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1. Purpose of Report 

1.1 To report on how COVID-19 related government funding has been directed to, and 
invested in, local voluntary, community and social enterprise sector organisations to 
support households most affected by the pandemic. 

1.2 To recommend that preparations are made for this coming winter, building on the 
learning and experience from 2020/21, as well as putting in place early help for 
households to prevent, reduce and avoid crises.  

2. Decision(s) recommended 

The Cabinet Member is asked to: 

2.1 Note the level of investment the council has achieved in the community led-response 
to COVID-19, and the successful efforts of the council’s voluntary, community and 
social enterprise sector partners in providing that response; 

2.2 Approve in principle, the use of the council’s VCS Development Fund to invest in the 
development of activity in communities, who can provide early help to households with 
food, money, debt and fuel bills before and during this winter. This would be subject to 
a subsequent report being presented to the Cabinet Member in September to set out 
the details of the use of the funding. 



 

 
 

3. Matters for Consideration  

3.1 The response to the COVID-19 pandemic has been a genuine cross-sector effort, 
bringing together local government, health agencies, the police, voluntary sector 
services, as well as community led action and volunteering. The work of the voluntary 
and community sectors in that response has increased the recognition of their 
importance and value in the Borough. This has been the provision of help to 
vulnerable households not eligible for statutory assistance, co-ordinating and 
organising community help and networks, and the provision of early help to prevent 
crises for families and households in general.  

3.2 As part of the government’s response to the pandemic, there have been a number of 
funding programmes for local government to increase capacity and/or direct help to 
some of the most vulnerable households. Through the council’s Stronger 
Communities division, approximately £1.7million of government funding has been 
given to voluntary, community and social enterprise sector organisations. (see 
Appendix 1). 

3.3 The activity that the council has been able to financially support includes: 

 The provision of food parcels, hot meals and essential household packs for 
vulnerable households; 

 Investment in the development and growth of a food network infrastructure in the 
Borough including spaces, vehicles and equipment to expand local capacity; 

 Community based money, debt and energy advice to promote financial inclusion 
and reduce fuel poverty; 

 Investment in the Winter Wellbeing and Recovery Fund, and the subsequent 
Wellbeing and Recovery Fund making small grant awards to community groups 
and organisations; this isn’t activity? 

 Domestic fuel bill relief and support with clothing, household essentials, white 
goods and electrical appliances during the winter; 

 Activities and food for children, young people and families. 

3.4 The council is providing funding to local organisations to maintain some of this activity 
via: 

 The Wellbeing and Recovery Fund, which is being administered by the Heart of 
England Community Foundation on the council’s behalf. This will provide 
£184,000 of small grants of up to £5,000 to Solihull based voluntary, community 
and social enterprise sector organisations during 2021/22, as well as promote 
access to other funding opportunities the Foundation manages. Details of the 
success of the “Winter Wellbeing and Recovery Fund” are included in Appendix 2. 

 The Holiday Activity and Food Programme, which will provide up to £892,000 for 
local organisations to provide a ‘free to access’ holiday offer for children and 



 

 
 

young people in receipt of free school meals. The details of this was subject to a 
report to the Cabinet Member on 15 June 2021. 

3.5 The delivery of winter and cold weather specific activity and initiatives, like the Winter 
Grant Scheme, have now ended, but these have created a number of opportunities, 
learning and insight that can be used to prepare for winter 2021/22. Details of what 
has been delivered are included in Appendix 3, but notable headlines include: 

 The development and establishment of a food network across the Borough, which 
is able to draw in and provide food donations, meals and the means to prepare 
healthy meals for vulnerable households;  

 Identification of rising levels of household debt, including domestic fuel bills 
resulting from the financial implications of the COVID-19 pandemic;  

 Greater visibility and promotion of domestic energy efficiency activity and home 
improvements that can reduce household bills during the winter. 

4. What options have been considered and what is the evidence telling us about 
them? 

4.1 The evidence from the delivery of the Winter Grant Scheme, increasing numbers of 
children and young people qualifying for free school meals, as well as anecdotal 
feedback from the council’s voluntary and community sector networks suggest that 
there are greater numbers of households that are likely to struggle with household 
bills, food and warmth this winter than in previous winters. This is as a result of 
household debt that has been accumulated during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

4.2 As can be seen by the responses by the voluntary and community sector during last 
winter, there is a significant amount of activity that can be mobilised and which can 
reach vulnerable households. The development and strengthening of local networks 
during the pandemic has been a really positive aspect of the response and puts the 
council in a much stronger position than previous winters to be able to put in place 
early help for households, before they get to crisis points that might require a statutory 
intervention.  

4.3 There are several options available to the council on how it prepares for the coming 
winter. The first is to rely on existing arrangements, but use the networks and 
relationships developed during the pandemic to promote better access to these. This 
would include: 

4.3.1 Money, debt and energy advice – greater promotion of the Community Wellbeing 
Service and the energy advice and help provided by Act On Energy across the 
Borough’s communities.  

4.3.2 Food and healthy meals – maximising the reach of the Christmas Holiday Activity and 
Food offer the council will be required to provide to children and young people in 
receipt of free school meals. Additionally, the local food network is now able to draw 
down food donations from a number of sources with the volunteers and infrastructure 
in place to deliver these where they are needed. 



 

 
 

4.4 Whilst there is much that can be done with the existing capacity and services, as well 
as with some additional small grants from the Wellbeing and Recovery Fund, some 
additional investment is needed to ensure there is sufficient capacity in the right 
places and to promote early help – particularly to reflect the increased levels of need 
that can be anticipated this coming winter. This includes but is not limited to: 

 Increasing the capacity to provide earlier information and advice to households 
concerning money management and energy bills.  This is about creating greater 
awareness, visibility and training amongst community networks, as well as more 
outreach by accredited providers; 

 Promoting skills, awareness and the means to provide healthy, but cost effective 
meals. This includes greater awareness and visibility amongst community 
networks, but also working with the food network to increase its role in supporting 
nutrition and healthy eating as part of their offer. 

5. Reasons for recommending preferred option 

5.1 Whilst there is some established capacity for this coming winter, through contracts 
with voluntary sector partners, existing funding programmes and the establishment of 
the food network, the anticipated demands of this winter mean that additional 
investment is likely to be needed. The emphasis though is on investment, which can 
further grow local capacity and engagement with issues like money, debt and 
domestic energy advice, as well as food and healthy eating. 

5.2 Taking a particular focus on money, debt and domestic energy advice, as well as food 
and healthy eating the recommended option is for the council to undertake some 
design and development work with stakeholders to identify how and where further 
financial investment and funding might be most beneficial this winter.  

5.3 The outcome of this work will inform a further report to the Cabinet Member in 
September to approve the use of funding from the VCS Development Fund to 
increase the winter offer and capacity. This work will also prepare the council and its 
partners to engage quickly with any government schemes and initiatives that are 
launched during the winter period. 

6. Implications and Considerations 

6.1 State how the proposals in this report contribute to the priorities in the Council Plan: 

Priority: Contribution: 

Economy: 

1. Revitalising our towns and local 
centres. 

2. UK Central (UKC) and maximising 
the opportunities of HS2. 

3. Increase the supply, quality and 
energy efficiency of housing, 

Connected to the provision of energy advice 
to low income households will be the 
promotion of access to home improvements 
available through the Energy Company 
Obligation (ECO). This is facilitated and 
administered by the council’s delivery 
partner, Act On Energy. 

https://www.solihull.gov.uk/Portals/0/Ourvisionandpriorities/Council_plan.pdf


 

 
 

especially affordable and social 
housing. 

Environment: 

4. Enhance Solihull’s natural 
environment. 

5. Improve Solihull’s air quality. 
6. Reduce Solihull’s net carbon 

emissions. 

 

People and Communities: 

7. Take action to improve life 
chances and health outcomes in 
our most disadvantaged 
communities. 

8. Enable communities to thrive. 
9. Sustainable, quality, affordable 

provision for adults and children 
with complex needs. 

The focus of the activity contained in this 
report are vulnerable households and 
families, who are already experiencing or 
are likely to experience significant issues 
with household debt, food and fuel poverty 
this winter. The proposed responses to 
these issues focuses on investment in and 
support of local voluntary and community 
sector groups, organisations and networks, 
which is consistent with promoting “thriving 
communities” 

 

6.2 Consultation and Scrutiny: 

6.2.1 Arising from the pandemic the council now has a regular meeting with local voluntary 
and community sector groups and organisations to share information, ideas and joint 
problem solving. This includes the availability of help and support in communities. 

6.2.2 Additionally, the council supports the recently established food network that is 
developing its ideas and offer concerning the delivery of food and nutrition advice to 
households. The discussions with that network have recently included how it can 
contribute to the Holiday Activity and Food programme, for instance. 

6.2.3 There has been discussion in the Financial Inclusion Group about how to develop 
community based money and debt advice, as well as integrating domestic energy 
advice into financial inclusion. A task and finish group, consisting of representatives 
from the Council, Solihull Community Housing and voluntary sector organisations has 
been created to turn the ideas and issues into some actions. There will be further 
discussion and consultation with stakeholders in the preparation of more detailed 
proposals for approval by the Cabinet Member in September. 

6.3 Financial implications: 

6.3.1 There are no financial implications from the decisions recommended in this report. 

6.4 Legal implications: 

6.4.1 The council does not have a statutory duty to provide the funding, services, help and 
support which is referenced in this report. There are though a number of legal 



 

 
 

implications, considerations and parameters for how these things are funded and 
delivered, including: 

(a) The provision of Debt Counselling (or Debt Advice) is a regulated financial 
activity, meaning that most firms that provide debt advice must be authorised 
and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority (FCA). 

(b) The funding and commissioning of activity that can be considered as public 
sector procurement and subject to The Public Contracts Regulations 2015. 

6.4.2 These considerations and implications will be covered in detail in the subsequent 
report to be submitted in September. 

6.5 Risk implications: 

6.5.1 Details concerning the risks to the council will be developed and submitted in the   
subsequent report to be submitted in September. The following are currently in scope 
for consideration: 

(a) The potential demand and need for additional help and support this winter is 
underestimated, creating additional stresses and pressures on services and 
community networks that might not be sustainable during the winter period; 

(b) The potential financial dependency being created on short-term council and 
government grant funding in the local voluntary and community sector, without 
alternative longer-term funding in place;  

6.6 Equality implications: 

6.6.1 Within the nine protected characteristics there is no specific focus or direct additional 
benefit intended. However, it is likely that people with disabilities are particularly likely 
to benefit from the provision of additional winter related help and support and being 
given assistance to stay warm and well during the winter months. 

6.6.2 The access to the available help and support amongst specific communities will be 
dependent on the visibility and credibility of the community based groups and 
organisations the council is working with. This will be reviewed and considered as part 
of more detailed funding proposals. 

7. List of appendices referred to 

7.1 Appendix 1 - Funding commitments and payments made to groups and organisations 
from government funding during the COVID-19 pandemic 

7.2 Appendix 2 – Impact and evaluation from the Solihull Winter Wellbeing and Recovery 
Fund 

7.3 Appendix 3 – Impact and evaluation from the COVID-19 Winter Grant Scheme 

8. Background papers used to compile this report 

8.1 Guidance for Coronavirus (COVID-19): Local authority Emergency Assistance Grant 



 

 
 

for Food and Essential Supplies 
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-local-authority-
emergency-assistance-grant-for-food-and-essential-supplies/coronavirus-covid-19-
local-authority-emergency-assistance-grant-for-food-and-essential-
supplies#allocation-of-funding)  

8.2 Guidance for COVID Local Support Grant and Winter Grant Scheme: guidance for 
local councils (https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-winter-grant-
scheme)  

8.3 Guidance for Contain Outbreak Management Fund: payments to local authorities 
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/contain-outbreak-management-fund-
payments-to-local-authorities)  

8.4 Guidance for Holiday activities and food programme 
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/holiday-activities-and-food-programme)  

8.5 Report to the Cabinet Member Safer and Stronger Communities on the subject of 
Summer Holiday Activity and Food Programme, 15 June 2021 

9. List of other relevant documents 

9.1 Solihull Home Energy Efficiency and Affordable Warmth Strategy: Keeping out the 
Cold 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-local-authority-emergency-assistance-grant-for-food-and-essential-supplies/coronavirus-covid-19-local-authority-emergency-assistance-grant-for-food-and-essential-supplies#allocation-of-funding
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-local-authority-emergency-assistance-grant-for-food-and-essential-supplies/coronavirus-covid-19-local-authority-emergency-assistance-grant-for-food-and-essential-supplies#allocation-of-funding
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-local-authority-emergency-assistance-grant-for-food-and-essential-supplies/coronavirus-covid-19-local-authority-emergency-assistance-grant-for-food-and-essential-supplies#allocation-of-funding
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-local-authority-emergency-assistance-grant-for-food-and-essential-supplies/coronavirus-covid-19-local-authority-emergency-assistance-grant-for-food-and-essential-supplies#allocation-of-funding
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-winter-grant-scheme
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-winter-grant-scheme
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/contain-outbreak-management-fund-payments-to-local-authorities
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/contain-outbreak-management-fund-payments-to-local-authorities
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/holiday-activities-and-food-programme

