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Mr Kevin Curley
Chief Executive
NAVCA
The Tower
2 Furnival Square
Sheffield 
S1 4QL

Tuesday 27 October 2009 

Dear Mr Curley,

An open response to comments posted on Twitter


I read with interest your recent queries, posted on Twitter, relating to social enterprise. As the leader of an organisation which claims to be ‘the national voice of local third sector infrastructure in England’, I am surprised and disappointed at your apparent lack of understanding of the structures, aims and values of a crucial element of your sector, and I cannot let your comments pass without response. Given that your queries were posted in the public domain, this response is also being made public.

You raise four specific points, which I’ll address in order. 

1 – “wondering about social enterprise. Is it charity plus business for social benefit? Or a respectable veneer for profiteers?”

The idea that a social enterprise is a ‘veneer’ for anything is quite wrong. Although they can take many legal forms, there is one key requirement which is common across the social enterprise movement; namely the requirement for surpluses to be principally reinvested into the business and/ or into the community to address social objectives. This is clear and unequivocal. It is the responsibility of the trustees and/ or directors of the organisation to ensure that the organisation delivers to its mission, just as it is for any third sector organisation.

 

2 - does calling your organisation a social enterprise give you a licence to do anything which makes money regardless of mission and values?

No. Social enterprises are structured in ways which put the mission and values of that company at the heart of every commercial decision. Social enterprises make money for their mission and values, not regardless of them. There are tens of thousands of outstanding examples of this happening across the UK, and very few examples that I am aware of, of the structure being abused.
 

3 - is political enthusiasm for social enterprise - all the parties love it - just an excuse to axe grants in the name of 'sustainability'?


To imply that politicians see social enterprise as a convenient vehicle to ‘axe grants’ is a misreading of the policies of all the main parties. Certainly in conversations I’ve 
had, ministers understand that in many cases social enterprises deliver outstanding value for money, but recognise their responsibility to support the ongoing development of the whole of the third sector through financial investment.   

Social enterprise is not the solution to everything. At SEL we are very clear that not all third sector organisations are suited to a social enterprise model; for much of the sector being a voluntary organisation which uses grants and fundraising to achieve its aims is preferable. But the social enterprise model enables an organisation to use a market driven, business led process to address its mission – it’s a process which is proven to promote innovation, entrepreneurialism and ultimately outstanding social outcomes.
 

4 - if a social enterprise relies on state funded contracts how on earth does this represent an example of third sector 'sustainability'?

It is important to emphasise the distinction between grants and contracts. If an organisation from any sector delivers a public contract then it is providing a service. We do recognise that social enterprises can initially require grant funding in order to develop into sustainable businesses; after all, business development is a process, not an event. But at SEL we are very clear that in order to be recognised as a social enterprise, the organisation needs ultimately to be a business, earning revenue through trading in order to address our most pressing social and environmental challenges. 
The social entrepreneurs I work with on a daily basis are some of the most brilliant, community spirited, determined individuals I have ever met. Of course, as with charities, public sector organisations and private companies, the model is open to abuse, but to suggest that at the heart of social enterprise is anything other than the desire to achieve lasting social change is a gross inaccuracy. 

I would be delighted to extend an invitation to you to accompany me on a tour of London’s social enterprises, I run a network of 1800 of them. I spend my working life demonstrating to people the power and value in our wonderful movement and I would be delighted to do the same for you.

I look forward to your response.

With best wishes,
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