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Community Business - what are they and how do they start?

With a little imagination, a lot of passion, the right people and a plan, all sorts of services can
become the focal point for our communities when they are run and managed as community
businesses. Launderettes, post offices, nurseries, cinemas, swimming pools, corner shops,
creches, pubs, supermarkets. These are just a few examples of local services that have been
developed by local people, and are being run by local people for local people

The one thing these services all have in common is that they have been developed by local
people, responding to a need in their local community. All too often these services have been
lost from our communities, or because of the need to remain ‘profitable’ they are too
expensive for many of us to use regularly. This is not to say that the services provided by
community businesses are always cheaper (although sometimes they are), but rather that they
provide ways of offering more inclusive and socially minded services to meet the needs of their
users.

How do they start?
Many start when local people come together to express a perceived need in their community
for whatever it is; a créche, pub, post office, hairdressers, or bakery.

So, most are a response to something that is missing in their communities, or that is about to
be lost, or that exists but doesn’t really work in a way that meets local needs. They all seem
to start with ideas about self-help and self-determination; the questions and statements
commonly heard are ‘we could do that if...” or ‘why don’t we do this?’

When people respond to something that is missing, or see an opportunity to improve a service
in their community, it starts them thinking. They then often work out what’s needed, who
needs it, why they need it, and how they will use it (the service) if it was provided. And, where
do these conversations start? Well, over coffee, picking the kids up from school, in the pub,
over dinner, anywhere people meet and talk! The power of a conversation to change your
neighbourhood.

So what is a community business?
Commonly, community businesses share a number of characteristics:
e Local people lead their development and management; this is what we mean by
community led. So, they come from the neighbourhood or community
e They are owned by people living and working in the community or neighbourhood they
are serving. Often common and collective ownership is important, sometimes they are
charities.
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Local people determine how the business develops. So they are community controlled.
Sometimes there is a Board of Trustees elected from a wide membership of local people,
sometimes they are co-operatives. Whatever the structure local people ultimately
determine how, when and what the development of the business is/will be.

They generate a financial surplus. However, this is usually ploughed back into the
business or other activities in the local community.

They all aim to be financially self-sustaining. So, whilst they often need to use grants,
donations, fundraising activity or loans to start up, they all have plans which they follow
in order to stand alone through their trading activity

Many are socially and environmentally responsible. They all work to be as inclusive in
their communities and neighbourhoods as possible and often they are seeking to reduce
their impact on the environment.

What are the benefits?

Well, in addition to providing something that is missing and needed in your community (if this
isn’t reason enough) there are three BIG reasons. There are of course many other reasons but
these are three are worthy of mention as they show what might be possible if you put your toe
in the water...

1.

2.

3.

They help to provide meaningful activity (often this involves employment from the start
and therefore cash when you get paid, or can lead to employment and cash) for local
people. Being valued in your community for your contribution and the whole community
benefiting from the contribution you make is a big first step to local people working
together for the good of their community.

They bring people together in a community and provide common ground to think about
how they work together again for the good of their community.

The money generated by community businesses is kept in the local community. It goes
round; | spend in your shop, you get paid, you spend in the shop (or other local shops),
others get paid etc. etc. etc. So, community businesses really do help create a local
economy.

Ten Top Tips

1.

Get others involved. You know people in your community/neighbourhood so talk to them
and find out what they think about your ideas, and if they are willing to get involved.
Enlist your fellow travellers. You can’t do this stuff on your own, you will need others
to get involved, so getting like-minded people involved early is a good idea.

. Go and visit other projects. One of the best ways to find out what might be needed to

get your project up and running is to visit people who have done it before and learn
from them. Most people who have got community businesses off the ground are really
enthusiastic about what they do and why they do it and are happy to share.

. Get your idea down on paper. It’s there to be developed and refined so don’t worry if

it’s not perfect; it’s just a one-page working summary, providing a vision for what you
want to do and why. However, it will give you something to show and send to others.
So, as well as helping you to think about and refine your plans, it’s a way to engage
others.
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4. Do your research. You’ll need to find out what’s already available, what is really needed,
and who is interested in using the service. You can start this work informally by just
asking people but in the end you are likely to need to use questionnaires and surveys.

5. Scout around for support. Support is available from a number of places. Don’t be afraid
to ask and keep asking. The list below might be a good place to start.

6. Get a plan together. Use your initial ideas and research to start to develop your business
plan. You’ll probably need to do more research, and possibly a feasibility study, but
getting it all down on paper in one place will help to work out what’s missing, where is
doesn’t fit together and how to shape this work.

7. Try a pilot. You don’t need to start everything at once or in the way you finally imagine
and plan it to be. You could start by doing something that tests the water and then build
from there; for example, a market stall at a local fair, or a pop up shop.

8. Don’t be afraid to fail. If at first you don’t succeed, remember to buy a parrot, because
they suck seed quite well! In all seriousness, failure is underrated; learning from
mistakes and trying again is a key part of getting any business up and running. So, don’t
be afraid to adjust your plan if it’s needed.

9. Don’t get disillusioned if things don’t happen immediately. It takes time to develop any
form of community led work.

10.Remember to have fun. You may be developing a community business for all the right
reasons, but if you don’t have fun at the same time it’s likely to be a very tedious
business!

Useful Resource Links
Some of the support organisations that have excellent resources and lots of useful information
include the following:

Locality: http://locality.org.uk

Plunkett Foundation: http://www.plunkett.co.uk

Co-operatives UK: http://www.uk.coop

Social Enterprise Coalition: http://www.socialenterprise.org.uk
Social Firms UK: http://www.socialfirmsuk.co.uk

School for Social Entrepreneurs: http://www.the-sse.org

Action with Communities in Rural England: http://www.acre.org.uk
NAVCA: http://www.navca.org.uk

Community Enterprise Scotland: http://communityenterprise.co.uk
Community Enterprise Wales: http://www.cewales.org

Community Enterprise Network http://www.communityenterprisenetwork.org

Dave Chapman
Triformis Ltd.
October 2014
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