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Briefing paper - The Equalities, 
Local Government and 
Communities Committee: The 
impact of COVID-19 on the 
voluntary sector 
INTRODUCTION 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a huge impact on the voluntary sector 
in Wales. Organisations across the country have found themselves trying 
to cope with an increased demand for services, often coupled with a fall 
in income, while having to quickly adapt to new ways of working and 
making best use of a spike in interest in volunteering.  

Last Autumn, the Senedd’s Equality, Local Government and Communities 
Committee began an inquiry into these impacts. It received written and 
oral evidence from a range of voluntary sector organisations, including 
WCVA. In February 2021, it issued a report into its findings. 

This briefing paper highlights just some of the key findings and 
recommendations of the report. We recommend reading the full 
document for further understanding. 

https://senedd.wales/media/d4jh52zz/cr-ld14075-e.pdf
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WCVA will monitor Welsh Government reaction to the report and 
recommendations, and any actions that result. 

THE SECTOR’S RESPONSE TO THE PANDEMIC 

The Committee recognised the work of communities and informal 
groups in responding so quickly to address local needs, and the work of 
the sector in ‘going the extra mile’ to support individuals and services. 
The report states: ‘It is clear the response to the pandemic would have 
been far weaker if the voluntary sector had not responded, or been 
prevented from responding, in the way it did.’ 

The report notes voluntary sector evidence about statutory bodies and 
government always engaging with it at the outset of the crisis. It states 
that doing so would have ensured information was shared and that 
joined-up working happened effectively. 

The lack of access to technology and/or broadband is a fundamental 
issue. The report highlighted WCVA’s comments that ‘one size of digital 
does not fit all – in fact, digital does not fit all’. 

The role the sector played in sharing essential messages to communities 
and people was shown to be ‘invaluable’. 

The report notes the increase in demand on services coupled with 
negative impacts on funding and income, as well as evidence noting the 
issue of burnout and stress on the sector, individuals and communities. 

Committee recommendations: 

The report recommends that Welsh Government:  

• works with stakeholders to review the role of the sector in future 
emergencies, recognising its vital role. 

• share best practice from the pandemic response. 
• assess the extent to which the sector is integrated into formal and 

informal emergency planning structures and how partnerships can 
be strengthened. 
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The Committee added that it is concerned about the lack of broadband 
for some people, potentially leaving the most vulnerable least likely to 
access digital services. It recommends: 

• Welsh Government works with the Third Sector Partnership Council 
to ensure the new Digital Strategy for Wales reflects the work of 
the sector and the move to digital service delivery. 

VOLUNTEERING AND THE PANDEMIC 

The Committee recognised the positive upsurge of formal and informal 
volunteering during the early weeks of the pandemic. It noted the 
problems this had caused in ‘overwhelming’ the infrastructure, leaving it 
hard to channel volunteers quickly. 

Lockdown restrictions led to a switch from predominantly older 
volunteers to younger people – often first-time volunteers. The 
Committee noted sector evidence saying support is needed to ensure this 
enthusiasm doesn’t wane. 

Issues around coordinating volunteers seemed particularly acute in the 
NHS. 

The upsurge in volunteers caused problems in terms of safeguarding and 
volunteer management. 

Committee recommendations: 

The report recommends Welsh Government:  

• work with the sector to identify areas across its work where 
volunteering can support the post-pandemic recovery, public 
services and wellbeing. 

• with the sector, develop a programme of empowering communities 
- including a Community Wealth Fund and legislation to provide 
greater ability for communities to be involved in local action. 



4 
 

• work with stakeholders to explore opportunities to enable new 
community groups to receive advice and support to carry on their 
work. 

PARTNERSHIP WORKING 

The report highlights some good examples of partnership working: for 
instance between British Red Cross, St John Ambulance service and 
Welsh Government on prescription delivery, and the structures in North 
Wales bringing together all core partners of the North Wales Resilience 
Sub-group.  

The pandemic ‘accelerated partnership working’, but across Wales the 
picture was ‘variable and mixed’ depending on how effective 
partnerships were pre-pandemic. Tensions were caused ‘where there 
have been funding pressures or capacity constraints’. 

The differences between how Health Boards operate creates a challenge 
in managing how volunteers work across them. 

Co-production was recognised by the Committee as important. 

Committee recommendations: 

The report recommends Welsh Government:  

• review the effectiveness of partnership working across Wales 
during the pandemic, identifying good practice to be replicated 
and if formal mechanisms require strengthening to ensure 
meaningful co-production and partnership working. 

FUNDING 

The report highlighted evidence showing that organisations with 
diversified income had been harder hit than those reliant on grants. 



5 
 

Medium and larger organisations bore the brunt of the decrease in 
funding and income during the pandemic. Smaller organisations were 
less reliant on significant funding. 

WCVA evidence shows that UK charities are estimated to lose 24% of 
total income for 2020/21 – in Wales, this will be approximately £620m. 

Funders have a desire to reach out to new organisations and groups, with 
the National Lottery Community Fund saying they have supported ‘a 
significant number of new organisations’. 

The report recognises the key call to extend current funding flexibilities 
for the longer-term, and that the future will be very uncertain for the 
sector. This uncertainty will make it ‘even more important’ to measure 
the social value of investment in the sector. The Social Value Cymru 
website is highlighted. 

The report notes evidence that providing core funding is crucial to help 
the sustainability of the sector.  

Committee recommendations: 

The report recommends Welsh Government:  

• build on the Third Sector Resilience Fund, Welsh Government 
should provide funding to increase sector resilience and its ability 
to play its part in support for communities due to the recovery. 

• work with the Wales Funders Forum to help funders continue to 
share information and work collaboratively post-pandemic. 

• where appropriate, examine and investigate allowing unspent 
funding to be carried into the next financial year. 

• take into account challenges faced by BAME organisations when 
considering funding for the sector, including any additional barriers 
these groups may face in accessing funding. 

• consider the findings of Community Foundation Wales’ Loud and 
Clear report and encourage funders to support core costs. 

https://mantellgwynedd.com/eng/social-value-cymru.html
https://communityfoundationwales.org.uk/welsh-third-sector-send-out-a-loud-and-clear-message/
https://communityfoundationwales.org.uk/welsh-third-sector-send-out-a-loud-and-clear-message/
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• speak to UK Government regarding the impact of international 
obligations around State Aid rules on support to the charity sector. 

• do research to assess the social value of its investment in the 
sector. 

RECOVERY FROM THE PANDEMIC 

The report states that ‘the sector’s expertise in supporting preventative 
work will be critical and must be effectively harnessed’ as we recover 
from the crisis.  

It notes WCVA comments that ‘encouraging an ongoing change of 
behaviour and cultures to share power better’ will help sector resilience. 

Tackling loneliness and isolation will be a key priority post-recovery. 

Committee recommendations: 

The report recommends Welsh Government:  

• work with the sector to identify where the sector can support the 
recovery, public services, community resilience and wellbeing. 

• invest into sector programmes supporting the recovery. 
• ensure the public sector engages with the voluntary sector in 

policymaking and service delivery. 
• report on the effectiveness of the Connected Communities strategy 

in tackling loneliness and isolation within 12 months. 
• look at how new technology can address loneliness and isolation. 
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