	What is social enterprise? 

	Social enterprises are businesses that trade in order to achieve social objectives. They may make a profit, but unlike conventional businesses - where money can quickly leave the local economy as it is paid to distant shareholders or owners - the surpluses social enterprises make are reinvested in the business or in the local community. These three key characteristics of social enterprises can be summarised as follows:

• They trade in order to achieve social objectives
• They combine economic and social objectives
• And they operate in the interest of the community

Social enterprises, then, are driven by their social objectives rather than by the need to maximise profits for their owners or shareholders and this makes them different to private businesses.

But they do also have much in common with private businesses:

• They trade in goods or services
• They must be able to identify paying customers for their products
• And they seek to survive in the marketplace

Social enterprise – important in national policy 

Social enterprise has also become increasingly important in national policy. 

In 2004 the Government published the first national strategy for the development of the sector and this has since been followed by a review and action plan. Many policy-makers now see social enterprise as being of central importance as part of a ‘mixed market’ for the delivery of public services and increasingly even initiatives aimed at the voluntary sector – such as ChangeUP and the Futurebuilders fund – can be seen to emphasise social enterprise business models and income-generation.

The Dept of Trade & Industry has defined a social enterprise as: ' …a business with primarily social objectives whose surpluses are principally reinvested for that purpose in the business or in the community, rather than being driven by the need to maximise profit for shareholders and owners.'

Since late-2006, however, the Government has adopted a somewhat broader definition of social enterprise, defining it as part of a 'third sector' which encompasses all organisations which are 'non-governmental, principally reinvest surpluses in the community or organisation and seek to deliver social or environmental benefits'. Based on this broader definition the Government estimates that there are at least 55,000 social enterprises in the UK, with a combined turnover of £27 billion per year, accounting for around 5% of all businesses with employees and contributing £8.4 billion per year to the UK economy. 

In Birmingham, there are around 320 trading social enterprises. These range from small, emerging enterprises to large, fast-growing, multi-million pound turnover businesses - such as Future Health & Social Care - that have achieved national prominence. Over half have turnovers between £100k and £1m per year.

See our case studies for more information about some of Birmingham and Solihull’s inspirational social enterprises.

While there is no single legal definition of social enterprise, and many differing views about what constitutes a social enterprise, we believe that trading and income-generation are central to longer-term sustainabiity and we like to see social enterprises aiming to generate at least 50% of their income from trading revenue.

	Different forms of social enterprise 

	Social enterprises use a variety of legal structures to help them achieve their aims and can take a number of different forms including:

· Co-operatives - owned by, and operating for the benefit of, their members, customers or workers.
· Credit Unions - savings and loans co-operatives.
· Social firms & social co-operatives - providing employment, training and other forms of support for those most disadvantaged in the labour market.
· Community businesses / community enterprises - trading enterprises, often operating within a distinct geographic locality or community of interest, which are owned and managed by local community volunteers.
· Development Trusts - often owning and developing assets, such as buildings or land, on behalf of a local community.
· Trading arms of charities, voluntary organisations and community groups - providing goods or services that benefit local people and earn income.
· Employee-owned businesses - enterprises that are owned by their workforce.
· Larger mutuals or ‘mutual societies' operating for the benefit of their members.
In addition, in 2005 the Government launched a new legal form for social enterprises called the Community Interest Company (CIC). This is intended to complement existing legal forms widely used in the sector - such as the Company Limited by Guarantee or Shares, and the Industrial & Provident Society - while also including some special features that offer greater transparency and credibility.

These include:

· A statutory 'lock' on the assets and profits of CICs, which means that they cannot be ‘de-mutualised’
· A 'community interest test' which companies must pass in order to be registered
· An annual report explaining how the company’s activities have benefited the community and how they are involving their stakeholders; The CIC is also a regulated form, with a national regulator responsible for ensuring that they comply with their legal requirements.
Since launching, over 900 enterprises have registered as, or converted to, Community Interest Companies.The Office of the CICs Regulator is here: www.cicregulator.gov.uk


Social enterprise: the local sector in Birmingham & Solihull 

 

A recent (2007) baseline survey of social enterprise in the Birmingham and Solihull area reveals that:

· There are about 320 social enterprises trading in sub-region

· They employ almost 12,500 staff

· About 60% of staff are employed by larger social enterprises (over 100 staff)

· About one-third are branches or arms of larger organisations

· Just over half have turnovers of between £100k and £1m per year

· The largest have turnovers of around £5m a year

· Almost half earn 50% or more of income from public and private sector contracts

· Grants and donations remain a significant part of income for just over one-quarter of these enterprises

A growth sector 
Social enterprise in Birmingham and Solihull is a growth sector:

· Staff numbers have increased in the past year amongst 11% of enterprises

· Over one-third anticipate employing additional staff in the coming year

· Turnover in the past year has increased in 17% of enterprises

Sector breakdown 
The trade or service sectors most heavily populated by social enterprises are:

· Training 55%

· Counselling/advice services 51%

· Education & research 43%

· Services for people with disabilities 41%

· Health and social care 37%

· Youth services 37%

Management & performance 
There is a strong commitment to improving performance and good management in the social enterprise sector. For example:

· 91% of enterprises have a written business plan

· 68% have a training plan

· 79% have a training or staff development budget

· Over 60% have achieved some form of sector or industry quality standard

Notes: The survey was funded by Birmingham Strategic Partnership with support from the Learning & Skills Council, b:cen, Localise West Midlands, BSSEC and Advantage West Midlands. It focused on identifying organisations that: are engaged in economic or trading activities; that do this on a ‘not-for-personal-profit’ basis (i.e. they are ‘non-profit distributing); and earn 25% or more of their income from these activities. 

Click here for The Social Enterprise Sector in Birmingham & Solihull: Key Facts & Figures 

Click here for The Social Enterprise Sector in Birmingham & Solihull: Full Baseline Survey 

Click here for The Social Enterprise Sector in Birmingham & Solihull: Literature Review 

Accessible expertise 

The Birmingham Disability Resource Centre (BDRC) was set up in Yardley during 1994 to provide a range of independent support services to disabled people, their families and carers in Birmingham.

These free services include fully accessible ICT facilities, an information and advice service covering a wide range of disability issues, benefits advice and support, a youth club, support groups and activities for disabled people, conference facilities, and volunteering and work experience placements for disabled people. The centre also acts as a base for Strawberry Studios - a cafe, restaurant and delivery service run by learning disabled people and funded by Birmingham City Council.

But as well as operating as a charity BDRC also has a trading arm - a company limited by guarantee - to deliver a range of fee-earning services and generate income. Through its limited company BDRC offers services that help private sector businesses and public bodies become more 
aware of disability and equality issues and their responsiblities under the Disability Discrimination Act 1995.

Services include disability equality training, Disability Discrimination Act training, access audits and consultancy services such as advice and guidance on working practices, policies and procedures to help identify and remove barriers faced by disabled people.

As well as achieving Investors in People status, BDRC is also Matrix accredited - the national quality standard for providers of information and advice. In addition all of its trainers are also fully qualified. 

BDRC is an outstanding example of social enterprise in action. It has turned its specialist expertise into a business opportunity and this enables it to generate income that helps fund its other free services, maintain the resource centre and pursue its social mission of supporting disabled people to take control of their own lives. 

Is your business meeting its accessibity requirements? 
Call 0121 789 7365 to find out more about BDRC's services.
