for business growth and diversification in the Tees Valley  

As outlined earlier, the Tees Valley LGP aims to grow the region’s business base, density, and 
diversity as part of wider efforts to strengthen the economy (Tees Valley Combined Authority, 
2024). National policy reinforces this direction, with the UK government prioritising the growth 
of small and medium-sized enterprises and focusing on widening opportunities, improving 
access to finance, and supporting local economic activity (Department for Business and Trade, 
2025). Alongside traditional private sector growth, this signals a clear opportunity to expand the 
role of social enterprise and community business as part of the region’s wider economic 
strategy. 

The VCSE sector is already contributing to this ambition. Through enterprise activity, innovative 
financing models, and partnership-led approaches, VCSE organisations are supporting 
business formation, strengthening local economies, and retaining wealth within communities. 
This contribution remains under-recognised in economic strategy. 

This chapter sets out the case for embedding these approaches as mechanisms for inclusive 
growth within the LGP; highlighting practical solutions that will contribute to widening the 
region’s business base while improving its diversification and long term sustainability. 

The Social Enterprise Economy in the Tees Valley  

Across the Tees Valley, social enterprises form an important part of the business landscape. 
Approximately 16.0% of third-sector organisations in the Tees Valley operate as Charitable 
Incorporated Organisations (CIOs) and 22.8% as Community Interest Companies (CICs) 
(Chapman, 2026). The number of CICs registered nationally has continued to grow since 2023, 
and social enterprises as a whole were significantly more likely than other businesses to have 
increased their turnover in the past year (Social Enterprise UK, 2025). 

CIOs give charities their own legal identity and allow them to hold assets without registering as 
companies, reducing administrative requirements (Matthew Good Foundation, 2025). CICs, on 
the other hand, can typically be set up more quickly and offer access to funding opportunities 
aimed at social enterprises (Office of the Regulator of Community Interest Companies, 2013). 
Organisations choose these structures because they provide innovative and flexible ways to 
achieve social impact, offering legal protection, credibility, and access to opportunities that 
support long‑term sustainability and community benefit. 

Social enterprises contribute to local economic growth by creating jobs and widening 
employment opportunities, while simultaneously increasing business density. Their activity 
helps retain wealth in the community, as they tend to operate locally, employing residents and 
reinvesting profits into their core social missions (Social Enterprise UK, 2024). Many provide 
valuable community assets and use market based approaches to address socio-economic 
challenges, providing the foundational conditions for sustainable local growth. 
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For the Tees Valley Combined Authority, this represents more than an emerging sector. It is a 
practical means to achieve multiple LGP priorities simultaneously: increasing business activity, 
supporting inclusive participation, and strengthening local economic resilience. 

Social VCSE Enterprise in Practice: Driving Local Growth and 

Investment  

VCSE-led enterprises are already contributing to key growth sectors identified within the Tees 
Valley, including culture, tourism, and place-based regeneration. 

The Heugh Battery Museum in Hartlepool provides a good example. As a heritage asset and 
community-led enterprise, it contributes to the visitor economy while strengthening local 
identity. Through support from partners such as LARCH and Tees Valley Community Foundation, 
the organisation has been able to sustain and develop its offer. 

 Commemorating the only World War One battlefield in the UK, the Museum is a notable source 
of local pride: 

“It’s about pride… we do try to instil in people who come, you know, especially 
young families. We always try to make sure that people go away understanding how 

important Hartlepool has been as a coastal town. This museum belongs to them. 
It’s their history.” 

The Tees Valley Combined Authority’s Tees Valley Investment Plan prioritises growth across six 
themes, including culture and tourism and place (Tees Valley Combined Authority, 2019). 
Community-led enterprise can support these strategic investment priorities, ensuring growth is 
rooted in local assets and delivers long-term value. 

LARCH  as a  Model  for Sustainable Business Growth  

Programmes such as LARCH provide a place-based model for growing the social economy and 
supporting enterprise development.  

LARCH is one of six Local Access programmes established nationally to enhance the growth 
and resilience of social enterprises. It is funded jointly by national bodies Access Foundation for 
Social Investment and Better Society Capital, underpinned with regional support from The Key 
Fund and Tees Valley Community Foundation (VONNE, 2022).  

The programme aims to build a thriving social economy in Redcar & Cleveland and Hartlepool, 
working with local communities to address issues important to residents whilst developing 
sustainable social enterprises. Crucially, LARCH operates through partnership, connecting 
VCSE organisations, infrastructure bodies, funders and statutory stakeholders. This creates a 
coordinated system of support that strengthens the wider local economy. 

The LARCH business model is designed to support individuals and organisations at the early 
stages of enterprise start-up, helping them to develop ideas and build sustainable business 
models. It offers three financial support pathways: business development grants, early-stage 
development grants, and access to potential blended finance. In practice, support involves 
guidance on understanding a chosen business model, assistance establishing governance 
structures, and providing opportunities for training to build skills and confidence.  

https://www.heughbattery.co.uk/
https://access-socialinvestment.org.uk/
https://access-socialinvestment.org.uk/
https://bigsocietycapital.com/
https://thekeyfund.co.uk/
https://thekeyfund.co.uk/
https://teesfoundation.org/
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National data on third sector organisations in England and Wales finds that 14.0% are registered 
as CICs (Chapman, 2026). This rate varies across regions, with the North East recording the 
highest proportion at 19.4%. Within the Tees Valley Combined Authority area, Hartlepool and 
Redcar & Cleveland have the highest rates, with 32.5% and 24.3% of organisations respectively 
registered as CICs. 

As both Hartlepool and Redcar & Cleveland receive targeted support through LARCH, these 
increased rates could suggest that the existence of dedicated social enterprise support 
initiatives contributes to a more diverse and resilient business base across the Tees Valley. 

The LARCH programme has shown a 
clear and measurable impact. Over the 
last quarter, it has supported over 150 
local VCSE organisations, delivering 
over 300 interventions, more than half 
of which were long-term in nature, and 
distributing grants, returning a total of 
over £250,000 to the local community. 
Therefore, while the programme does 
contribute to short-term increases in 
business activity, its focus extends 
beyond this. 

LARCH places particular emphasis on 
building the long-term resilience of social enterprises needed to operate confidently to adapt 
and continue delivering value for their communities. This approach aligns with the LGP’s role in 
delivering inclusive economic development over the coming decade and presents a clear 
opportunity to connect such models with regional economic priorities and scale their impact. 
As one programme participant shared: 

“Without LARCH, I don’t think most of this would have happened. LARCH freed me 
to do more strategic work, which has kept the community hub thriving.” – Future 

Regeneration of Grangetown (FROG) 

VCSE Partnership Approaches to Supporting Local Growth  

Beyond individual programmes, the VCSE sector in Tees Valley operates as a connected system 
of organisations that collectively support stronger economic impact through skills development 
and business growth. 

Covering the wider North East, the North East 
Enterprise Agency Ltd (NEEAL) operates as a 
consortium of specialist organisations providing 
tailored enterprise support. Within the Tees 
Valley, Enterprise Made Simple (EMS) is NEEAL’s 
local presence. Based in Middlesbrough, it 
delivers accredited training to individuals and 
businesses, helping to build skills, support 
business activity, and return investment directly 
into the local economy.  

https://frog-grangetown.org.uk/
https://frog-grangetown.org.uk/
https://neeal.co.uk/
https://neeal.co.uk/
https://enterprisemadesimple.co.uk/
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The organisation is also well-connected, in a way characteristic of the VCSE sector, where 
collaboration is not only common but often essential to achieving impact. As part of the Tees 
Valley Working Together Partnership Group, EMS engages in a regional forum that brings 
together VCSE organisations and cross-sector partners. The network shares best practice 
examples, exchanges business development updates, and identifies opportunities for 
collaboration to work more effectively and make a greater collective impact. 

For the Combined Authority, networks such as the Tees Valley Working Together Partnership 
Group offer established platforms through which statutory provision can be co-designed and 
delivered, informed by community insight and lived experience. This enables a more inclusive 
approach to economic growth, extending reach into communities that may are often less likely 
to engage with mainstream business support. 

Building Financial Resilience for Residents and Local Communities  

Organisations within the VCSE sector play a critical role in supporting economic participation 
and reducing demand on public services by strengthening household financial stability. Through 
the provision of credit and benefits advice services, these organisations help prevent financial 
crisis and ensure residents access income to which they are entitled. In doing so, the sector 
sustains spending power within local communities and supports the wider regional economy. 

Citizens Advice charities operate across the region, working with one another, statutory 
services, and the wider VCSE sector. By providing free, confidential advice, they play a crucial 
role in supporting residents while also reducing pressure on local authority services. Citizens 
Advice Middlesbrough’s Benefit in Schools projects have generated £1.47 million in additional 
income and financial outcomes for local families since April 2023. Meanwhile, Stockton 
Citizens Advice has written off £3.1 million in unmanageable debt through specialist casework 
and access to appropriate debt relief solutions. 

By delivering this level of economic relief, Citizens Advice not only supports individuals and 
communities directly but also helps to alleviate potential demand on local authority welfare 
provision. Their early intervention approach enables people to address issues before they 
escalate. 

Darlington Credit Union also plays an important role in building financial resilience for its 
members and the wider community. Working in partnership with VCSE organisations, including 
specialist gambling support services, it prioritises ethical lending and helps protect residents 
from illegal money lenders. The credit union provides essential financial support, issuing 1,359 
loans totalling £1.14 million in 2024/25, typically to individuals with poor credit who might 
otherwise rely on high-cost lenders. Offering fair and affordable financial products and 
supporting savings, Darlington Credit Union helps retain income locally and strengthen 
economic stability. 

For the Tees Valley Combined Authority, the VCSE sector’s capability to directly support 
residents’ financial resilience represents a strategic asset. More systematic alignment between 
these services and wider regional growth delivery would extend reach and increase the 
effectiveness of economic interventions, ensuring that economic benefit is felt directly by 
communities. 

https://www.mcab.org.uk/
https://www.mcab.org.uk/
https://stockton-cab.co.uk/
https://stockton-cab.co.uk/
https://www.darlingtoncreditunion.co.uk/
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Future Opportunities for Collaborative Social Impact  

Emerging national approaches signal a shift in how partnerships with the VCSE sector are 
understood, with the delivery of the LGP being timely to take advantage of this. Opportunities 
such as the Better Futures Fund are expected to involve the VCSE sector as part of a 
multi-agency delivery model (Department for Culture, Media and Sport, 2026). Embedding the 
sector in the delivery of the LGP now would better position the Tees Valley to access and benefit 
from these opportunities as they develop, providing collaborative approaches that can be built 
on across the region.  

The Better Futures Fund will focus on improving measurable outcomes for children and young 
people. Given the scale of need in the Tees Valley, this presents a significant opportunity to drive 
improved regional outcomes. In 2024/25, 31.3% of children in the Tees Valley were living in 
poverty, highlighting both the urgency of intervention and the potential impact of targeted 
investment (North East Child Poverty Commission, 2024/25). 

Further evidence from Public Health England’s Fingertips dataset provides insight into the 
proportion of school pupils identified with social, emotional and mental health needs (Office for 
Health Improvement and Disparities, 2024/25). On a scale of counties and unitary authorities, 
Redcar and Cleveland ranks 13th out of 153, representing 1,075 children. This level of complex 
need highlights the scale of local demand for more coordinated, holistic support that the Fund 
seeks to enable (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2024/25).  

The Fund’s commitment to working alongside the Office for the Impact Economy offers clear 
advantages for the VCSE sector, helping to focus activity on social benefit while strengthening 
opportunities for partnership and investment through social outcomes partnership models. If 
awarded to the Tees Valley, funding would bring additional resources into the region explicitly 
focused on public gain (Simmons, 2026). The VCSE sector in the region is well placed to engage 
in this approach, as key delivery partners for community-focused initiatives addressing the 
inequalities affecting children and families. By directing additional funding toward VCSE 
delivery, the Fund can help build organisational capacity, enabling established VCSE 
organisations to better support their communities. 

LARCH already supports initiatives aligned with this approach, including Kidz Konnect and 
Postpartum Matters. The latter has expanded in scope to provide support across a wider range 
of women’s health related issues. As the project lead noted: 

“LARCH supported my vision of creating hubs that are effectively one-stop shops 
for various women's health issues. It’s grown to include a broader range of support, 

including a young women’s group, pregnancy, endometriosis, addiction recovery, 
and migraines parent groups." 

Chapter Summary  

To build a more diverse everyday economy with higher business density and growth, the Tees 
Valley Combined Authority should recognise and utilise the VCSE sector’s strengths in 
enterprise and business support. 

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/better-futures-fund
https://kidzkonnekt.co.uk/
https://www.postpartummatters.co.uk/about-us
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This expertise is evident in programmes such as LARCH and reinforced by the partnerships 
already operating across the region that contribute to a more resilient social economy. By 
providing financial and advisory support, the VCSE sector not only supports diverse and 
sustainable business activity but also improves economic participation among the local 
residents behind these businesses. 

Across the region, VCSE provision offers established routes for the Tees Valley Combined 
Authority to accelerate business growth while delivering positive outcomes for communities. 
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System -level recommendations  
To deliver the ambitions of the Tees Valley LGP for the whole region, the VCSE sector must be 
recognised and engaged as a strategic partner in economic development. The following 
recommendations set out practical steps to achieve this, strengthening collaboration, 
improving outcomes, and supporting a more inclusive and resilient Tees Valley economy. 

1. Embed civil society as a core component of the foundational economy 

The Tees Valley Combined Authority should formally embed the VCSE sector within the 
framework and delivery of the foundational economy in the LGP. 

Within the draft priorities, a range of essential services are identified as part of the strategic 
framework to diversify and grow the everyday economy (Tees Valley Combined Authority, 2024). 
These sectors have been selected for their importance to the LGP workforce and business 
ambitions and should include the VCSE sector to ensure its substantial economic contribution, 
workforce reach and community insight is utilised.  

The Greater Manchester Combined Authority provides a clear precedent by recognising the 
foundational economy as central to inclusive growth and backing this through its Foundational 
Economy Innovation Fund (Greater Manchester Combined Authority, 2025). The Fund supports 
organisations to improve ways of working and strengthen workforce support. This approach 
demonstrates how combined authorities can align economic strategy with the foundational 
economy, ensuring that investment supports both economic performance and social value. 

This highlights the kind of targeted investment approach that could be replicated in the Tees 
Valley to make economic growth more inclusive and to strengthen the role of the VCSE sector. 

2. Establish structured, ongoing engagement with the VCSE sector 

While previous consultation events provided an initial route for VCSE input, meaningful strategic 
collaboration requires sustained mechanisms for engagement and information-sharing. 
Without structured engagement, there is a risk that policy design and implementation will fail to 
reflect lived experience or reach communities most in need. 

This shift is reinforced by the national Civil Society Covenant, designed to strengthen the 
relationship between civil society and government. The Covenant explicitly acknowledges VCSE 
organisations as “part of the fabric of our nation”. This underscores their essential contribution 
to shaping, delivering, and sustaining inclusive economic and social outcomes (Department for 
Culture, Media & Sport, 2025). This creates a clear expectation that devolved authorities embed 
the VCSE sector within governance and decision-making structures. 

To support this on a devolved level, this VCFSE-CA best practice checklist, developed by The 
Great North VCFSE Exchange, with involvement from VONNE, offers a practical model for 
effective collaboration working between Mayoral Combined Authorities and the VCSE sector. 

Committing to these actions, such as allocating a formal VCSE position and voice on the 
Combined Authority Cabinet and establishing a unified point of contact for the sector to 
communicate with the Combined Authority, would represent significant first steps in formally 
recognising the sector’s strategic value.  

https://www.vsnw.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2026/04/Our-North-Checklist.pdf
https://www.vsnw.org.uk/event/the-great-north-vcfse-exchange/
https://www.vsnw.org.uk/event/the-great-north-vcfse-exchange/
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Taking these steps would strengthen policy design, improve delivery effectiveness, and ensure 
that investment decisions are informed by community need. It would also signal a clear 
commitment from the Combined Authority to partnership working and inclusive economic 
growth. 

3. Ensure VCSE insight shapes system design from the outset 

While the development of the LGP is already underway, it provides an important opportunity to 
embed VCSE insight at the earliest stages of system design. National guidance for Mayoral 
Strategic Authorities emphasises that procurement must deliver both social and economic 
value aligned with national priorities and encourages authorities to consider how their LGP will 
support social value (Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, 2025). 

To deliver this in practice, the Tees Valley Combined Authority should utilise existing sector 
infrastructure, including TVIP. The partnership offers coordinated, place-based insight into both 
the position of VCSE organisations locally and the specific needs and challenges facing 
communities. It provides a clear mechanism for engagement and a ready-made route for 
gathering the intelligence, testing policy, and identifying delivery opportunities.  

Using this structure as part of the LGP’s implementation would enable more coherent, 
evidence-led engagement and ensure that VCSE insight informs decision-making from the 
outset, rather than being retrospectively applied. Embedding VCSE perspectives early in system 
design will lead to more effective commissioning, improved outcomes, and stronger alignment 
between economic strategy and community need. 
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CONCLUSION  
This report demonstrates the significant contribution of the VCSE sector in the Tees Valley and 
how its work underpins and enables economic growth. It has highlighted three core areas: the 
size of the sector and its economic contribution; the ways that VCSE organisations are already 
driving growth; and the innovative finance solutions developed and promoted by the sector that 
reinvest value within local communities. Building on this evidence, the report shows how 
stronger partnership between the VCSE sector and the Tees Valley Combined Authority can 
support effective implementation of the LGP, improving both the legitimacy and efficiency of 
public services.

The scale of the VCSE sector in the Tees Valley, reflected through its workforce, volunteers, 
partnerships and the social value it generates, positions it as a vital part of the region’s 
foundational economy. VCSE organisations also play a pivotal role as service providers, 
improving outcomes for local residents, and enhancing the effectiveness of public services 
through cross-sector partnerships. Their multifaceted approaches support diverse 
communities across the region and respond to specific needs, helping to prevent crises and 
reduce pressure on statutory services. Embedding these contributions within Local Growth Plan 
delivery will help ensure that interventions reflect the realities of how growth is created and 
sustained within communities, while strengthening delivery capacity and economic resilience.

The sector also brings distinct strengths in enterprise development and innovative finance, 
supporting business creation, strengthening local economies, and retaining value within 
communities. As national policy increasingly recognises the role of civil society within 
economic growth, the Tees Valley has an opportunity to align with this direction and strengthen 
its ability to attract funding and investment. 

Realising this potential requires a shift in approach. The Combined Authority must move beyond 
consultation and formally embed the VCSE sector as a strategic partner in the delivery of the 
LGP. This includes recognising the sector within the foundational economy, establishing 
structured mechanisms for ongoing engagement, and ensuring that VCSE insight informs policy, 
commissioning, and system design from the outset.  Without this, growth interventions risk 
failing to reach communities and limiting their long-term impact. 

The LGP provides a critical opportunity to strengthen the relationship between the Tees Valley 
Combined Authority and the VCSE sector. By embedding the sector within economic strategy 
and delivery, the Combined Authority can enhance its capacity to deliver inclusive growth, 
improve outcomes for residents, and ensure that investment is grounded in local need. 

Note. This report contains public sector information licensed under the Open Government 
Licence v3.0.  
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studies to inform this work. 

• A Way Out 
• Citizens Advice Middlesbrough 
• Darlington Credit Union 
• Enterprise Made Simple 
• Future Regeneration of Grangetown (FROG) 
• Groundwork North East & Cumbria 
• Justice First 
• Neuro Key 
• North East Enterprise Agency Ltd (NEEAL) 
• Pioneering Care Partnership 
• Redcar & Cleveland Voluntary Development Agency (RCVDA) 
• Stockton Citizens Advice 
• Tandem 
• Teesside Mind 
• The Heugh Battery Museum 
• Waythrough 
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