
 

Are public services best delivered by charities? 

The Charity and Social Business Team held a debate on 24th September 2013 about the 
future of public service delivery by charities - “This house believes that public services are 
best delivered by charities”.  

The debate was mediated by Caron Bradshaw of Charity Finance Group.  The participants 
were Debra Allcock Tyler from the Directory of Social Change, Rob Owen from St Giles 
Trust, Fran Pollard from Catch22 and Sean Williams from G4S.  

The team at Russell-Cooke is heavily involved in the health and social care and 
rehabilitation of offenders fields and has assisted many of its clients in those fields in dealing 
with the new commissioning environment faced by charities.  They are facing tumultuous 
change not only because of the tight funding environment, but also because many services 
historically delivered by charities are now being commissioned by competitive tender.   

The “market”, such as it is, is changing with new entrants and financial models, in particular 
payment by results and the advent of new sources of funding such as social investment and 
social impact bonds.  This leads to considerable legal complexity and increased risk 
especially where commissioners require partnership working and consortium bids, in 
deciding whether TUPE applies or does not, poorly drafted head contracts and issues about 
the appropriate share of risk and reward in subcontracting arrangements.  

The debate was wide ranging and impassioned but all participants essentially concluded that 
charities have a very different perspective on why they deliver services and will seek to 
deliver services to their beneficiaries regardless of the nature of the funding.  However 
charities need funding even if it is just to manage a volunteer workforce. 

The private sector is morally no better or worse than the charity sector but is motivated to 
generate profits for shareholders and so, where the incentive of financial return under a 
contract is no longer attractive, they will withdraw from the delivery.  Charities would 
essentially want to continue to deliver services and this is a frustration felt by the sector 
where they are unable to win contracts at the outset.  

Sean Williams from G4S said he had evidence from their own contract monitoring to 
demonstrate that charities were no better and no worse than private sector or public sector 
service delivery agents and that it was not the sector you were from that made you good or 
bad at delivering services.   

The ultimate conclusion was that no sector had a God given right to deliver public services 
but that commissioners of services needed to be considerably cleverer in how they went 
about commissioning services for hard to reach people.  There was unanimous agreement 
that a motion which said “this house believes that some public services are best delivered by 
some charities” would be passed without hesitation.  Of course that would not have 
generated such an interesting discussion.   

Russell-Cooke LLP is extremely grateful to all who participated.  

The debate was reported on by the Civil Society Blog:  

http://www.civilsociety.co.uk/finance/blogs/content/16128/debra_allcock_tyler_vs_g4s_-_a_debate_worth_hearing?utm_source=25+September+2013+Governance&utm_campaign=25+September+2013+Governance&utm_medium=email
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