
A European Spring?

Executive Summary:

Euclid Network and NCVO gathered a range of top speakers on March 15th 2012 to discuss the future of social 
enterprise and social business in the EU, with four roundtables over the course of the day, touching on a range 
of subjects relating to social enterprises. 

Important recent initiatives from the EU coupled with a cross party consensus on the value of social enterprise 
has given many hope that the next decade could bring social business into the mainstream. This event aimed to 
bring together politicians and practitioners to discuss the practicalities of how this could be achieved. 
Emerging from the conference were some clear themes.  As the roundtables progressed, the lack of measurable 
and quantifiable data in the sector became apparent, and several of the panellists called for a real effort to create 
a universal framework for measuring social impact. 

The need for early stage investment was also a recurring theme, with speakers noting that the background of 
many social entrepreneurs means that they don’t  have access to traditional sources of start-up funding. This led 
onto the need for mixed funding and for more mainstream methods, such as loans and equity buy-ins, to 
compliment the current options available. 

Overhaul of the public procurement process was identified as important, with comments from the conference 
floor often noting the difficulty and expense of accessing funds and competing for government tenders. The 
task of persuading procurement officers to take into account social value rather than simply price when 
awarding contracts is a crucial prerequisite to making government tenders truly open to social enterprise, and 
the conference noted that this represents a potentially huge prize with public contracts making up  19% of EU 
GDP.

Finally, from first hand experience social entrepreneurs recounted stories of the complexity and cost  of 
accessing EU funding, and some of the difficulties that can ensue during the process. They noted however that 
the process is worth it when the funding comes through, and that the EU had identified the need for 
simplification in the next programme which promised to be more accessible. 
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Roundtable 1: putting EU policies on social innovation and social business at work to empower civil 
society.

The first session launched the day as the three speakers discussed the importance of capturing the moment of 
opportunity for the sector both to the EU and the UK government. With the UK leading the way in social 
business, the status quo came under scrutiny with the panel emphasising the need for change, as Nick Hurd MP, 
Minister for Civil Society   told the conference that he is “shocked by the tolerance of mediocrity” in the 
system. Representing Commissioner Barnier and his team, Grégoire Schöller declared that the Commission is 
determined that lessons should be drawn and implemented from the current financial crisis, putting “finance  at 
the service of the economy”, and that this should be done quickly and efficiently. 
It was clear from the session that social enterprise and the need for reform is a cross party issue and a mutual 
goal, and that the agenda must be to engage citizens and create ownership of social economy, as Sir Stuart 
Etherington of NCVO warned of the risks of the sector turning into the preserve of the “big battalions” of 
unions, co-operatives and large mutuals. A case was made for a less dogmatic “quasi-religious” debate over the 
types of finance available , and for using the European Social Fund for blended finance, with grants, contracts 
and social enterprise all being appropriate to different organisations. The minister acknowledged that 
mainstream finance not adequately engaged with the social sector and that the government needed to act as a 
facilitator, but Big Society Capital and similar government initiatives were a step in the right direction. The 
topic of procurement was also raised both in the speeches and in the discussion, with acknowledgement of the 
problems created by  mainstream procurement officers now being expected to understand social impact  when 
tendering, and often failing, making it harder for social enterprises to break into public sector contracts when 
price was the leading factor. 

Roundtable 2: Starting from the Euclid Network independent consultation on the Social Business 
Initiative and related social economic policies: perspectives from British civil society. 

The second roundtable gave a different perspective on the Social Business Initiative, looking at  lessons from 
practitioners from the ground up. Using examples from personal experience to identify  problems, it was 
explained that while support from the EU does exist, it was still expensive to access and bureaucratic to apply 
for. This left a gap, identified by  CEO of UnLtd Cliff Prior, for those at the early stage of social business, and 
the absence of first risk capital made it tough for those without the backing of familial financial support. This 
was an area which the panel agreed needed bridging with mixed finance, grants, social investments and high 
risk loans that aren’t available from commercial banks. 
The other major point of consensus in this session was on the need for gathering and analysis of data in social 
business. Allison Ogden-Newton of Social Enterprise London, pointed out the estimated number of 66,000 
social enterprises in the UK is simply a case of “pin the tail on the donkey”, because we don’t  have the data to 
support it. She called for a “Moody’s of Social Business” to identify the social value of projects while the panel 
emphasised the need for this value then to be taken into account when awarding contracts. A common language 
to identify success and comprehensive ongoing analysis of the sector is a necessity, and should be carried out 
even against the hectic backdrop of social enterprise.  
Comments from the floor agreed with the need for statistical analysis, and emphasised the importance of an 
independent organisation for information to avoid the data being disregarded as PR. Delegates also commented 
on the difficulty  of gaining public awareness over large, established business. This is a problem which Cliff 
Prior had identified as the challenge of creating a “customer promise” for products or services which captured 
the imagination and explained the benefits in the same way the organic label did for food. 

Roundtable 3: Unlocking untapped resources for the sector.

The four panellists represented different backgrounds in alternative funding types, and all offered alternative 
sources of support in social enterprises. In general, the panellists were agreed on attempting to bring more 
investors and more mainstream capital into social enterprise, with Sir Stephen Bubb of the Social Investment 



Business making the case for loans from both private sector banks and from the EU, whilst founder of Merism 
Capital Stephen Rockmann explained how his company  operates by using an equity investment model in high 
risk start  ups. The value of ‘incubators’ such as the new project at Hub Westminster was noted, with both space 
and also professional training and advice and competitions helping to fast track social enterprises. Both of the 
first two panellists discussed the third sector as a “new asset class” and discussed ways to attract new investors, 
including Rockmann’s plea to remove some of the elitism and niche language surrounding the sector which he 
believes is keeping investors away from social enterprises. 
‘Challenge prizes’ were raised by Vicki Purewal as a method of creating social impact, with NESTA’s Big 
Green Challenge prize held up  as an example, and the panel echoed earlier points about measuring impact in 
the sector to demonstrate to investors what is being done with their money. The successes of the Big Green 
Challenge were discussed, but the panel noted the limitations of these prizes and emphasised the need for them 
to be used as one of a number of different tools to drive forward social enterprises. It was accepted that 
generally  in high risk impact investment some losses are unavoidable, and called for a range of funding steams 
to be explored to best promote social innovation. 
The discussion raised questions on types and terms of investment, with the point being made that social 
enterprise is a broad sector and that different investors would undoubtedly  consider investing in different types 
of project. The topic of creating a truly  competitive procurement environment re-emerged, and the conference 
noted the need to be up front and business-like with loans and investments.

Roundtable 4: Cutting bureaucracy: the EU agenda for simplifying rules.

The final session engaged directly with the procurement agenda, with the panel emphasising the substantial size 
of the public sector. Ceri Jones of Social Enterprise UK pointed out that the public spend in the UK is almost as 
large as the retail sector, whilst David Hunter of Bates Wells and Braithwaite put a figure on it  of 19% of EU 
GDP, demonstrating in both cases the huge amount of resources available if organisations could tap into them. 
They  also offered a selection of options for organisations handling the funding bureaucracy, offering 
reassurance and practical advice based on first hand experience, including a myth-busting guide from Social 
Enterprise UK which outlined the common falsehoods surrounding EU rules on procurement. Meanwhile, Pesh 
Framjee of Crowe Clark Whitehall brought home the extent of EU bureaucracy  where auditing is concerned, 
with examples taken from organisations he had acted as auditor for, and he laid out ways in which small 
organisations could “push back” when in a difficult situation with the EU.  
It was agreed that funding rules could seem ridiculous and speakers recounted odd and sometimes amusing 
situations they had been a part of, from being shuttled to and from Brussels on the Eurostar with a box of 
receipts saving money on courier fees to arguing with an EU representative as to whether a receipt of purchase 
of an airline ticket (along with accompanying photos of the delegate at the event) proved that the person had 
travelled by air or not. They  pointed out that the current funding programme is one of the most bureaucratic and 
complex for a long time, but called for the injection of an element of common sense into the rules.  Andy 
Churchill of Network for Europe led better news for organisations reliant upon EU funding, when he talked the 
conference through the 2014-2020 funding framework, which could make available as much as €336 billion 
available across the EU and promises to offer some important simplifications to the administration and audit 
processes. 

Conclusions

The EU Commission and the British government are both committed to improving the business environment 
for social entrepreneurs, but there are still a number of hurdles to overcome to allow the sector to continue to 
flourish, notably  including shifting attitudes away  from a protection of the inefficient status quo. As new 
finance forms emerge, social entrepreneurs should embrace mixed investments and make use of the many new 
initiatives beginning to grow across the continent, whilst also starting to rectify the pressing need for the 
collection of accurate and meaningful data on the sector. 


