Socialist Societies, the NEC and the National Policy Forum
In addition to the work of each individual Society, there are opportunities for Societies to work collectively to strengthen our voice and our influence.

All the Socialist Societies affiliated to the Labour Party are represented on Labour’s Socialist Societies Executive which meets the evening before each NEC meeting.  At this meeting, we receive a report from our NEC rep, Dianne Hayter, and this gives us an opportunity to air our views for Dianne to relay to the NEC.

The Executive also nominates the three Socialist Society representatives to the National Policy Forum.  The main function of the NPF to date has been to consider the policy documents drafted by each of the Policy Commissions to ensure that they represent good discussion documents for distribution to the CLPs and affiliates. The NPF meeting at the end of the rolling programme considers the draft final Commission documents and votes on any amendments where it has not been possible to reach consensus. The process culminates in the NPF report to Conference, and ultimately feeds into the Party’s General Election Manifesto.
The Party in Power process has recently undergone an extensive review, to pick up on a number of concerns raised by local Parties and others about the policy making process.  Two of the current NPF reps, Bill Thomas and Helen Gordon served on the Working Groups which co-ordinated the review, and SERA co-ordinated a submission from the Socialist Societies to the review process.  This resulted in a number of changes which were agreed at Annual Conference last year.  
· To meet the criticism that the consultation process gave no space for views on current Government policies, the Policy Commissions will now engage with the party and affiliates on topical issues.  Each of the Policy Commissions has produced a work programme for 2006 which were circulated to Socialist Societies in March.  The work programmes cover Britain in the World; Creating Sustainable Communities; Crime, Justice, Citizenship and Equalities; Education and Skills; Health; Prosperity and Work.
· The Policy Commissions will also be responsible for building a dialogue with those who make submissions.  Communication should include phone conferences, regular email updates and hosting web chats.
· The Party also intends to learn from the Big Conversation exercise by helping local parties and affiliates to engage in debates with local residents and community groups based on the policy documents.

The Socialist Societies Executive is also reviewing how we can make the process more inclusive for our own members. I was surprised to learn from some Societies’ members I met during the Conference breakfast event last year, that they were unaware that Societies were represented on the NPF and that we had an Executive to channel two-way communication.  We have started our review by taking forward some of the issues raised at the breakfast event, including how we  can open up the Executive to teleconferencing, so those who cannot get to London for the meetings can participate.
We also need to make clearer the role of reps to the Executive.  They form a vital means of bringing the views of their own Society’s members to the Executive, and reporting back the Executive debates.  We may also need a more formal structure to ensure that Societies send copies of their submissions to the Policy Commissions to the NPF reps, and give regular reports to the Executive about the main policy areas they wish to influence.

Both the PiP changes and our own reforms are all important ways in which Socialist Societies can improve engagement in the policy making process.  But there are other opportunities for working together.  For example, Labour Housing Group (LHG), recently joined forces with environmental campaign group, SERA and others, to publish Blueprints for Green Homes, which was discussed at a Spring Conference fringe, and at a meeting of MPs in March.  LHG joined with SHA for a Fringe at Annual Conference last year on Fuel Poverty, and both Societies are jointly publicising Mary Creagh’s Ten-Minute Rule Bill on the need for bath thermostats to prevent the 570 serious bath scald injuries each year, three-quarters of which are to children under five.  For many years, Socialist Societies have shared a bookstall at Annual Conference.
Thanks to SHA’s initiative in booking the Friends Meeting House in Manchester for this year’s Annual Conference, for the first time ever, the Socialist Societies will have their own venue for shared events, including a repeat of last year’s Socialist Societies breakfast event.
Do let us know what else you think we should do to increase each Society’s members’ participation, and to make us more effective.  Please feed any ideas you have directly to me, or ask your own Executive reps to bring them along to the next meeting.
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