Supporting a Stronger Civil Society
Social Firms UK’s  response to consultation question 9: 25 November 2010

1
Social Firms UK, a registered charity itself, is the national support organisation for a particular type of social enterprise (a Social Firm) that uses trade to create jobs for people at greatest disadvantage in the labour market (ie people with learning disabilities; mental health problems; prison records; homeless people or people with a history of drug or alcohol misuse).

2
 We are a membership organisation with 149 full members (Social Firms and emerging Social Firms), 183 associate members (CSO and public sector organisations interested in the development of Social Firms). Since becoming an OCS/OTS Strategic Partner in 2007 our membership has grown by 50% and the Social Firm sector throughout the UK has grown by over 32% since 2006.
3 
We are committed to making a difference on behalf of our members and our actions are focused on enabling them to fulfil their social mission. That is why we commissioned the nef( New Economics Foundation) to produce an independent report on the impact Social Firms UK has had since its inception 10 years ago. The report is available here http://socialfirmsuk.co.uk/resources/library/review-shape-tomorrow-looking-back-over-10-years-work-social-firms-uk .
4
We estimate that the Social Firm sector contributes over £40m a year in welfare benefit savings alone, and helps to significantly reduce public expenditure in the fields of health, adult social care and reducing re-offending. Social Firms UK is working closely with the Department for Work and Pensions; Department for Communities and Local Government; Ministry of Justice and the Home Office on various policy initiatives as well as responding to consultations by the Department for Business and Innovation and the Department of Health.
5
In the context of the Big Society, the Social Firm model offers a financially sustainable and socially inclusive approach that empowers people to move from being passive recipients of public services to actively shaping their own lives and in many cases contributing to the development of their communities.  As social enterprises, Social Firms can offer extra social value as well as meeting product or service specifications for public as well as private contracts. 

6
We surveyed our 332 members in the context of this consultation. 94% of respondents considered that Social Firms UK represented their views to government very effectively (57%) or fairly effectively (38%).  
7
Our response to the consultation question “How can central Government best work with National Infrastructure to support and deliver the Big Society?” covers three main areas

 a)
Recognise the different types of organisations that individual national infrastructure organisations represent and the different types of functions they play. There is a world of difference between the needs (in terms of expertise; start up resources; running costs; legal requirements , business development opportunities etc) of  a group of volunteers coming together in their spare time to address a particular local issue and a social enterprise developing into a sustainable self-financing organisation.  The activities of the infrastructure organisation have to meet the needs of the organisations they are in business to support. It is also worth noting that while some national infrastructure organisations have regional or local  substructures, others are leaner and, like Social Firms UK, deliver directly to front-line organisations.
b)
Act as a facilitator by ensuring that the infrastructure and support that front -line organisations need is available. So far, social enterprises and civil society organisations have addressed the gaps in public service delivery and unmet social needs. If its vision of the Big Society is to be truly realised, the Government needs to scale up its support, both directly to front line organisations and to national infrastructure organisations. This is vital if national infrastructure organisations are to offer the support that front-line organisations need to take up the challenge of full scale public service delivery, as the Government envisages.  In our survey 58% of our respondents said they are currently bidding for public service contracts and 85% said they intended to do so in the future. When we asked what help, if any, they needed, we received a wide range of answers. As their representative body we will of course look at ways in which we can respond to these needs directly or help them to access support they are looking for. Our experience is that in the current stark economic climate our members priority is to run their enterprises and meet their social objectives - they want solutions brought to them rather than having to search them out and they rely on us to voice their needs and concerns to policymakers.  (see para 6 above).
  c)
Support the Public Services (Social Enterprise and Social Value) Bill and ensure that it gets the parliamentary time necessary to become law. In its role as regulator, the Government is arguably, the cornerstone of the national infrastructure. It is within the Government’s gift to reduce any obstacles to the passage of this Bill, and it should demonstrate its commitment to the Big Society making sure that public sector procurement decisions take full account of social value.  
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