PREMISES INFORMATION DAY

REPORT ON EVENT HELD AT TINDLEMANOR

ON SATURDAY NOVEMBER 18TH 2006  

WELCOME  Isabelle Granet – Chair of Women’s Design Service

Isabelle welcomed everyone to the meeting, and explained the background to the event. WDS trustees had been examining the organisation’s resources, which include premises. WDS has also recently been commissioned to produce premises strategies for both Islington Voluntary Action Council and for Kensington and Chelsea Social Councils. The research highlighted the changes in government thinking in terms of asset transfer to the voluntary and community sector and also the potential of new legal forms, such as Community Interest Companies.

It therefore seemed an appropriate time to hold this meeting.

PREMISES ISSUES IN ISLINGTON  Mike Sherriff – Director of Islington Voluntary Action Council  

Mike Sherriff has been Chief Executive of Islington Voluntary Action Council for 2 months. Previously he was Head of Sure Start in Islington for 3 years. He has over 25 years experience of working in the voluntary sector with both large and small organisations. This has included some experience of working with architects and locating and negotiating arrangements for voluntary sector projects to make use of premises

Mike explained that IVAC has 3 key roles:-

1. To act as the voice of the VCS in Islington, particularly via the Islington Community Network
2. To support the development of organisations, especially smaller ones. The Change-up agenda is particularly relevant here
3. To encourage organisations to work together and to contribute to community cohesion.
Mike referred to the report that WDS had produced on premises issues which is available on IVAC’s website; www.ivac.org.uk .  Mike highlighted some general issues which have affected groups across the nation; changes in school governance and Councils charging “market” rents which have made premises less affordable, and increased legislation around health and safety and disability access which have increased adaptation and improvement costs. 

Key issues for Islington are:-

1. premises costs are very high, both for rent and for purchase
2. the Local Authority has not been a good landlord historically; many groups do not have a valid leasing agreement; there is a lack of consistency with some paying peppercorn and some market rents; many council buildings are in a poor state of repair. However the recent review of the Voluntary Sector does acknowledge these issues and seeks to address them
3. the diversity of groups and the constant need to address the requirements of new communities
4. reliance on short-term project funding which means space requirements fluctuate
Islington Council has recently completed a review of its support for the voluntary and community sector. They have pledged that by March 2009 they will have addressed the issue of leases. They are interested in setting up voluntary sector hubs; Manor Gardens is an example as is Tindlemanor. The Council have also agreed to work with the sector to improve premises.

Mike welcomed the recent White Paper which should make it easier for local authorities to transfer assets. IVAC have asked Islington to maximise their use of the fund that is being proposed to facilitate this.

IVAC are also planning a premises brokerage website as part of the Capacity Builders project; they will be developing this over the next 2 yrs and hope to involve local estate agents as well as statutory and voluntary organisations. The project will also include training and resource materials. IVAC are working with the Ethical Property foundation on this project.

PREMISES ISSUES FOR WOMEN’S VOLUNTARY AND COMMUNITY GROUPS   Tania Pouwhare   Women’s Resource Centre


Tania Pouwhare is Policy Coordinator at the Women's Resource Centre. Tania's background is in gender equality and prior to moving to the UK, she worked as Policy Advisor at the national office of Women's Refuge in New Zealand. There she covered a range of domestic violence policy issues, worked with statutory agencies and conducted research. Tania also worked as a health researcher in areas such as cancer, unintentional injury, breastfeeding and family planning. Tania's particular areas of interest are indigenous women, sexual and reproductive rights, art and women in the blues music genre. 

Tania welcomed the event saying she hoped this would be the beginning of the women’s sector thinking more proactively about premises. Tania explained that WRC is a second tier organisation, with 300 members, providing information, resources, training and networking opportunities. Tania spoke about WRC’s “Why Women” campaign which seeks to redress the decline in support for women’s issues by highlighting statistics around the discrimination women still face in so many areas. Despite the huge impact the women’s movement has had on legislation and social change, they are still chronically and disproportionately underfunded.

Premises are a key issue for the sustainability of women’s organisations. In WRC’s survey 10% of organisations had no premises at all, and 42% were not yet DDA compliant. Women’s organisations can no longer rely on government and trusts, but have to think more strategically. They need to diversity to generate earned income. Premises are one possibility.  

Tania spoke about how poor premises can have a terrible effect on service users; “ do battered women only deserve battered houses??” In contrast to these bad experiences Tania spoke about SERICC’s new premises, using an architect recommended by WDS, and how the wonderful new building has a great impact on SERICC’s service users.

Tania spoke about the benefits of co-location which is not only financially sensible in reducing back-office costs, but also generates synergy. An example is  the group of DV organisations which have co-located near London Bridge. London Councils are keen on this model. The Gershon review, which imposes efficiency savings on public bodies, is also affecting the sector in that these savings are also being passed on to the VCS. One stop shops are a good way of locating a mixture of council and voluntary services in one building, all addressing one issue eg health. NDCs have sought to build up an asset base by purchasing land and buildings. Environmental sustainability is also very important; the Women and Health building is apparently the “greenest” building in Camden.

WRC has a dream of acquiring a women’s building which would operate on a mixed economy with charities, social enterprises and others sharing the space.

GOVERNMENT PROPOSALS ON TRANSFER OF ASSETS 
TO THE VCS  Sharon Matthew   Community Matters

Sharon Matthew has worked in the Charity Sector for 15 years, in an Advocacy, Community Development and Legal Advice Role. At present working with a National Organisation as a London Development Officer looking at issues of community sustainability, regeneration. And Community Asset Management.  Was CHC Officer in Newham in the 90’s has a Degree in Law, Trained as a Barrister and has Msc in Care Policy and Management. Sharon is also a non executive director with a NHS Hospital Trust And also works closely with the Disability Sector in a research capacity

Sharon explained that the transfer of assets is not really a new concept. The Local Government Act of 1972, plus additional clauses of the General Consent of 2003, allow Local Authorities to dispose of assets below market level if  “it promotes the economic, social and environmental well-being of an area”. 

So why has this not happened? Generally community centres have not had a high priority with Councils which have many statutory functions to fulfil, whereas this area is discretionary. During the 1970s and 80s many Local Authorities gave community organisations 99 year leases on their buildings. However this of ten proved problematic as many organisations went their own way, stopped being accountable to the Council and often became run very undemocratically run by a handful of individuals. Although the Council owned the freehold they often did not spend money on repairs, and it is not possible to take a building owner to court for not repairing their own building. The Government realised that properties were not being treated as a strategic resource, and there was therefore a push from the Audit Commission to address the issue. 

Local Authorities have now been instructed to develop Asset Management plans and Asset Management strategies. Councils are at different stages with this process, and many are dragging their feet. The new fund is supposed to encourage them to complete these plans and strategies. Once that has been done then Councils are in a better position to hand over non-operational buildings to the VCS.

However Sharon warned against agreeing to take on buildings without ensuring that they would be a benefit and not a liability. Proper advice needs to be taken about  compliance with a range of regulations and how much bringing the building up to standard is likely to cost. The VCS also needs to take account of running costs. Sharon also pointed out that many groups are not interested in running buildings which requires a great deal of time and resource; they want to focus on delivering their mission.

Groups who are interested will need to develop a Premises based Business Plan; they will need to show they are capable of taking on the role and that the building will not just be used for their own organisation. Any organisation running a building must be democratic and responsible to the needs of new communities, eg East Europeans. Local authorities also need to capacity build the VCS to take on these new roles which require a great deal of knowledge and expertise.


PRACTICAL ISSUES AND STRUCTURES FOR ORGANISATIONS CO-LOCATING  Jo Taylor  Ethical Property Foundation

Leading the Ethical Property Foundation combines Jo’s passions for environmental and social issues – and the built environment.  Jo joined the Foundation from the BioRegional Development Group, where she acted as sustainability consultant on the pioneering BedZED eco-development and established thriving eco-consultancy BioRegional Consulting.  Previous roles include work for the Bath Environment Centre and Wiltshire Wildlife Trust. 
Jo is a special adviser to Sponge – a network of young construction industry professionals with an interest in sustainability.

Jo delivered her talk using a Powerpoint presentation. Jo explained that they have a network of property professionals working pro bono in London. They have also just got Change-Up funding for premises training and will be partnering with IVAC on some aspects of this. Jo explained the possible benefits of co-location. Themed buildings can create a very beneficial critical mass. However there are governance issues and the decision making process is critical and must be transparent. What makes an “ethical landlord”? Everyone needs to be very clear on how you join, how you leave and how decisions are made and enforced. Everyone underestimates the time and resource involved in managing a building; are you taking on a building to deliver women’s work or to manage a building?

ACCESS TO FINANCE  Jessica Tyrell   London Rebuilding Society    

Jessica joined London Rebuilding Society in January 2006.  As Marketing and Development Manager she is responsible for business planning activities, as well as marketing programmes to raise LRS' profile with potential social entrepreneurs and other stakeholders within the Social Enterprise sector, Government and funders.  Jessica has an extensive background in Marketing and Business Planning, having worked for large multinational companies as well as smaller organisations including many in the not-for-profit sector.   She is also a Trustee and Board member of her local Citizens Advice Bureaux service.

LRS has been in existence for 5 yrs having been set up by Naomi Kingsley based on her experience in the USA. LRS is a CDFI  - Community Development Finance Institution. They provide finance for community and social purposes.

There are other similar organisations, eg Triodos which is European, and Charity Bank which is national. LRS is the only pan-London CDFI.

They currently lend money to Social Enterprises, often to people who have been turned down by commercial banks. However borrowers must be able to bring in a profit/ surplus to pay back the loan. They must have a convincing business plan and good marketing. Each case is looked at on its merits.

Mostly they lend on an unsecured basis, but obviously the cheapest way to get money is to have security and premises are very valuable in this respect. Interest rates are subsidised by grants received from London Councils, LDA, Esmee Fairbairn, Bridgehouse Trust and others.

If LRS reach their own limits, they do have contacts in the industry that can join forces and help to spread the risk.

LRS passed the £1mn lending level about a year ago. Jessica from LRS was asked about the level of interest rates charged.  Jessica explained that each loan proposal was different but 10-12 % was a typical range.
 

GENERAL DISCUSSION AND WAYS FORWARD

Everyone agreed that it had been a most informative day and wanted to ensure that issues were taken forward. There seem to be a number of strands that could be developed:-

1. Premises for the VCS in Islington generally. IVAC are going to be working on this with input from the Ethical Property Foundation

2. Premises for the women’s sector generally. WRC will be looking at this. They are currently based in Islington but their remit is London wide and may become national. 

3. Futurebuilders bid from Agenda. Possibilities of building on this idea of taking over a derelict building and using it to train up women in construction skills. Huge potential for sustainability if as buildings were brought up to standard they were handed on to other organisations and work started on another building in poor repair. WDS and WRC are interested in being involved.

4. Tindlemanor. WDS Chair proposes to invite the trustees of other organisations in the building to take it in turns to chair meetings to take issues forward.

We need to be sure that we keep all the issues in sight, and aim to maximise synergy and information transfer and avoid duplication and competition.

In terms of the women’s sector, we discussed the disadvantages faced as introduced by Tania. People wondered whether the “Why Women” campaign had yet had any measurable impact. Those present commented that many young women think feminism is “not for them”. Some wondered whether it might be easier to get finance if men were not excluded from the buildings.

It was suggested that a Steering Group could be formed with representatives from all the organisations present and others that have an interest. Jo stressed the importance of individual organisations being clear about what they want and what they can offer to a premises strategy; ie must set out their “ internal stall”.

Attention was drawn to the Big Lottery’s Community Buildings funding programme. Although competition for this is likely to be huge, it is still worth considering as funding targeted at premises is infrequent.

Community Matters can give advice about Community Interest Companies – the new legal form which is ideal for organisations wishing to own a building together as CICs put an “asset lock” on the building ensuring that no individual or group can sell the building in the future but that the asset is always kept for community benefit.
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