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1
BASELINE

1.1 The `Sustaining Success` report in 2001, funded by six West London CVS, West London TEC and NCVO, demonstrated the economic impact and potential purchasing power of the voluntary sector across West London.

Sustaining Success showed:

· There are over 4,500 voluntary organisations in West London

· The sector employs over 20,000 people

· The annual budget of the sector is over £680 million a year

1.2 Discussions in the Ealing Directors Group suggests there is a wide variation in spending on similar services and potential for co-ordinated purchasing by larger voluntary groups

1.3 The Ealing Voluntary Sector Resource Centre (due to open in 2005) will encourage joint purchasing of services such as IT, telephones and cleaning services, between groups based at the Centre.


Planning for the Resource Centre has also identified interest by a variety of businesses and suppliers.

2 
WHAT IS A COMMUNITY SERVICES CO-OP ?

2.1 
The aim of a co-op would be:

· to maximise the benefits of the collective purchasing power of local voluntary organisations

· to make better use of resources and promote collaboration between groups

· to assist small groups to benefit from co-ordinated purchasing by larger groups

2.2
The study identified 5 different models which could be developed:

· Information and Advice: establishing `benchmark costs` for individual services, advising groups on local `good buys` and helping local groups access national discount schemes

· Purchasing Network: setting up joint purchasing arrangements or `preferred supplier` schemes

· New Community Services: establishing new community services, such as a community audit service 

· Community Services Network: running information workshops on better purchasing schemes or ethical purchasing

· Community Resource Bank: using the ECVS website to promote recycling of equipment (such as PCs, office equipment, or office furniture) to voluntary groups by businesses or statutory authorities

3 
FEASIBILITY STUDY

3.1 The feasibility study has been led by Ealing CVS and co-ordinated through a freelance research consultant, Diane O’Connor.

3.2 
The study has been funded by GOL through the Infrastructure Fund Early Spend Programme.

3.3 
The study has had seven elements:

· research questionnaire to 200 local groups

· one-to-one meetings with 15 larger groups

· discussions with 9 potential suppliers
· discussions with two other innovative schemes: VIA3 Co Purchasing and Smart Resources (Red Ochre Consultancy)

· information workshop

· discussions with two potential funders

· desk research into national and regional schemes

3.4 
The feasibility study itself has led to new contacts with a number of projects and organisations, such as:

· Via3: a social enterprise and ethical purchasing organisation

· Smart Resources: an online resource centre set up by the consultancy firm Red Ochre

· Green Works: a company specialising in recycled low cost furniture specifically for the voluntary sector

It is likely that partnership projects and knowledge sharing will continue with these new contacts.

4  
KEY FINDINGS

4.1
The survey questionnaire was circulated to 200 groups. 63 groups responded (32%), of which 24% were visited in person. 

4.2 The survey sample of 63 groups was broadly representative of the Ealing voluntary sector (850 groups). The sample can be used to project estimated expenditure across the whole sector, as follows:
	Baseline
	Total estimated spending by the sample survey
	Total estimated spending by Ealing voluntary groups

	Spending per year 

on goods and services
	£832,000
	£6,656,000


The breakdown for spending areas is:

	Type of Expenditure
	Estimated Survey

Sample Spend 
	Estimated  

Ealing-Wide Spend

	Paper
	62,800
	502,400

	General stationery
	28,400
	227,200

	Equipment maintenance
	38,100
	304,800

	IT maintenance
	21,300
	170,400

	External printing/copying
	58,500
	468,00

	Cleaning services 
	30,300
	242,400

	Office furniture
	33,200
	265,600

	Rent
	396,200
	3,169,600

	Hire of premises/venues
	61,300
	490,400

	IT hardware and software
	101,900
	815,200

	TOTALS
	£832,000
	£6,656,000


Note: The estimated spending levels across the local sector have been `dampened` by 40% to take account of the number of larger groups in the survey. These are therefore if anything conservative estimates of overall expenditure

4.3
The research also revealed that:

· 38 groups in the survey (73%) have full-time premises and 9 (17%) part-time premises. 10% of groups own the premises they work from. 14 groups use members’ homes for carrying out work or holding meetings. 

· 37 groups (59%) hire venues for meetings and events on a regular basis

· There is reasonably high access to IT: 49% of groups have 1-5 PCs; 15% have 6-10 PCs; 13% have 11-20 PCs; and 7% have over 20 PCs. However, 16% of groups either don’t own a computer or use one belonging to a group member.

· 96% of groups have access to the Internet. Of these, 47% have broadband, and 53% dial-up access

· Only 29% of groups have an ongoing IT maintenance contract and only one group has a full-time IT support worker

· 71% of groups have access to professional financial support. However, of these, 47% rely on volunteer treasurers for support, and only 16% of groups have a full-time financial worker

· The majority of groups rely on informal arrangements for purchasing goods and services:

	Source of Office Supplies and Services
	% of sample



	Personal or group recommendation
	26%

	Have used the supplier in the past
	25%

	Product catalogues
	15%

	A response to information received through the post
	14%

	A response to advertising
	11%

	Tendering
	9%


4.4
The survey indicates that there is a wide variation in costs between similar size groups for similar services: 

· In groups with only 1 or no staff members annual budgets ranged from less than £5,000 to over £30,000. The amount these groups paid for their ISPs also ranged from £4.50 to £30 per month. Annual spending on hiring rooms and venues varied from £300 to £2,500.

· In groups with between 2 and 5 staff members annual expenditure on equipment maintenance ranged between £50 and £900 a year. External printing and copying ranged between £100 and £7,000.

· Organisations with between 7 and 15 staff members estimated they spent between £100 and £5,000 on office furniture each year and between £600 and £6,000 in audit costs.

· The largest organisations with over 15 staff members spent between £5,000 and £20,000 on general office supplies, and between £350 and £9,000 on external printing.

4.5 There is a fairly low level of awareness and take up of available national discount schemes (such as that operated by NCVO):

	Level of Awareness
	% of Sample
	Number of groups

	Have used NCVO discount scheme


	6% 
	4 groups

	Aware of NCVO scheme but have not used


	20% 
	12 groups

	Unaware of NCVO scheme
	74% 


	45 groups

	Have used another national/regional purchasing scheme
	14% 
	9 groups


4.6 There is a high level of interest among local groups in a Community Services Co-op (especially since for many groups this is a new and relatively unknown area). There is especially high interest in information on best buys/discount schemes and benchmark costs:

	Potential Co-op Model
	Very or 

Quite Interested
	Not Very Interested

or Not Relevant

	Information on best

buys/discounts
	86% 
	48 groups
	14% 
	8 groups

	Benchmark costs for

local services
	71% 
	37 groups
	29% 
	15 groups

	Joint purchasing 

Schemes
	62% 
	32 groups


	38% 
	19 groups

	Joint community 

Services
	55% 
	24 groups


	45% 
	20 groups

	Training and 

purchasing workshops
	50% 
	24 groups
	50% 
	24 groups


4.7

As part of the study, an information workshop was held. This was also an opportunity for participants to hear the interim research findings and to comment further on the idea of a community services co-op.  

Key issues from the workshop included:

· An interest in bulk buying to enable co-op members to benefit from discounts arising from economies of scale. Deliveries could be undertaken by local groups with transport links (such as Ealing Community Transport). 

· Buying ethical or fair-traded goods would be ideal – so long as prices remained competitive
· Spending locally would contribute to the Ealing economy (and possibly provide local jobs through an increase in local business)

· Researching and publicising benchmark costs for goods and services and placing them on the ECVS website would be both time-saving, informative and aid financial planning for local groups

· Working in partnership with ‘preferred suppliers’ that could offer preferential rates and special offers, would ensure groups were getting value for money combined with a good service. Periodic special offers could also be encouraged.

· Setting up a web-based ‘resource bank’ where groups and organisations could tap into an online ‘market place’ would enable businesses and other organisations to offer furniture and equipment either as a donation or at a reduced price. Local groups could also ‘flag up’ their requirements and request donations  

· Sourcing affordable venues for meetings and events using local retail or business sector premises would enable the private sector to make a community investment and provide space that is much needed by the voluntary sector.

· Bi-annual co-op workshops could be used to promote the scheme, encourage new members, and assist small groups to maximise their purchasing power. Guest speakers, like those at the workshop, could also provide additional information.
5 
SUPPLIER MEETINGS

5.1 Meetings were held with 9 companies that could potentially work in partnership with the co-op. These suppliers have either previously registered an interest in a co-op or are established suppliers to the local voluntary sector. Areas covered included:

Stationery supplies

Office furniture

IT provision and maintenance

Graphic design

Website design

Printing

Agency staff

Insurance services

Cleaning services

5.2
The meetings revealed:

· Some of the suppliers already had links with the voluntary sector in Ealing and provided goods and services to a range of mainly larger groups. All of those interviewed were keen to extend their business within the sector.

· Suppliers proposed a range of ways they could work in partnership by offering a value added service and special deals including:

A co-op branded catalogue of office furniture at preferential prices

The take-up of website sponsorship and advertising space

A ‘basket’ of stationary supplies at discounted rates identified through group spend analysis and core purchases

Competitively priced ‘start-up stationery packages’ 

Website design geared to the voluntary sector with added common links at either a local, sub regional, or national level.

Singly occupancy IT support with an add-on service for ‘satellite groups` in the borough

Account managers allocated to work with co-op members

Newsletter templates to help small groups produce a newsletter online or fed through a photocopier paper tray

‘Working in Partnership with Ealing Community Co-op’ vehicle signs

6 
NATIONAL AND REGIONAL SCHEMES

6.1
The study has identified a wide range of existing and newly established national schemes. There are also separate schemes run by the parent organisations of some local groups (such as Age Concern and the Pre School Learning Alliance).

6.2 These national schemes don’t currently operate in a co-ordinated way and there is a very low level of awareness among local groups. Schemes identified included:

· National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO): A national scheme offering discounts to NCVO members in areas such as stationery, furniture, electrical goods, IT and pension services

· National Association of Councils for Voluntary Service (NACVS): A national scheme offering CVS discounts in areas such as recruitment advertising, IT software, and insurance 

· AdviceUK: A national scheme offering advice centres discounts in areas such as insurance and recruitment advertising

· Action Link London: A scheme run by the London Voluntary Service Council (LVSC) for all voluntary organisations in London. The scheme has a website with small ads by providers of services and has also a negotiated discount on insurance services

· Smart Resources: An online centre run by Red Ochre and aimed particularly at social enterprises and BMER groups. The scheme currently has 25 suppliers covering areas such as insurance, discounted office furniture and IT

· Via3: A new venture particularly aimed at promoting social enterprise, environmental improvement and ethical business. Via3 already offer a range of products and services (including recycled office paper, office recycling, cleaning products and toiletries) and will shortly be expanding their range to include office equipment, fair trade tea and coffee and green electricity

· Green Works: A scheme providing recycled high quality office furniture from corporate donors (such as Marks and Spencer and HSBC). Their site currently offers a range of items such as chairs, reception desks, white boards and flip charts. They can also help with planning office layouts and a removals and delivery service

7
SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1
The feasibility study has clearly demonstrated the hidden economic impact of the voluntary and community sector, the potential to develop an Ealing Community Services Co-op and the level of interest among both local groups and potential suppliers.

7.2
There are different models for the Co-op which can be taken forward in the immediate, short and medium term. ECVS will look to further funding through the Infrastructure Fund for the short-term models and to charitable trusts and other funders for the medium –term models.

7.3 The study has shown that many voluntary organisations (including large organisations) take decisions on spending on goods and services in an informal way, with little access to decent information on benchmark costs and alternative suppliers. Developments in IT and a potential `Ealing Community Resource Bank` mean it is now possible to make that information accessible to a wide range of groups and create better links between the sector and potential suppliers.

7.4 The study itself, in only three months, has revealed a wealth of new information and contacts with both suppliers and innovative national schemes. ECVS will look to maintain and develop contacts with business suppliers and to develop potential local pilot schemes with organisations such as Via 3, Smart Resources and Green Works.

7.5 However as well as potential benefits for Ealing there are wider lessons for both GOL and national organisations. The research information on spending by groups in one borough and the potential to develop preferred supplier arrangements with local suppliers can clearly be replicated in other areas.

7.6 Equally, at national and regional level there is a need to bring together the current `patchwork` of organisations and social enterprises offering discounts and services targeted at the voluntary sector in a more co-ordinated way and to make these accessible to small local groups

7.7 Recommendations For Action: Ealing CVS

Immediate term (one month): 

· Circulate the summary report to all local groups expressing an interest in an Ealing Community Services Co-op and members of the Ealing Resource Centre Network 

· Produce an information fact sheet on available local supplier offers and national and regional discount schemes and circulate this to 850 Ealing groups through the ECVS newsletter Evolve (as well as the ECVS website)

Short –term (three months):

Seek further funding through GOL for follow-up work to:

· Develop an initial Co-op structure and membership

· Establish a best buys, benchmark costs and preferred suppliers section on the ECVS website

· Hold detailed discussions with suppliers contacted during the study to produce specific service offers for Co-op members

· Discuss with LB Ealing, Park Royal Partnership and other major companies in west London hosting an `Ealing Community Resource Bank` website

· Run further information and training workshops  (with external speakers)

Medium Term (six months)

· Seek funding from charitable trusts and other funders for a full-time Co-op Development Worker to develop and expand the Co-op, increase the range of services and supply offers to co-op members and establish new community services (such as community audit) 

· Develop pilot local schemes with Via 3, Smart Resources and Green Works

7.8
Recommendations For Action: Government Office for London 

· Look to disseminate the lessons and information from the Ealing pilot on a wider basis

· Provide funding to undertake similar research and pilot schemes on a wider sub-regional or regional basis

· Consider ways to better co-ordinate the patchwork of national and regional discount and service schemes and increase access by small local groups

· Consider how to support new social enterprises, both local and regional, specifically providing services to the voluntary and community sector
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