
A highly successful Co-operative Futures confer-
ence to raise awareness of how social enterprise can
help disadvantaged people into work, attracted
more than 100 representatives from 76 different
organisations.

Delegates represented co-operatives, charitable
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Latest Government figures (2002)
show the following levels of
incapacity benefit claimants in Co-
operative Futures’ key areas:
Gloucestershire 13,675 Oxfordshire
9,800 Wiltshire 8,705 Swindon 4,895.
A key issue which arose during the
conference – particularly among
organisations working primarily with
people claiming disability or incapacity
benefits – was how inflexible the
benefit system is.Although people
claiming incapacity benefit can earn
£20 a week without affecting their
benefits, they must pay for transport
costs to work for themselves, and
sometimes for their support workers.

“For every pound they earn over
£20, they lose a pound off benefits,”
says Selina Chudleigh from the charity,
Turning Point.“It is not much of an
incentive, when you may only be able
to physically work for a few hours
anyway.The system is hugely
complicated and many people don’t
even think about getting a job through
fear of disturbing their benefits.”

As a result of the conference, Co-
operative Futures is helping to
facilitate a national meeting between
the Department of Work and Pensions
and Social Firms UK, a national
organisation which supports the
development of Social Firms – social
enterprises which create employment
for disadvantaged people.

STOP PRESS: Work and Pensions
Secretary David Blunkett pledges
welfare reform, adding:“Every
Jobcentre Plus district manager…
to look at developing imaginative
partnerships with voluntary and
community sector... to provide
additional flexible approaches,
such as mentoring, support for
those entering work and help with
ex-offenders or drug misusers."

Benefit... or
a barrier?

trusts, JobCentre Plus, housing
associations, local authorities, the
probation service and business
support organisations – all keen to
find out more about routes to
work through social enterprise.

The Swindon conference was
organised by Co-operative
Futures which specialises in sup-
porting co-operative and com-
munity enterprise. Organiser Jane
Ryall said:“While unemployment
rates are relatively low, there are
large numbers of people who
cannot work because of disability
and other disadvantages. We’re
convinced many of them would
work if they had the right oppor-
tunities and support.

“Social and co-operative enter-
prises put social benefit before
profit, giving people a chance to
run their own businesses, earning
a regular income, with the sup-
port they need.They could be the

chance to hear from successful
enterprises which have created
paid work for many people who
have never had the chance before.
Everyone agrees we need to find
new ways of supporting people
who, for all sorts of reasons, can’t
use traditional routes into training
and work.We need to break down
barriers and come up with practi-
cal ideas.This conference got the
process going, encouraging peo-
ple to re-think their ways of
working to make things happen.”

Government agencies such as
JobCentre Plus played a key role
in the conference. Lindsey Ander-

son-Tusk from JobCen-
tre Plus said: “This was
the perfect opportunity
for our specialist inca-
pacity benefit advisers to
find out more about new
and different ways to get
people back into work. It
was a great idea.”

perfect route to work for people
disadvantaged by disability, long-
term unemployment, homeless-
ness or age.”

Statistics show 2.4 million peo-
ple in the UK who could work
are trapped on benefits by disabil-
ity and disadvantage, costing £7.1
billion per year.At the same time,
one in five job vacancies is
unfilled due to a lack of skilled
staff.Almost one million econom-
ically inactive disabled people say
they would work if they could.

Added Jane : “The conference
gave agencies and organisations
which work with these groups a
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s There are currently 15,000 social

enterprises operating in the UK. Employing
in excess of 500,000 people and with
300,000 volunteers, it is larger than the
agricultural sector.  
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A highlight of the day was the chance to hear from four organisations which are putting social and
co-operative enterprise into practice to support disadvantaged people. They included two workers’

co-operatives – LEAVES of Swindon and Johnstone’s of Salisbury – social enterprise East Oxford Action
and, from Stroud, the Nelson Trust. Here we highlight the organisations and explain how they work...

How social enterprise works

■ BACKGROUND
Business is blooming for LEAVES, a Swindon-based work-
ers’ co-operative which employs people recovering from
poor mental health. Started three years ago to help people
move another step closer to independent living, LEAVES
(Local Enterprise And Vocational Employment Schemes) cur-
rently has 16 members - working together, making deci-
sions, sharing income and supporting each other.

■ NOW
LEAVES gardeners work for elderly and infirm clients
who can no longer manage their gardens.They also col-
lect 100 tonnes of green waste a year through community
composting teams, transforming it into compost which is
then re-used locally. Another team collects newspapers
from residental homes for recycling by the council.

Co-ordinator Bob Astbury says: “The work we do is
quite tough physically but that suits a lot of our members.
It is relatively uncomplicated and helps people gradually
get used to working on a regular basis. It is also flexible -
we understand the fact that improvement in mental
health is not a straight line, and we therefore accommo-
date the fact that people sometimes have bad days.”

■ POTENTIAL
“Business is blooming,” says Bob. “We want to

expand the green waste and composting
operation to other parts of the town, to

increase our volume of newspaper
recycling and we aren’t short of ideas

for other schemes to provide
more training and work-

ing opportunities.”

■ CONTACT
Bob Astbury 
E: penniebob@
tiscali.co.uk

■ BACKGROUND
After sustaining a brain injury in a road traffic accident, Simon Johnstone tried
various jobs but frequent hospital visits and on-going injuries made it difficult
or him to work. So, for Simon, the solution seemed to be to work for himself.
He talked his ideas through with Selina Chudleigh, his project worker from
Turning Point, the social care organisation, who introduced him to another
client.Together they started their own cleaning and odd job company.Turning
Point needed cleaners for one of its units and so a new enterprise was
launched: Johnstone’s.

■ NOW
The enterprise recently became Johnstone’s Co-operative Ltd and now Simon
and his colleagues clean a range of venues including a therapy unit, offices and
charity shops.They also do home cleaning and are keen to expand services to
include dog walking, sewing and shopping for those who cannot manage

those tasks. For those
clients particularly,
Johnstone’s is provid-
ing the kind of sup-
port which the local
Social Services strug-
gles to fulfill.

■ POTENTIAL
Selina says: “There is
a lot of potential for
Johnstone’s to
expand. The employ-
ee members are risk-
assessed and
supported when they
work, and we try to
ensure the tasks fit
the individual abilities
of each worker.”

Johnstone’s charge
a competitive £8 per hour for cleaning with negotiable prices for other jobs,
and they are generating a growing interest among other voluntary and com-
munity organisations.

The Johnstone’s team consists of up to 10 individuals, with a range of dis-
abilities and needs. Says Selina:“Simon and his colleagues enjoy the chance to
get out and about; they all earn the statutory minimum wage and they enjoy
the social side of meeting new people, gaining a huge sense of self-worth in
contributing to the community and helping others.”

■ CONTACT:
Selina Chudleigh
E: selina.chudleigh@turning-point.co.uk 

LEAVES

▲

Bob Astbury: ‘We
aren’t short of
ideas for other
schemes’

JOHNSTONE’S CO-OPERATIVE

Simon Johnstone and Selina Chudleigh▲

■ BACKGROUND
In a climate where many voluntary
and community organisations

struggle to keep going with grants and
donations, moving into trading activities is becom-

ing an essential consideration. Originally a highly suc-
cessful Single Regeneration Budget partnership linked to
the regeneration of East Oxford’s Cowley Road area, East
Oxford Action is now an independent organisation work-
ing across the UK, operating as a social enterprise with all
profits ploughed back into the local community.

■ NOW
It has trained and supports a multi-skilled team of 40 local
residents and offers a range of contract services to business
support agencies, local authorities, infrastructure bodies
and other organisations. Training and skills development
to support trading activi-
ties are on offer, ranging
from tailor-made work-
shops for community and
voluntary groups to
develop a vision for trad-
ing activities, to afford-
able training for local
retailers in a range of
subjects. In 2001 there
was a high turnover of
shops on the Cowley
Road, and many halal
butchers were in danger
of closing. EOA has since
trained more than 700 people, mostly from the
Bangladeshi and Pakistani communities, with representa-
tives from most local small retailers. In spite of more strin-
gent testing, all the local butchers shops have since secured
their licences.

■ POTENTIAL
“We train people as trainers and champions for their own
communities, and then signpost others to them, increasing
the overall amount of training achieved,” says EOA’s Zoe
Brooks.“We are based on two key principles – that com-
munities have the answers and that everything we do
should be vigorous, open and transparent.

“Over the years, we have developed relationships with all
the different groups locally.Because we have identified people
with potential and helped them with training, they can now
support their community.Our business start-up support is run
by a local Asian businessman, a Black African woman with
knowledge of social enterprises and women’s issues and an
African Caribbean guy who specialises in supporting younger
men.This means support reaches those who need it.”

■ CONTACT:
Zoe Brooks 
E: zoe@eastoxford.com 
W: www.eastoxford.com

EAST OXFORD ACTION

■ BACKGROUND
The Stroud-based Nelson Trust provides care and
support for people who are recovering from drug
and alcohol addiction or eating disorders. An
essential part of the Trust’s success is that educa-
tion, training and employment play a vital element
in recovery, enabling clients to integrate back into
society.The Trust’s Anna Hulin explains:“For most
of us, a job doesn’t just provide security, it is cen-
tral to our sense of self-esteem. Many of our
clients come to us without jobs or the prospect of
work, and worry about what the future holds.”

■ NOW
The Trust offers clients a choice of 11 practical
hands-on courses in their own training building.
They learn skills and gain confidence – many go
on to mainstream college courses. Courses
include IT, yoga, sport, music and crafts, furni-
ture making and bicycle maintenance. Lottery
funding supports the furniture making – picture
frames, boxes and CD racks – and the six-week
bicycle maintenance course. Anna says: “Clients
choose an old bike frame and then find the parts
they need to put their own bike together.When
it’s finished, it’s theirs, helping them do volun-
tary work or even get to college.

■ POTENTIAL
Anna says: “In the long term, furniture making, bike maintenance and our

other crafts could develop into social enterprises.When the
local canal is re-opened as a tourist attraction in years to
come, for example, we could hire out bikes to visitors and
sell woodwork, pottery and greetings cards, all made by
the clients. For most of our clients, the Nelson Trust is
their last chance to break free from addictions and make
a new life. Developing a social enterprise involving

clients and helping them into a work environment
would be a major additional benefit to the range of

support they already receive and give them the
skills and confidence to take out into society.”

■ CONTACT: 
E: office@nelsontrust.com   
W: www.nelsontrust.com

THE NELSON TRUST

▲ Anna Hulin: ‘Many of
our clients come to us
without jobs’

The EOA’s Zoe Brooks▲



Co-operative Futures invited inspi-
rational key speakers who enthused
delegates by sharing success stories
and highlighting what is already
happening across the UK.

Mark Gale, chair of Co-operative
Futures and the Gloucestershire
Neighbourhood Projects Network
told delegates that despite changing
political climates, the social enterprise
movement will continue to grow.

He said: “25 years ago, many of
us believed that the services we felt
were important for people should
be delivered by the state. As time
moved on, we came to believe they
should be provided by grant aid.
Now we are at a critical period – a
transition – and we have to start
thinking about passing from grant
aid to trading. It is difficult but we
have the help and support of
experts at Co-operative Futures.”

Mark spoke with passion about
newly-revealed plans to create an
eco-friendly,community-run motor-
way services on the M5 in Glouces-
tershire. He said it would create at
least 150 jobs plus training opportu-
nities and would become a showcase
for local food,arts and crafts.
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A panel of experts fielded questions about benefits,
funding, the new Community Interest Company
legal structure, ‘top tips’ for social enterprises, and
procurement.Those put on the spot included (from
left) Benedict Lewin-Leigh (Restore), John Sole

(Shaw Trust), Helen Seymour (Co-operatives UK),
Mike Nicholls (Job Centre Plus) and David Hon-
eybill (Gloucestershire Industrial Services). The
Any Questions session was ably chaired by Jo
White, Director, Co-operative Futures (centre).

QUESTION TIME...

“I have a much better understanding
of the role of social enterprises and
social firms. I will be able to better
inform those with whom I work
and have contact”

“It was really refreshing to see such
a positive emphasis on enterprise
and creating sustainable ventures –a
really informative day”

“Big thanks for a conference
exceeding expectations”

Several were keen to enter a
discussion with the Benefits
Agency/JobCentre Plus to get a
better deal for people on benefits.

Delegates said...

Speakers with
a message of
inspiration 

● Aquamacs - the rental and
maintenance of fresh water,
tropical and salt-water aquariums 
● The Soap Co. -
manufacturing and retailing high-
quality, hand-made soaps,
shampoos, conditioners, lip balms,
bath bombs, shower gels and
creams.

● National Community
Wood Recycling Project -
working to establish a
nationwide network of wood
recycling social enterprises 

Social Firms are a particular
type of social enterprise – set up
specifically to create employment
for disadvantaged people. Social
Firms UK is a national support
agency for social firm develop-
ment with about 350 members.
There are currently 49 social
firms which meet Social Firms
UK values-based checklist crite-
ria, and 70 emerging social firms.
A new training pack for Social
Firms – The Extra Element – has
just been launched. For more
information visit www.social-
firms.co.uk

The conference was chaired by
Alan Fletcher, former area manager
in Swindon for HSBC bank and
former Chairman of Great Western
Enterprise.

Mark Gale: ‘We
are at a critical
period and we

have to start
thinking about

passing from
grant aid to

trading’

Thought-provoking, interactive & innovative
workshops on a variety of regeneration issues.
Organised by East Oxford Action – a
regeneration consultancy and social enterprise
born out of a successful regeneration
programme. Contact Clare or Zoe on 01865
791372 or email training@eastoxford.com. More

info on www.eastoxford.com. Brought to you by
people who have been there, done it, bought
the T shirt and spilt coffee down it.

■ £190 per workshop, concessionary rate
available, plus discounted rate for those travelling
by public transport.

TRAINING BY PRACTITIONERS FOR PRACTITIONERS

Nov 7: Delivering Consultation: Planning practical consultation that gets results
Nov 14: Trading Activities: Moving away from grant dependency 
Nov 21: Exit Structures: Surviving the end of a regeneration project
Nov 28: Writing Tenders: Ensuring that winning tender

Sally Reynolds from Social
Firms UK told delegates about a
range of exciting Flagship Firm
franchises which Social Firms UK
is supporting around the country.
These include:

Published by Co-operative Futures, providing advice and support to co-operatives and community enterprises across
Gloucestershire, Oxfordshire, Swindon and Wiltshire

T: 01452 543030        E: info@co-operativefutures.coop        W: www.co-operativefutures.coop


