ECN MEETING-10 MARCH 2008
Section A- Summary and Recommendations

1. Summary 

Development work on an initial Voluntary and Community Sector (VCS) Premises Strategy was commissioned by the Ealing Change Up Consortium and completed in 2005. 

The aim of the original work was to provide information and statistical evidence about the premises shortage, highlighting the main areas in which premises were difficult to acquire.  The strategy then went on to look at current and proposed premises projects, with case studies of successfully run premises initiatives in other areas, ending with recommendations for the future.

This original piece of work put Ealing at the forefront of considering premises related issues for the whole of the local VCS. Thanks to funding from the London Borough of Ealing and the support of the Ealing Change Up Consortium it has now been possible to take this development work to the next stage.
This follow up strategy aims to take things a step further.  It reports on the progress of initiatives which were in the planning phase in 2005.It also aims to show the current  local, sub-regional and national context ,all of which have been changing during the preparation of the strategy. Recommendations are made which apply to all those in Ealing with an interest in, or responsibility for, community matters; to statutory partners and to the sector itself. 

A lack of affordable and accessible accommodation has been a top priority issue for local groups for some time and is identified as a key priority in the current Ealing Change Up Plan.  A survey of Black, minority Ethnic and Refugee groups for the Change Up Plan revealed that 60% of groups in Ealing perceived lack of affordable premises as a major problem. 

In researching for this report it has been pleasing to see that some progress has been made. The new Ealing Community Resource Centre has successfully opened, a Community Premises Directory is now available on-line on the ECN website, Acton Community Forum is providing new ‘hot-desk’ facilities and facilities at Southall Community Alliance are being well used by small and emerging groups. 
Some of the projects anticipated previously have progressed more slowly than had been hoped.  A much needed Southall Resource Centre has not yet been developed although discussions about this are continuing this demonstrates how difficult major premises projects are to develop and how slow their progress can sometimes appear. 
However, as an indication of just how quickly things can change my original draft of this summary reported a disappointing lack of progress on Hanwell Community Centre. I was delighted to hear, just in time to amend this final version of the report, that Ealing Council has committed £2 million pounds towards the restoration of the centre. 
The premises issue is not confined to Ealing but has become a pressing concern across London. Largely as part of the ongoing Change Up programme various boroughs have taken time to look at the problems facing the sector, with a number of reports and strategies being published in the past two years.  The West London Network has also commissioned a report on premises issues across the sub-region. 

Since 2005 community premises have also received national attention, with the commissioning of the Quirk report and its publication in 2007. 

The original strategy demonstrated that Ealing could be ahead of other boroughs in thinking about how premises needs could begin to be addressed. Experience in London and beyond since 2005 indicates that there is no easy answer to the premises question. The dilemma of how to adequately house the sector and provide for community needs is one that is unlikely to be completely resolved .This strategy aims to show what the next steps might be for Ealing.

2. Process 

I am grateful to all those in Ealing who took the time and trouble to talk to me about premises matters. My aim was to speak to individuals and organisations with an overview of various parts of the borough, or with a particular area of interest. I provided contact details in Evolve last summer and people were free to contact me. I also met with local groups at an Ealing Community Network meeting and followed up a number of approaches with telephone calls and e-mails. Each of these contacts, whether providing information or opinion were used in reaching the conclusions and recommendations found in this report. Opinions and conclusions are, however, my own.
There could never be enough time to speak to everyone with an interest in premises matters as it affects virtually all organisations and community groups. My apologies therefore for any omissions and my thanks to everyone who took an interest.

I have used VCS for the voluntary and community sector, to mean the whole range of what are now commonly described as ‘third sector’ organisations.

Carol Coventry February 2008
3. Recommendations

a) All Partners need to:

I. Promote Sustainability- whilst new developments are very much to be welcomed it is also important to ensure that existing accommodation for the sector is properly maintained and well managed. This can best be achieved by ensuring that support is available to VCS groups with responsibilities for property management and that new projects are properly planned to ensure that ongoing costs can be met. In addition, attention should be paid to the environmental and social sustainability of premises. Sustainability involves support for both the buildings and the community anchor organisations which manage them.
II. Support  good practice-VCS groups need training and professional advice not just in planning for and costing premises projects but in premises and facilities management to deal with the host of issues which arise from owning or managing premises.

III. Build on what we have- Ealing starts from a good position compared to many boroughs and can be an exemplar for other VCS areas. It already has three major VCS premises hubs e.g. Southall Community Alliance, Ealing Community Resource Centre, Acton Community Forum as well as good local smaller hubs (such as the Tallo Centre). There is a real need to address lack of core premises in Northolt and Greenford and to realise the potential of Hanwell Community Centre, now that the Council has shown commitment to the restoration of the centre. 
b) Local Authority & other Statutory Partners need to:

I. Think VCS- there will be instances in which co-location with VCS services will enhance statutory services e.g. benefits advice, or specialist counselling provided at health centres. There were great hopes for Extended Schools and for Children’s Centres which have only been partially realised.  Statutory partners need to be aware that the very long lead –in times of new developments can be difficult for VCS organisations which typically have shorter planning cycles and often unstable funding. LB Ealing has produced a draft premises strategy (although this is currently under review) and local VCS groups are keen to link into and support this where appropriate.
II. Think Community-in addition to formal space to deliver services there will also be a need for flexible community space for meetings and activities. This should be reflected in the planning process for new developments and by use of S106 provision. It is important that local communities are consulted about what is needed and how to provide it. Ealing is already a national leader in this area; the Shaping Communities Scheme developed jointly by Ealing Community Network and LBE Planning Department has won a national AOL ‘Innovations in the Community ‘award. Through ‘Digital Challenge’ the current pilot scheme is now being extended across the Borough. There is also a successful and well supported joint Planning Working Group involving planning officers and Ealing Community Network (ECN) representatives. 

III. Promote and Protect Community Assets- London Borough of Ealing should look at the recommendations in the Quirk report on the transfer of community buildings to the VCS and consider how these might apply within the borough. In doing so there needs to be discussion and planning to ensure long term sustainability and financial security. Where statutory agencies own premises which are leased to VCS organisations, greater clarity needs to be established about responsibility for maintenance and medium to long term plans need to demonstrate sustainability. 
IV. Extended Schools- these may provide greater opportunities for the VCS to use premises and also to provide services which may meet the needs of the extended schools, e.g. after- school and holiday activities. The need to generate income from lettings at a market rent can often exclude VCS groups and work needs to be done to determine how access may be made easier e.g. discounts might be offered for use which meets certain criteria. The sector looks forward to the development of the ‘Building Schools for the Future’ progamme to more fully involve community and voluntary organisations. 
V. Rent and Leasing Policies- LBE has recently introduced a revised rent policy managed by an external provider. Though there is an appeals process ECN has had concerns raised by several groups faced with apparent very large `market rent `increases and with formal documents which can appear daunting to small groups. There have also been concerns at long delays in resolving lease issues. While recognising LBE has clear premises management and financial responsibilities it is recommended LBE Officers meet with VCS representatives  to see if these processes can be managed in a more user friendly way. The identification of a lead officer for VCS premises matters within the Local Authority.
VI. Use the Voluntary and Community Sector’s expertise and consult early- There have been recent high profile issues around the Dominion Centre and ongoing discussions around Southall Community Centre. Without commenting on the substance, these concerns might have been mitigated through early discussion with local VCS anchor groups and representatives on how best to manage local consultation and feedback. 
c) Voluntary & Community Sector organisations need to:

I. Assess their own premises needs- with external support if needed. This may help to ensure that groups do not take on unnecessary overheads which take both time and money to manage appropriately. It might also help to assess where buildings are currently underused. This approach may need some increased flexibility and the ability to think a little more creatively about how services and activities can best be delivered .Some small-medium sized groups may need support  and training to do this effectively.

II. Make the best use of available premises- through sharing with other VCS groups, or with statutory partners. Those groups with premises should consider whether sharing these could be beneficial to other organisations and to their own finances and role in the local community. Some of the faith groups are already doing this very effectively and may be able to share their experiences.

III. Have access to support for problems associated with the management of buildings, including health & safety and other legal issues. Commercial leases in particular do raise lots of issues for small groups, and should never be entered into without legal advice, which can be costly. If community groups are going to benefit from the provisions in the Quirk report they will need adequate support. 

IV. Ensure that training is available, (and taken up) in matters relating to obtaining, occupying and managing buildings. This could, for example, include training and support in developing policies to enable co-location of groups and sharing of both premises and of back-office services. 

V. Consider the extension of hot desks which have so far been available at Southall Community Association, Acton Community Forum, and Ealing Community Resource Centre. These centres could be used as a basis for smaller satellites in other areas and as part of new developments, to provide hot desk services for small and emerging community groups.

VI. Not reinvent the wheel- Ealing is fortunate in having three core premises hubs. Although each premises project has its own challenges there are a host of issues (e.g. supply contracts, insurance, security, leases) which are common to all. Existing VCS premises projects should be willing to share their experience and offer mentoring to other small-medium groups wishing to develop new premises projects. There is also potential for Ealing to attract funding through consultancy services to other areas- Ealing Community Resource  Centre has already started to offer this on a small scale to a number of London boroughs and the Southall Community Alliance premises have been visited by a range of national organisations. In addition Ealing Community Resource Centre has been cited as a national good practice model by Capacitybuilders and filmed for their national VCS DVD.

4. Practical Actions

The following practical actions should be considered to enable Ealing to continue to make progress on premises and accommodation matters for the sector:
a) Establish a post which will be able to offer support to groups with responsibility for premises through practical advice and to act as a lead for the sector on maximising use of available premises; securing external funding and developing local mentoring and premises consultancy services. A more detailed proposal for this post may be found at Appendix one.

b) The TIDE project to offer a training programme, possibly in association with the West London Network, which provides groups with an understanding of how to manage and make the most of existing premises.

c) The LBE/ECN Planning Working Group to explore how the guidelines in the Quirk Report could best be used to the advantage of the local community and how existing premises in both statutory and voluntary sectors could be better used. This might include looking at the feasibility of managing existing council owned premises within the voluntary and community sector. The group should also consider how section 106 funding might be used as revenue to contribute to the ongoing sustainability of community premises. 
d) Ealing Community Resource Centre, Southall Community Alliance and Acton Community Forum to consider developing a consortia to provide mentoring support to new VCS premises projects in Ealing and consultancy services to other areas. This could include a password protected `how we did it` section on the ECRC website and some model documents (recognising  that some may be commercially confidential and some might be offered free to Ealing VCS groups and charged at a consultancy rate to other areas).
e) ECVS to provide a specific section on their website with details of national organisations who can support VCS premises projects and free or reduced cost professional support which might be available.

f) A named officer to be identified within the London Borough of Ealing able to take on overall responsibility for VCS premises matters and to act as a main point of contact for organisations.
