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1.
Foreword

1.1 Language

Day Care Services in Hertfordshire have adopted the terms ‘people with learning disabilities’, ‘people with mental health problems’ and ‘people with physical disabilities’. Where they are discussing the whole range of people who access Day Care Services, they use the term ‘service users’. 

North Hertfordshire College, however (perhaps because it is an educational institution), uses the term ‘learning difficulties’.

Because Day Care Services has the principal role in the care of this client group, we have chosen to follow their terminology.

1.2
Consultation

We have sought to consult widely and have been impressed by the cooperation and enthusiasm we have received. It is the practice of The Ideas Mine in research projects of this kind to consult the people who use services, and not just those who plan and deliver them. 

However, within the time available to us it has not been possible to consult meaningfully with everyone whose views we would like to have heard. 
At the same time, we believe that their interests have been well and sincerely represented by professionals who have good reason to know them and who clearly care about them. 
The Ideas Mine is grateful to the many other people who have enabled us to research and produce this report.

2
Executive Summary

2.1 North Hertfordshire College, Hertfordshire County Council, through its Day Care Services, and Stevenage Borough Council are keen to explore innovative opportunities to improve the lives of people with learning disabilities.

2.2 The College wishes to add horticultural training to its curriculum; Day Care Services have identified horticulture as an activity which provides many benefits for people with learning disabilities; and Stevenage Borough Council has identified potential employment opportunities through the town regeneration programme. All three organisations are interested in a sustainable process with a long-term future.
2.3 This feasibility study has therefore been commissioned through the regional Investing in Communities programme to explore the potential to develop a social enterprise, trading in horticulture, and providing learning and occupational opportunities for people with learning disabilities.
2.4 We have concluded that such an enterprise does have the potential to develop and thrive. We recommend that 

· the project should be taken to the next stage

· the enterprise should be open to people with mental health problems, physical disabilities, as well as people with learning disabilities

· a steering group be established to provide a meeting place for stakeholders, harness their energy and imagination, and progress the project

· a new organisation should be created, rather than an existing one used to develop the service

· a social enterprise support agency should be recruited to support the fledgling organisation

· a phased approach should be adopted to the development
· a multi-agency implementation plan should be created to manage change.

3 Background
3.1 North Hertfordshire College offers a variety of learning opportunities to adults with learning disabilities, but is interested in extending the range and quality of these services. Horticulture has been identified as a particular opportunity, and the College has offered to provide land and buildings at its’ Hitchin site for the purpose. However, while the College is keen to stimulate these opportunities, it has no interest in the long-term management of the process. 
3.2 Stevenage Borough Council has identified the potential to employ people with learning disabilities in its parks and gardens. However, as with the College, it has no interest in running the organisation with which it intends to contract.
3.3 An exploratory meeting between the two concluded that they would like to explore the possibility of creating a sustainable business providing horticultural services and training opportunities for people with learning disabilities. 
3.4 Since both institutions serve a public purpose, they believe that social enterprise, which has an ethical base and which re-invests surpluses rather than creating shareholder value, might be an appropriate business model.
3.5 Investing in Communities is a programme funded by the East of England Development Agency (EEDA) and designed to ensure ‘through a new, long term, 'joined up' approach to community regeneration that all our communities, of place and of interest, can participate in and benefit from the development of our region’
. An approach to IiC was successful, and this feasibility study has been commissioned to test the concept.

4 Review of evidence 

4.1 Over 24,000 people a week use garden projects across the UK to improve their practical skills and well-being, and recent research by Thrive, the national charity that makes use of gardening to change the lives of disabled people, shows that the majority of these people have learning disabilities or mental health problems
. 
A number of organisations in Hertfordshire have an interest in the innovative approaches to activities for people with learning disabilities, and have identified horticulture as a potential option. 

4.2 North Hertfordshire College

North Hertfordshire College (NHC) has four centres situated in the three major towns in North Hertfordshire. The Stevenage Centre is situated on Monkswood Way; The Hitchin Centre and The Centre for the Arts are located within half a mile of each other along The Cambridge Road in Hitchin; and The Goldsmith Management Centre occupies a town centre location in Letchworth Garden City. 

All centres are easily accessible and are all served by regular and reliable public transport routes. 

NHC has a long history of providing inclusive and broad educational programmes for people with learning disabilities at their key centres and also in partnership with other organisations and in community locations. 

4.2.1
Current Supported Studies provision

The Supported Studies provision at NHC sits within the “Academy for the Community”, and includes a variety of full and part-time courses which offer learners the opportunity to gain an accredited qualification at entry and levels 1,2 and 3 (“LifeSkills”  is the only course to offer level 2/3 qualifications).
In the current 2007/08 full-time prospectus the provision is described in the following way:

“Supported Studies courses cater for young people who may have experienced varying difficulties in learning. Learners can benefit from a supported learning environment planned to meet individual needs. In addition, the study of many learners is enhanced by supportive work experience placements” 

Whilst the current Part-time prospectus states: 
“Adult Supported Studies courses are designed for adults who have severe, profound and/or complex learning needs. Through a range of part-time courses offered at Stevenage and Hitchin, learners can:

· Explore the learning environment

· Enhance their skills in communication

· Develop social and independence skills

· Grow in confidence

· Gain pre-requisite skills for work

· Lead a more fulfilling life.”

In addition to this core educational provision, NHC works in partnership to run ‘Briar Patch’, a supported housing project based in Letchworth Garden City that provides supported accommodation for young people with learning disabilities. Learners who are over 18 years old and who are enrolled on NHC full-time supported studies educational programmes can “apply to live at Briar Patch where they will have the opportunity to further develop their independent living skills via the supported ‘Stepping Out’ programme”. 

NHC also runs a community provision, the North East Transition Programme, which is located within a self-contained unit at the Valley School, Stevenage. The course “provides a supported transition for learners who are not yet ready to join a full-time College course”.

Vocational Tasters and Supported Work Experience are an integral part of many of the Supported Studies courses.

4.2.2
Future service provision

Irrespective of the social enterprise development, NHC is currently developing a course in horticultural skills, at entry level 1, for the next academic year. 

4.2.3
Referral sources

Learners aged between 16 and 24 years old are primarily referred to the Supported Studies courses through Connexions, whilst learners over 24 are referred through a variety of agencies working as part of the Social Services provision for Hertfordshire County Council. 

4.2.4
Learner numbers

At present NHC has 120 learners enrolled on the whole range of Supported Studies programmes; 60 of these are aged between 16 and 24 years old. 

4.2.5
Existing challenges 

There are a number of challenges and barriers for people with learning disabilities that have been identified through close discussion with college staff which they believe restrict these learners from making real progress in terms of community integration, social and financial inclusion and an appropriate level of independence
. The identified barriers are:

· An acknowledgment that there exists in society at large a complicit and widely held belief that these learners are unable to secure employment or establish financial independence through employment. Experienced staff at NHC have expressed concerns that they regularly encounter discriminatory attitudes towards this group of learners that reinforce stereotypical views that opportunities for employment are not only limited, but may only exist in a fully supported environment or within charitable and voluntary sector organisations in work placements where there is an expectation of low skills levels rather than direct employment.

· There is a lack of vocational opportunities for adult learners. Current opportunities tend to be focussed more on younger learners aged between 16 and 24, and also on employment areas that require very low skills levels. Many supported employment placements linked to Supported Studies courses are in the retail sector with opportunities mostly provided through Charity Shops. Whilst this is recognised as valuable experience it provides limited skills development and no opportunity for remuneration. 
· There is a lack of external Progression Routes once learners have completed their chosen learning programme (though progression through the entire Supported Studies programme is beneficial). However, it has been identified that some adult learners have been engaged in college courses for as long as 20 years because there are so few external progression routes where they can extend their employment experience and vocational skills and hence the opportunity for real work. This has created a ‘revolving door’ culture for some learners where opportunities to progress simply do not exist. Whilst this situation is preferable to disengagement of the learner, college staff are frustrated at being unable to offer this particular group the same personal and vocational growth that they provide for other learners.

· Because existing provision is funded through the Learning and Skills Council, there is little opportunity for innovation unless the initiative is accredited. In addition, LSC funding streams only provide 40 week programmes; this means that for 12 weeks of the year learners are disengaged from programmes and inactive. Whilst ‘term-time only’ provision is the historic norm for Further Education colleges, North Hertfordshire College has developed new models of delivery that recognise the benefits of providing flexible learning opportunities at times and venues that meet learner needs. 

4.2.6
Aspirations

There is a growing awareness among college staff at all levels that Supported Studies provision could be enhanced and improved. This is partly through the successful development of innovative programmes by highly motivated staff which have resulted in significant benefits for learners. 

A good example is the “Artability” project which is delivered through the Transition Course at The Valley School. It involves learners in art and craft activities that not only enhance the core curriculum through a different medium, but also generates income through sales of the work produced by learners. The learners gain new skills through the activities but also grow in self confidence as a result of the value placed on their products through sales. Generating income for themselves added a new dimension to their feelings of self-worth and also aided their perception of themselves regarding social and economic inclusion.

As a result there exists within the college staff team a very positive will to address these barriers and to explore new opportunities to create an environment of meaningful progression for their learners. These aspirations have been echoed by learners themselves, who having taken part in recently delivered initiatives, have expressed a desire to be involved in a wider range of activities that provide opportunities for greater community engagement and income generation. Learners and staff discussions have identified activity and vocational areas that could be explored to this end.

Key points that NHC would like to address are:

· the provision of enhanced training opportunities for learners within a vocational setting
· the provision of a wider variety of progression routes for learners that demonstrate and offer a ‘step-change’ and the opportunity for greater community integration
· a widening of the scope of supported employment placements for learners so that a wider range of life and employment skills can be developed
· an increase in real employment opportunities
· raised self-confidence and self-esteem of learners through both social and financial inclusion and greater levels of independence

· alternative sources of funding that would provide discrete and innovative activities for the learner group 
· exploration of the idea of social enterprise activity that could generate income for the learners, improve their confidence and sense of independence, and widen their progression routes and employment prospects.   

4.2.7
Progress to date

Key staff members who deliver and manage the Supported Studies provision have held a series of exploratory meetings with the funding officer for Stevenage Borough Council to discuss the application criteria and requirements around alternative funding streams that could potentially support the development of social enterprise activity within the college for people with learning disabilities. 

As a result of these meetings, there has emerged a potential partnership opportunity between Stevenage Borough Council and North Hertfordshire College, linked to a current Borough Council initiative related to the Town Centre Gardens Development Project, which could provide a platform for the development of a horticultural social enterprise for Supported Studies learners.

Approval has been sought, and given, by senior college staff, including the principal, to progress these exploratory discussions and to investigate the feasibility of establishing a horticultural social enterprise within North Hertfordshire College. 

It has also been identified that though this initiative is being explored initially for Supported Studies learners, it has the potential, should it be successful, to offer vocational training, work tasters and placements, alongside work experience opportunities to a wider range of learners. North Hertfordshire College provides learning and training opportunities to a diverse range of groups, many of whom are seeking to become economically active and this social enterprise initiative would provide a mixture of multi-level training opportunities across a very broad spectrum of vocational areas. It is anticipated that skills development could take place in the following areas: 

· Business and Administration

· Business Studies

· Management Studies

· Marketing and Sales

· Retail

· Leisure

· Health and Social Care

· Horticultural Skills

In addition, the essential key skill areas of IT, Literacy and Numeracy should be integrated as part of the skills development agenda within the social enterprise. Personal Development and ‘soft skills’ training in areas such as time management, decision making, assertiveness and confidence building, along with communication and team building skills would also be delivered as an integral part of the social enterprise activities. 

North Hertfordshire College is fully committed to enabling this social enterprise development, and has offered to act as the incubator for it. It has no desire to wholly own or manage the social enterprise, but believes that it can contribute valuable assets and resources during the early stages in a supporting role. 

4.2.8
Resources

North Hertfordshire College has been undergoing a transformational development and improvement programme to its centres. The Hitchin Centre is due for total redevelopment in 2009. At present the buildings only occupy 25% of the land belonging to the college at the Cambridge Road site. The remaining land is designated as sports playing fields, which are under utilised. 

The college has offered the land at the Hitchin Centre for horticultural development to support this initiative until the redevelopment takes place. The site is easily accessible and designation of the land for horticultural activities would not have a negative impact on the function and delivery of other provision at the site. In addition, the college has declared that it is willing to provide additional resources – potentially a new, dedicated post, as well as horticultural structures such as greenhouses - in support of the activities.  

4.2.9
Support / independence model

There is no internal expertise within the college staff team regarding social enterprise but this is balanced by a committed will to develop and learn the necessary skills which will be required. There are a number of training programmes that staff can access on a local, sub-regional and regional level that will enable them to develop the necessary understanding and knowledge in this field and social enterprise support is available through both specialist and mainstream business support provision. This is not to say that college staff would be involved in the long-term management of the social enterprise, but this would engender a cultural understanding of the long-term aims of the project. 

Social enterprise models and timescales will be discussed in greater depth in other areas of this report. However, the diagram below describes simplistically how North Hertfordshire College currently sees the level of its support for the social enterprise.
4.2.10
Figure 1
[image: image4.jpg]


 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 



4.3 Stevenage Borough Council

Stevenage Borough Council has embarked on an ambitious programme of regeneration
 with the vision to:
‘To create a vibrant town centre that is a home to a complementary spectrum of retail, leisure, office, civic and residential uses. The centre will have a high quality public realm and significantly improved transport services. It will capitalise on its unique new town history and will be a safe, sustainable and successful place at the forefront of competitiveness and good practice.’
A key ingredient of the regeneration strategy is the improvement of the Town Centre Gardens, with an aspiration to win a Green Flag Award
 (the national standard of excellence for parks and green spaces in England and Wales).
This is also consistent with Council’s responsibilities under the Hertfordshire Local Area Agreement’s environmental theme. Because the Council looks to add value to everything it does, it has identified the opportunity to offer the contract to maintain the gardens to people with learning disabilities. There is therefore a potential opportunity to develop a partnership between the College and the Council. 
4.3.1
The Town Centre Gardens project

This development of the Town Centre Gardens will increase both their usage by the public (especially those who use the Town Centre) and the level of involvement which the community will have in the management and running of the park.  It will offer volunteering and training opportunities for Stevenage Borough Council, North Hertfordshire College and voluntary and community groups, including people with learning disabilities and special needs

The vision behind the project is to create a modern space of high quality urban design, which will reflect the original New Town vision by retaining the existing ancient hedgerows and pathways, while introducing new physical features, planting and design.  
There is currently a high level of fear of crime amongst the elderly and other vulnerable groups and, as a consequence, usage of the space is relatively low.  This project will incorporate the most sustainable elements of best practice in designing out crime, increasing public safety through improved layout, lighting and pathways, while offering greater freedom of access and movement within the Gardens. Other areas highlighted for improvement include the pond, the provision of interpretation boards and signage.  This will renew the sense of place which has been lost.
Stevenage Borough Council has submitted a very significant bid to the Heritage Lottery Fund to support the development of this project.
4.4 Hertfordshire County Council Day Care Services

There are broadly three types of activity that currently take place within Hertfordshire County Council’s in-house day services that have some work-related element, and result in the generation of income: 
1.
Day service activities or outreach projects that involve selling goods and/or services to others
2.
Historical contract work arrangements with the commercial sector
3.
Fund-raising events

The number of these sorts of activities taking place within in-house day services is likely to increase, because they are an important part of developing a socially inclusive, community-based day service, as required by Valuing People
. The Council is presently in the process of clarifying the legal and employment status of these projects, and the status of each individual taking part in them.  
This is because such arrangements can put a service user’s benefits at risk, and can put the local authority into an untenable position in terms of employment law and procurement regulations. The main issue is whether any service user has an “implicit contract”, which would mean they should be receiving the minimum wage.  Adult Care Services would want to avoid such ambiguities, not only as they may be exploitative of individuals, but also because the statutory purpose of the department is to provide services. However, there is little case law that clarifies the position that should be taken in this area.
The Adult Care Services Board is being asked to agree the basic principles (March 2007), and then further work will be carried out to develop a formal policy.

This will eventually produce clear policy and tools to help managers to:
· be aware of and understand the various types of work-related day service activity that generate income
· be clear about how day services activities and employment differ, and how this applies to each service user and each project
· understand how any income generated by in-house day services should be managed in each case
4.4.1
Social enterprises/businesses

It is widely thought that if there were some changes to the procurement rules in local authorities, more social businesses could win large enough contracts to provide a work force that included both people with and without disabilities. Such changes might include not requiring such a long track record in tender conditions, taking the social benefit of an organisation into account as criteria, or splitting large multi-million contracts into smaller values and contracting with smaller companies.
An example of this can be seen in Bromley, where the Shaw Trust has been contracted to develop three work projects to replace some of the existing day services. One of these involved Shaw Trust winning the tender in a neighbouring authority to maintain a cemetery. The existing cemetery workforce came over to the new project by TUPE, and now the project has an integrated disabled and non-disabled workforce. 

Taking a more flexible and innovative approach has the exciting potential to establish a way that ACS and the local authority as a whole can, over a reasonably short period, create many more part-time posts for people with learning disabilities within their own ACS services and other departments. Due to its size, the local authority has a very significant advantage: it can provide an integrated work environment which many small social businesses still find problematic. 
4.4.2
Taking at individual approach
All service users are reviewed as part of programme planning to assess the capacity in which they will take part in work-related projects. This is to ensure that people taking part in work-related activities are doing so in a voluntary capacity, and are not being exploited. If someone has a clear desire to move on to employment, even for part of the week, this aim is supported.

4.4.3
Day service projects developing into social enterprises

In most of the current projects or activities, the investment of both staff time (due to the support needs of service users) and material resources usually far exceeds the small income streams that are generated. This means that these activities could not generate enough of a surplus or ‘profit’ in order to be set up as stand-alone projects or social enterprises. 
However, there are examples nationally (for example the Holywell Garden Project in Watford) where a local authority project has made the transition into a social enterprise. If the aspiration to develop along these lines exists in Hertfordshire, there is no reason why they should not. 
4.4.4
Day care arrangements
Day care services in Hertfordshire are currently undergoing a radical re-provisioning, in order to bring them up to date and meet the authority’s obligations under Valuing People.  Each existing day centre building will be replaced with two small hub community base buildings, to cover the two main ‘towns’ within each district. The hubs will serve as a central co-ordinating point for a range of outreach sites and projects. 
Both hub community bases and most outreach sites will:
· have a function, such as the Arts Café Project, and will offer services to the local community, or join with other partners in local community projects
· be integrated with community life.(In some cases this will be achieved by having other stakeholders use space in the hub building)
· be a back-up base for people whose programmes are out in mainstream community venues (i.e.: volunteer placements, use of leisure facilities, etc)

In Stevenage, Leyden House - a 40-year-old building on an out-of-town industrial estate - is being phased out and new arrangements are being created in the town. 

One resource being explored is a building owned by the Quakers. The building has gardens which require management and if the partnership develops, this could be a base for a horticultural skills team.  
4.5 Star Partnership

The Star Partnership is a network of voluntary, statutory, community and private sector organisations committed to bring about real change by creating valued work and community opportunities for people with a learning difficulty in Stevenage and North Herts. The partnership lead group consists of:
· North Herts People First 

· AMT-SYBEX Ltd (a local computer company), 

· North Hertfordshire College

· Hertfordshire County Council Adult Care Services 

· Guideposts Trust

· Work Solutions

· Stevenage Business Initiative

· Jobcentre Plus

The Star partnership is currently developing a number of projects which are at various stages of development and include a café project, a community gardening project, and a shop.
Future plans include establishing a forum which will look at ways of increasing access and opportunities within the leisure sector, and a training agency through which people with learning disabilities will be paid to deliver disability awareness training to the public and private sector.
4.6 The St. Elizabeth's Centre Much Hadham  East Hertfordshire

St Elizabeth’s has been providing education, care and medical services to people with epilepsy for 100 years
. The Centre was founded and maintained by the Congregation of the Daughters of the Cross of Liage. It hosts a residential special school for young people up to the age of 19 and a 'village' of modern bungalows for over 100 adult residents.


The centre supports a network of social enterprises and, through a partnership with the local Learning and Skills Council (LSC), has secured grants to support its furniture refurbishment, art and ceramics production and extensive horticultural businesses. The latter, Ash Vale Produce, provides sheltered employment for residents of the Centre with a ‘therapy through horticulture’ approach.
Residents work growing and planting seedlings into indoor and bedding plants. They also plant tubs and hanging baskets. The extensive grounds are used to grow vegetables in raised beds which enable residents to do as much work as possible. 

A bed of different varieties of willow has been planted so that a range of products can be made by the residents with assistance from skilled instructors and volunteers who help with the project. 
People with learning disabilities earn up to £16 per week (thus keeping below the level at which their State benefits would be affected). The horticultural enterprise employs on average between eight and ten people.

The enterprise has a turnover of between £90,000 and £100,000, and is subsidised by the charity. Labour costs are high -   the enterprise operates a student to staffing ratio of 4:1. Between 5 and 10% of income is derived through sales of produce and garden maintenance; the remainder comes from client placement fees (£42 per person per day) and support from the charity.

4.7
St John of God Horticultural Training Centre – Digswell Nurseries

Digswell Nurseries is a project run by St John of God, an international charity which provides health, social care and pastoral services to vulnerable people in more than 50 countries. Digswell Nurseries was established to provide meaningful occupations for vulnerable people. These include people with learning disabilities, mental health problems, physical disabilities, and long term unemployed people. 


The Centre has a number of contracts (including one with the local authority to grow bedding plants), and provides day care places for the County Council.   

Currently, the service is running at a deficit. However, there are ambitious plans to develop into a social enterprise which, through a combination of trading and income from LSC contracts, will become sustainable.
4.8
Branching Out:  27 Grange Lane, Littleport, Cambridge 
Branching Out is a social enterprise and a registered charity. It was formed in 1995 to provide training, support and work experience for people with learning disabilities, and its aim is to improve their quality of life and enable them to become more integrated into society. 

At Branching Out, students can learn to read, write and gain training in office based skills, recycling, horticulture and carpentry. Students work towards VAC and NVQ courses. 

Branching Out works in partnership with Huntingdonshire Regional College to provide specialist work-based training to enable its students to enjoy fulfilled lives. In addition to the vocational training courses, Branching Out provides students with life skills training, promoting independence in daily life.
Branching Out has well equipped workshops and purpose built classrooms at its sites in Littleport and Huntingdon.

Everything at Branching Out is designed to teach the service users new skills and engage them in activities they would not otherwise have the chance to experience.

Horticulture students work in a purpose built greenhouse and market garden, and learn how to nurture plants and vegetables. They also learn about health and safety, and how to use hand and machine tools, such as lawnmowers.
There are currently enough places for 12 students in the training centre. This increases when additional funding is found. 
Branching Out has a volunteer Management Committee which includes people from business, the local community, and people with learning disabilities. 

4.9 The Prospects Trust, Snakehall Farm, Swaffham Road, Reach
The Prospects Trust is a well-established local charity working with adults with learning disabilities. Based on an organic market garden at Snakehall Farm, Reach, the Trust provides work experience and training in all aspects of growing vegetables, salads and herbs in pots. 
Facilities include polytunnels, tractors, a rotavator, potting benches, a potting machine, wildlife area, packing room, and a meeting room. In addition, The Trust operates a garden maintenance scheme and offers accredited pre-NVQ training schemes.
5
Employment opportunities for people with learning disabilities
5.1
‘Of all the groups with limited access to jobs, people with learning disabilities are most disadvantaged’ according to Jo Williams
, chief executive of Mencap. ‘Whatever form jobs take there just aren't enough of them.’ She says the unemployment rate among people with learning disabilities is about 90 per cent, compared with 50 per cent of people with physical impairments. 
Recognising these challenges, many organisations have developed work opportunities designed around the needs of people with disabilities, and many of these are horticultural.   
5.2 Potential opportunities created by horticulture

Thrive, in collaboration with Loughborough University, recently completed an extensive research project into therapeutic horticulture in the UK.
 

They found that projects provide clients with activities in a structured format that resembles ‘employment’ in many ways. Most of the clients in this study attended social therapeutic and horticultural (STH) projects regularly, for around 3–6 hours each time, for more than one day a week.

Over half of those in the study attended a project for three days each week or more. However, very few clients left projects for paid employment and project staff recognised that some clients do not always want to move into paid work.

Work at garden projects offers clients opportunities to work in a team (or on their own) without the pressure normally associated with employment. It can also help to promote a sense of identity and status among clients who often
5.3
Benefits

Among the key findings were 
· Clients benefit from the social opportunities projects offer. Some clients extend their existing social networks while others make new and significant friendships. 
· Gardening also offers clients and others in the wider community who share an interest in horticulture and gardening activity to engage in reciprocal relationships. 
· Projects help to develop closer relationships between vulnerable (socially excluded) and non-vulnerable (socially included) members of society and help to promote the abilities of vulnerable adults, as opposed to their disabilities
· Clients can contribute to production through work, education, training and marketing and selling produce
· Many clients enjoy consuming the foods they have produced, which contributes to their health and well-being and their quality of life
· Social, therapeutic and horticultural (STH) projects offer clients opportunities for self-reflection, relaxation and restoration as well as increased access to ‘growing things’, nature, ‘being outside’ and the peace of the natural environment
· Projects also help to promote self-confidence and independence among vulnerable clients as well as contribute to physical and mental health and well-being.

5.4
Social outcomes
The study also identified significant social outcomes. For example, many clients make new and significant friendships at projects, which sometimes extend outside project time. It is common for clients to form close associations with project organisers and volunteers and important, reciprocal relationships often develop.

Particularly vulnerable clients - those with learning disabilities or serious mental health problems, for example - benefit from project work that emphasises the contributions they can make. For example, many projects are situated close to private residences or in urban areas where local people can see the work that clients do on a daily basis and the contributions they make to the wider community. Furthermore, local residents can become more involved in the work of projects in this respect. 

5.5 While all groups in the study benefited socially from attending STH projects, specific groups such as vulnerable women and people from minority ethnic communities could benefit more broadly from increased referrals to projects and from other positive strategies. For example, providing women-only sessions and monitoring intake in order to ensure more equal representation of under-represented groups. 
5.6 Challenges

Among the barriers that people with learning disabilities face are prejudice, ignorance, and a narrow view of the economic value of human effort. Andrew Lee
, director of People First Self-Advocacy, is unhappy about work opportunities for people with learning disabilities. He says the poor quality of some jobs offered derives from the misconceptions some staff providing employment advice have. ‘Sometimes Jobcentre staff give people with learning disabilities roles that are not very rewarding because of their own personal expectations of what that person can do.’ He adds employment advisers may be unaware of the government's Access to Work scheme to help more disabled people into work.

One difficulty that may lead to placements being poorly paid and dull is the benefits system that restricts disabled people to only three-and-half-hours paid employment a week and earnings of £20 before their benefits are affected. The consequence is low-paid work and few openings to improve skills.
6
Best practice
6.1
COPE 

C.O.P.E. stands for Community Opportunities for Participation in Enterprise. It was established in the Shetland Islands in 1997 following a three-year pilot under the local authority. It is now a limited company with charitable status, employing more than 40 staff and trainees, and several volunteers. 

Four of the full-time staff have learning disabilities, as do 24 participants who are paid a training allowance. This means the company also qualifies as a social firm - a term used to define organisations at least 25% of whose employees have disabilities. 

In fact, providing opportunities for people with learning disabilities is the company’s reason for being. ‘It started because of the lack of resources and employment and training opportunities available on a local level,’ says Frank Millsopp, the social entrepreneur behind C.O.P.E. While running a project for Shetland Islands Council he noticed that ‘there were constraints on the service and a growing number of people with disabilities,’ he explains. ‘At the same time, the local day centre was moving to help people with more profound disabilities. So there was a gap in the market of social need.’
He was convinced there was a business idea for people with less
profound disabilities. However, they also had to make money.
Shetlands has a population of 22,000 and an economy built on
the oil service industry, fishing, fish farming, crafting and tourism. 

The main centre is Lerwick, with a population of 5,000. C.O.P.E. has
modelled its activities around this marketplace. It has a contract to deliver pasta and sandwiches to the airport serving the oil industry. There are ten other outlets, plus a fridge in the newsagents and wedding and conference catering. This part of the business turns over £8,000 a month.
Then there is Karibuni Coffee, where they roast green coffee
beans and supply the coffee and other produce to offices, along with
free, on-loan coffee machines. 

The wholefoods packaging line, where bulk sacks of rice and lentils are repacked for the domestic market, is good for the more profoundly disabled employees.
Shetland Soap Company is the newest part of the business and
opened just before Christmas 2002. It manufactures handmade soaps, creams and lotions, with natural ingredients. Turnover is already £100,000 and the business is self-sustaining, paying wages and rent on a high-street shop in Lerwick. 
The soap company idea was the result of a business suggestion from the national organisation Social Firms UK. ‘I think Frank looked at it because its quite labour intensive and the margins are incredibly good,’ explains Guy Turnbull, a consultant who helped put together the business plan. ’With social firms, whatever way you cut it, disabled people take longer to do things. You need to find enough margin in it.’
6.2
Bizmatch Ltd 

Bizmatch Ltd is the trading arm of Workmatch Ltd and was set up in 2006. Workmatch meanwhile, was formed as a charitable company, limited by guarantee, in 1995. It was formerly the employment preparation unit for Herefordshire social services, working predominantly with people with a learning disability. 
The aims and objectives of this new organisation were to broaden its client base to encompass all disabled and disadvantaged people and to generate alternative funds through its charitable status and through trading. 
Workmatch creates work experience and employment opportunities for disadvantaged people through its social enterprises. It currently runs four business activities across four locations covering Herefordshire and parts of Worcestershire, as follows:
Bizmatch encompasses four of Workmatch’s businesses: 

· REGARD, a wholesale horticultural services and community learning resource based at a Victorian walled garden at Lugwardine Court between Ledbury and Hereford.
· SPOKES recycles unwanted bicycles for retail to families and people on low income. This business has trading units in Hereford, Ross-on-Wye and Kidderminster.
· CANDO business services is based in Hereford and provides mailing fulfilment and light packaging and assembly. CanDo also supplies buffets for meetings and AGM’s etc.
· NCODA is based in Leominster and provides a restoration service for antique furniture for both the public and private dealers. Ncoda (an anagram of CanDo) also buys and restores items which are sold through Ebay or through its showroom at Leominster.
Bizmatch has its own constitution, board of directors, payroll and banking facilities. It is a not-for-profit company with trading surpluses being gift aided to Workmatch at the end of each accounting period.

Across the four Bizmatch businesses plus a disability information service that it runs, Workmatch now employs 26 staff of whom eight are full-time and the remainder work a minimum of 16 hours per week. Eleven employees (of whom five are full time) are people with ‘long term’ disabilities. Disabled staff fill positions from senior management to operator level. Workmatch is governed by a board of five trustees of whom two have long term disabilities.

At the start of 2000, some five years after its inception, Workmatch had a turnover of around £100,000 of which 65% came from statutory funding and around £15,000 was trading income. Bizmatch Ltd budget for 2006-2007 is £320,000 of which £200,000 will be from direct trading and contract services. Funding from statutory services now accounts for less than 15% of total income.

Workmatch has maintained the Investors in People accreditation since 2002. It has also achieved ISO 9001 EN since 2001, and Community Legal Service accreditation in 2004 (the first charitable company to achieve this in the West Midlands). Workmatch has twice won a Remploy ‘Leading the Way’ award (2004 and 2005) for its work in helping disabled people to achieve employment and REGARD won a regional social enterprise of the year award in 2003. 

Says Workmatch Chief Executive, Geoff Tunstall, ‘Our staff are drawn from all sectors of the community. The single most important quality we are looking for is that they have something to prove, whether it be due to a lack of training opportunities when they were younger, disability, or from being prematurely excluded from employment. It is this hunger to succeed allied to a fully integrated workforce that has helped Workmatch (and Bizmatch) to move forward. We’ve succeeded due to hard work and 24/7 commitment. We’ve also never been complacent and have always been prepared to restructure when necessary. After five years of hard work we are proud to have four businesses, providing excellent products and services which are creating excellent jobs.’
The Social Services Inspectorate, Audit Commission rated Workmatch highly: ‘Under an agreement with Workmatch, service users with a learning or physical disability or mental health problem are being assisted to develop their skills and work in sustainable schemes, or move into employment in the open market……The Workmatch scheme is an excellent example upon which to model future developments.’ 
7
Delivering a ‘Triple Bottom Line’

7.1
Given the purpose of this feasibility study – to explore the potential to develop a horticultural social enterprise for people with learning disabilities in Hertfordshire -  and given the project originators (public and education sector organisations) we believe that the ultimate aim is to deliver a ‘triple bottom line’ of social, economic and environmental impact.

Sometimes there are ‘trade-offs’ between one type of impact and another. For instance, the pursuit of maximum economic impact may limit the quality and range of training and job opportunities for those with learning and other disabilities. However, sometimes the different aims can be mutually reinforcing – for instance, developing close ties with the local community as part of the maintenance and enhancement of local green spaces may encourage more volunteering, which would help to control operating costs and promote the economic sustainability of the enterprise. 

We believe that this project could provide a significant demonstration of the ways in which local authorities and their partners may contribute to their obligations under local and national sustainable development strategies
 Local Area Agreements, Development Frameworks and their sustainability indicators.
An enterprising approach should be able to take advantage of the priority given to sustainability through the correlation of the economic dimension with the environmental and social. We believed that doing so will lead to a long term improvement of the quality of life and well-being of individuals as well as that of the social and economic communities.

This will be facilitated by Procurement policies which look to drive an environmentally and socially responsive mixed economy which should encourage matching social inclusion and small business innovation as well as corporate social responsibility.  

.

In assessing the feasibility of the project we have therefore sought to balance the triple bottom line impact of the enterprise and to develop a business model capable of delivering acceptable outcomes within each area.

7.2
Figure 2


[image: image3]
7.3
Financial Sustainability

There is ample evidence from the examples cited above to suggest that a viable business model could be developed to deliver a project of this nature. We have not attempted to draw up any financial projections in this study because there are still too many variables in terms of size. scope, location and target client group. A financial plan would form part of the business plan.

However, it is possible to identify that the range of income sources for such a business. These might include:
· sale of goods and services (plants and garden maintenance services) to private sector (home-owners and local businesses)
· procured services from the local authority and other public sector bodies (maintenance of public spaces and grounds)

· training grants from LSC 
· personal care budgets (eg for day centre activities and training)
· grants and business sponsorship
· volunteering and other resources given in kind

8
Other Markets

This study has focused upon the opportunities which may arise from a partnership between NHC and Stevenage Borough Council. However, there may be  other partners/customers who would wish to engage with such a project – for instance

North Hertfordshire Council

Time did not permit us to research North Hertfordshire Council’s needs but it is evident that this Council already invests significant sums in the provision of borders and planets areas at roundabouts, on the roadside and in public spaces. The initial location for the project is proposed to be the NHC site at Hitchin. The project would therefore be well-positioned to offer its service in North Hertfordshire.

Britain in Bloom

All of the local councils appear to participate in the Britain in Bloom awards. There may be opportunities for a project of this nature to engage more community participation and more business sponsorship (eg through Corporate Social Responsibility programmes) for Britain in Bloom locally.

Private Sector 

There is a very active market in Hitchin where surplus plants could be sold in season, and Christmas wreaths etc in the run up to Christmas.

Indoor Plants

A number of businesses contract with third party providers to maintain their indoor plants, etc. This might be a service which could also be offered by the project.

9
Exploring the opportunity of establishing a social enterprise employing people with learning disabilities in Hertfordshire
a. It is clear from the research we have conducted that horticulture is an attractive occupation for some people with learning disabilities. We have described successful public sector projects which offer people training opportunities in horticulture; we have described local authority-led services which have evolved into social enterprises; and we have described businesses which offer training and occupational opportunities, while at the same time operating as sustainable businesses. 
b. Both North Hertfordshire College and Stevenage Borough Council have demonstrated a keen interest in exploring a new social enterprise which provides training and employment opportunities for people with learning disabilities. Apart from providing significant improvements to current provision, the business would bring with it some attractive advantages. It could access funding streams that are not wholly dependent on accredited programme delivery (by creating a more inclusive resource for additional learning groups, for example); by creating new funding streams (through trading, for example); it could bid for charitable funds; and it could borrow money.
If the concept is to be progressed, we believe that some key considerations will need to be taken into account.

9
The business model


While the College and the Council are keen to see the social enterprise established, neither wishes to run it. They both wish to see the creation of a third party to manage the service.
It is possible that this could be done through an existing coalition of interests (the Star Partnership, for example). It is also possible that an existing social enterprise could host the service (for example Digswell Nurseries).
 
A third possibility is to establish a new social enterprise to operate the service.
10 Social enterprise

The East of England Development Agency’s Regional Economic Strategy acknowledges the importance of social enterprise to the regional economy, and recognises the significance of rural and land-based industries. 

Lantra, the Sector Skills Council for the Environment and Land-based Sector, which held the first UK regional launch of the Environmental and Land-based Sector Skills Agreement (SSA) in Cambridge in March 2007, estimates that 16,000 businesses or organisations and 93,000 people in the Eastern region operate in the land-based sector
. A significant number of these businesses are social enterprises.  
Given the social purpose and the commercial challenges inherent in the process (particularly in relation to the client group) we believe that social enterprise would be the appropriate model for the new business. For the purposes of this study, we will adopt the definition used by the Foundation for Small and Medium Enterprise Development,
 which states that social enterprises are ‘enterprises, societies and associations formed to achieve specific social objectives and using business management and development approaches’.
Social enterprises present many advantages which commercial organisations do not have. Becoming a social enterprise would give the business a strong reference point within the social firm community; it would make a clear statement about the aims and objectives of the businesses; it would assist attempts to communicate the aims of the project to society at large; and it would make it easier to access public funds and grants.
The Community Interest Company
 (CIC) model may also be worth considering. CICs are limited companies, with special additional features, created for the use of people who want to conduct a business or other activity for community benefit, and not purely for private advantage. This is achieved by a ‘community interest test’ and ‘asset lock’, which ensures that the CIC is established for community purposes and the assets and profits are dedicated to these purposes. Registration of a company as a CIC has to be approved by the Regulator who also has a continuing monitoring and enforcement role.
Whichever model is adopted, it will be critically important to ensure the people are engaged on appropriate terms. Implicit contracts, which would mean they should be receiving the minimum wage.  Must be avoided not only because they may be exploitative of individuals, but also because the statutory purpose of the County Council, which will be referring people to the business, is to provide services. 
10.1 Governance
Sustainable businesses require appropriate, robust and fit-for-purpose governance arrangements. The ultimate aim of a governance structure is to
a) be representative of (and protect the interests of) the beneficiaries – i.e. those socially/economically excluded by reason of learning or physical difficulties, sensory impairment, or other ‘hard to reach’ learners

b) provide effective supervision and strategic direction for the enterprise 

c) engage project partners and offer them an appropriate ‘say’ in the enterprise

This can be done through the creation of a Board of Directors, who will represent each of these interests. There will be challenges – for example, local government officers are not normally allowed to hold directorships, and enabling people with learning disabilities to play a full part in the proceedings of the Board will require special arrangements. 

In the case of the local authorities, this challenge can be overcome by electing a councillor as a director. In the case of people with learning disabilities, Adult Care Services could nominate people they know to be capable of taking on the task. They could also provide high levels of support (including, for example, the use of video rather than written reports). 
It is possible that the interests of each group could be balanced by having different classes of membership (or directors) representing the different ‘voices’. Thus some seats on the board could be filled by founding partners, some would be elected by beneficiaries, and some co-opted for their specialist expertise.  An independent chair could be recruited to complete the structure.
10.2 Remuneration

‘Permitted Work’ is the name of the Jobcentre Plus rules for part-time work and earnings for people who receive incapacity based benefits. They only apply to people who are claiming Incapacity Benefit, Severe Disablement Allowance, or Income Support for incapacity. People who claim any of the above benefits are not allowed to do any paid work unless it is ‘permitted work’.

Under the Permitted Work
 scheme, people can 
· earn up to and including £20.00 a week for an unlimited period 
· or for less than 16 hours a week, on average, with earnings up to and including £81 (£86 from 1.10.06) a week for a 26 week period
· The period can be extended for another 26 weeks if a New Deal for Disabled People Job Broker, Personal Adviser agrees that it will help you towards work of 16 or more hours a week. 
· There is no limit to the number of times people can do permitted work in this category while they are getting an incapacity benefit; but there must be a gap of at least 52 weeks between periods. 
· These subsequent periods are for 52 weeks and a Job Broker, Personal Adviser or Disability Employment Adviser must support the work from the outset.
· People can work in supported permitted work for earnings of up to and including £81.00 (£86 from 1.10.06) a week for an unlimited period. 
· Supported permitted work is work done with the ongoing support or supervision from a professional caseworker (employed or engaged by a public body or voluntary organisation), this could be work done in the community or in a sheltered workshop. It also includes work done under medical supervision as part of a hospital treatment programme.
11 
Recommendations

11.1
Progress to the next stage
We believe that developing a social enterprise offering horticultural training and occupation opportunities to people with learning disabilities in Hertfordshire would bring significant benefits and should be progressed. We therefore recommend that on the basis of this feasibility study the project should be taken to the next stage.
On the basis of our review of evidence, and through discussion with stakeholders, we believe that if it is to be sustainable this new enterprise should offer opportunities to a wide range of people, and not just those with learning disabilities. We therefore recommend that this enterprise be open to people with mental health problems, physical disabilities, as well as people with learning disabilities.

The principal beneficiaries would be the clients, who would gain a range of training and occupational opportunities which are currently not available to them. For some, who may never enter the employment market, the opportunity to try new things, meet new people, and re-integrate with the community will be very valuable.  

Other beneficiaries will be the College, which can add to the range of courses it delivers; Stevenage Borough Council, which will have the opportunity to create new opportunities for the citizens it serves; and the community, which will benefit from a more integrated approach.

11.2 Steering group

We have found a high degree of enthusiasm and energy from a wide range of stakeholders in the creation of a social enterprise offering horticultural training and employment opportunities for people with learning disabilities. We recommend that a steering group be established to provide a meeting place for these stakeholders and to harness their energy and imagination. 

11.3
Explore ownership models

It is possible that an existing organisation in Hertfordshire could take responsibility for the development of the business. 
The Star Partnership, for example, is a coalition of many of the stakeholders who would wish to see this enterprise develop. However, we have found that some key stakeholders do not believe that the Partnership would successfully deliver this project. They have told us that, perhaps because it lacks an entrepreneurial approach, previous efforts to establish innovative projects have come to nothing. 

Another alternative might be Digswell Nurseries, which has been trading for some years, has built an effective network of suppliers and customers, and has extensive experience in this field. It is our belief that while there are attractions to this route, there may also be problems. The founding stakeholders (the College and Stevenage Borough Council) may prefer to grow the project organically into a fit-for-purpose organisation. It is also possible that the enthusiasm and energy of the other stakeholders could be dampened by an experienced party taking control. 
There may be other social enterprises of which we are not aware which could fulfil this role. We believe that this is a matter for the Steering Group to discuss, but our recommendation would be to start afresh. 
11.4
Incubation

Developing a new social enterprise which is consistent with the wishes of the many stakeholders will be complex. We therefore recommend that the support of a social enterprise support agency (incredit, for example) should be sought. This intervention in the formative days might not only overcome governance tensions but also allow for some limited input of expertise in terms of marketing and businesses planning until sufficient funds have been garnered to recruit and employ an enterprise manager.

11.5
A phased approach

Because of the complexity of the project, we recommend that a phased approach should be adopted (see Appendix 1, Outline Impact Map).
Phase One will be driven by the College (which has agreed in principle to take responsibility for this role) and will involve the development and accreditation of appropriate training courses, the recruitment of teachers, the preparation of the land and the infrastructure development (for example the construction of greenhouses and polytunnels).
Phase Two will see the creation of the social enterprise the recruitment of an Enterprise Development Manager, and the launch of the business and the test development of other markets for the project’s goods and services.
Phase Three, which will coincide with the re-development of the Town Centre Gardens, will see the business up and running measuring its performance against its ‘triple bottom line’ goals.
Stevenage Borough Council has already indicated a willingness in principle to offer some grounds, either in the Millennium Gardens or elsewhere upon which the learners would be able to practice and develop their skills, and the benefits of integrating the project into the Borough Council’s grounds maintenance programme could be tested.

11.6
An implementation plan

Changing the way that services are provided for people with learning disabilities – particularly if they are innovative – requires careful planning and meaningful consultation. This is partly because service users are anxious about changes to their lives, but also, and very importantly, so are their carers. The re-provisioning of Leyden House, for example, has been underpinned by a very careful and respectful consultation process and part of a detailed implementation plan. We recommend that the Steering Group pay particular attention to this issue.
12
Next steps

We suggest that the next steps are as follows:
1. Establish a Steering Group to take ownership of the process and to begin to put the actions described in this paper in place.
2. Through the steering group, commission a business plan for the new enterprise. A key function of the plan will be to identify sources of funding and potential income streams, including grant funding. 

Appendix 1

Outline Impact Map

	Input
	Key Staff
	Activity
	Output
	Outcome
	Impact

	Pilot 
Phase 1 – September 2007

	Horticulture Training Facility at NHC Hitchin site
	Horticulture Trainer
	Delivery of Training to Learners from

NHC
	Skills development for Learners
	New/enhanced skills. Workforce capable of garden maintenance
	Personal development for learners

	Millennium Gardens/
other sites for Learners to maintain
	
	Maintenance/ planting

of SBC garden spaces
	Maintained/
enhanced

garden spaces

Cash saving to SBC
	Colourful garden spaces.
Embryonic partnership between NHC & SBC
	Community engagement in maintenance of green spaces

	Equipment/
transport
	
	
	
	
	

	Develop Business Plan for Phase 2
	
	Incorporate social enterprise
	Legal/trading structure established
	Governance framework established
	

	Pilot 
Phase 2 – Summer 2008

	Participation of Adult Learning disabilities Team

Participation of beneficiaries with 

care budgets
	
	
	
	Individuals with learning disabilities engaged with service

delivery
	Enhanced self-esteem for individuals

	Business Plan for pilot
	Enterprise Development Manager
	Plan/launch enterprise business pilot 
	Trading activity

Revenue generation Employment/
volunteering

for beneficiaries
	Income to social enterprise

Jobs created

Skills/
qualifications
	Contributes  to sustainable enterprise

	Build partnerships with NHC, SBC, &

Local businesses

Maintenance/

planting contracts

	
	Expand range of horticulture services and training placements
	Skills development 

Mixed ability work teams

Work placements with local employers

Revenue from contracts
	Income to social enterprise

Jobs created

Skills/
qualifications
	Sustainable enterprise

Employment in community

Enhanced

environment

	Trading site/office space
	
	
	
	
	


Outline Impact Map (continued)

	Input
	Key Staff
	Activity
	Output
	Outcome
	Impact

	Phase 3
Social Enterprise Development  - Summer 2009

	Identification/participation of  Voluntary

Sector/other partners
	Volunteer 

Co-ordinator
	Development of activities supported by volunteers
	Volunteering opportunities
	
	Personal fulfilment for volunteers

	New trading opportunities identified/
tested
	
	Trading/service delivery using a mixed workforce of learners/

employees/

volunteers
	More days employment/
training for beneficiaries/
learners

More trading income

Volunteering opportunities
	More engagement between local community and beneficiaries/
learners

Skills/job placement opportunities
	Enhanced sustainability for social enterprise 

	Development of other business partnerships
	
	Horticulture/

other services

Work placements
	Work experience for beneficiaries
	Enhanced employability
	Personal development/

Independence

Better local environment

Affordable services for business


Key: NHC = North Hertfordshire College; SBC = Stevenage Borough Council
Appendix 2
List of consultees

North Hertfordshire College

Signe Sutherland, Director of the Adult Academy; David Pitcher, Head of Academy; Sally Halsall; Lucy Godshaw, Deputy Head of Academy (Supported Studies); Norma Coates.

Stevenage Borough Council
John Pye, Funding Officer; John Crawley, Street Scene and Open Spaces Manager; Gordon Drake.

Hertfordshire County Council Adult Day Care Services
Andy Chapman-Amey, Area Manager for Learning disabilities; Sue McCutcheon, Manager, Leyden House Day Centre; Jan Gates, Assistant Manager, Baldock & Nightingale Day Services; Louise Sampong, County Council lead for day opportunities.

St John of God Horticultural Training Centre 

Sue Beard 
St Elizabeth's Horticulture Social Enterprise 

John Davis 

Branching Out, 27 Grange Lane, Littleport CB6 1HW  
The Prospects Trust, Snakehall Farm, Swaffham Road, Reach CB5 0HZ  
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