HIGH PEAK CVS’s Sustain Project

How do you keep a group well resourced, not grant dependent and sensitive to the environment? It’s a tough question but High Peak CVS’s Sustain project is beginning to help make an impact for local organisations.
Set up
High Peak CVS’s Sustain Project was set up in 2004 to provide advice and support to VCS groups to develop economically and environmentally sustainable ways of working. Groups are encouraged to grow whilst reducing their environmental impact, and to develop social enterprises and enterprising behaviour to diversify their income and become less grant–dependent. Funding for the project initially came from the Sustainable Development Fund via the Peak District National Park Authority with match funding from Derby and Derbyshire Economic Partnership.

What did we do?

Two events quickly put the project on the map locally. The NCVO Sustainable Funding team provided a one-day session on ‘Bright Ideas for Sustainable Funding’. This explored the range of funding options including the benefits of earned income, and other ingredients to financial sustainability, such as mission-focus, strategic planning and financial management. 
The second was ‘Buildings, Buildings, Buildings’. This was an event we put together ourselves in response to the large number of organisations approaching us for support to improve their community buildings. It consisted of a day of workshops lead by local and regional experts on aspects of building refurbishment and re-development. Topics included ‘greening your building’, business planning, fundraising, working with professionals, addressing access issues, and so on.

In its first three months these events brought us into contact with 40-50 of the larger organisations in the High Peak. Over the following year, we began to develop our information resources on the Sustain Project themes, including ‘How? Guides’ on social enterprise, sustainable funding, asset development and environmental sustainability (see www.highpeakcvs.org/how/ ). Further training courses followed, e.g. ‘Ready, Steady, Go!’ was aimed at those thinking of starting a social enterprise or trading activity. Based on NCVO’s ‘Bright Ideas for Sustainable Funding’ we also developed our own 10 hour course accredited at OCN level 2. This attracted a different client group from the original session, including some just starting out on potentially sizable enterprises, and others which were very small and would possibly never have any paid staff. 

Last year the project managed two county-wide Change Up projects on Social Enterprise and Asset Development. The Social Enterprise project had four strands: 

· a web-based information centre for social enterprises (see www.sedd.org.uk ), 

· accredited training for a number of advisors, 

· mapping existing support across the county and assessing present and future need 

· modelling long-term sustainable support across the county

The Asset Development project explored opportunities and barriers to asset transfer locally, collecting the views of local authorities and other statutory organisations on the issue. This had an information strand, and produced five fact sheets on various aspects of asset development and asset transfer. 
The Sustain project manager also acted as adviser to the NCVO Sustainable Funding Project for their work for the Finance Hub that developed a Guide to Funding and Finance.
What about the environment?

Two environmental projects are now in progress. One will provide an on-line directory of environmental resources available locally. Here ‘environmental’ has a broad meaning, including the built environment. Thus the directory will include consultants, advisors and contractors who can help with anything from developing a nature trail through to low-energy refurbishment of a community building and the development of its use. 
The other project is developing an Environmental Quality Mark for voluntary organisations which take steps to reduce their environmental impact. The first step will be to invite a number of organisations to take part in an environmental impact assessment.

We have worked with individual organisations on projects and issues which fit within its themes. Those that stand out include a community café that closed down and was courageously re-started by a new organisation, a recycling project that has substantially increased its income from trading, and a young community association that is about to take on the management of a local-authority owned community centre. 

High Peak CVS likes to practice what it preaches. We certainly haven’t got it right environmentally yet, but we’re developing a trading arm to help sustain the organisation economically. (Digital Umbrella provides a web-design service and IT training.)
NEW for 2007/8. 

Sustain Project and other staff can now offer a consultancy service and training to external organisations. This year the Sustain project will be able to offer advice, consultancy and training to a limited number of organisations outside of High Peak. If you want to know more contact Esther Jones at esther@highpeakcvs.org.uk 
