
A European Spring?

The launch of the social innovation agenda in 2010 started a new era in the European Union, putting civil 
society in the driving seat of social and economic development. The Social Business Initiative reinforces 
Brussels' commitment to this new agenda. To tackle today's problems we have to think differently. Europe's 
Social Business Initiative looks to civil society for solutions.
This event explored new opportunities for civil society  organisations and social enterprise in the UK to engage 
with the European agenda to foster an enabling environment for the sector. This was an opportunity  to take part 
and define the priorities for British civil society.
This event is the third in a series delivered by the Office for Civil Society Strategic Partners (Europe), co-led by 
Euclid Network and NCVO.
Speakers at  the event included Nick Hurd MP, Minister for Civil Society and Grégoire Schoeller from the 
European Commission, along with a wide variety of representatives from civil society organisations across the 
UK. The event was broken up into four sessions, each with its own unique theme and panel of speakers. Further 
information about each of these sessions follows.

Session 1: Round table discussion on putting EU policies on social innovation and social business at work 
to empower civil society

Paul Adamson, E!Sharp gave a brief introduction to the event and the panel members before starting the 
discussion with Nick Hurd MP.

Nick Hurd MP, Minister for Civil Society opened by  encouraging the sector that we should no longer accept 
the status quo. He highlighted the existing tolerance of mediocrity and stated that government has not done 
well in this area in the past, so we need to take this opportunity to do things differently, despite any existing 
inertia, fear or insecurity. The example he gave is that  so many questions asked of new projects, but not of 
existing projects... why is this?  He also noted that this issue has cross party consensus.

Grégoire Schoeller, European Commission, Cabinet of Commissioner Barnier, Internal Market explained 
how this is a new area and UK government and the EU need to support it. The silos need to be broken in order 
for the full range of departments to work together. Grégoire asked the question, what is the Social Innovation 
Agenda? He answered that  it  is a platform where we can rethink three things; markets, investment and models. 
He highlighted the need to be creative and cited examples of innovative activity such as the Expert Group, the 
Single Market Act and Single Market Week. For the Social Innovation Agenda to be a success, it  is important 
to create ownership for citizens.  He acknowledged that nothing is perfect and expressed the need to keep 
discussing the issues and identifying deliverables quickly.
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Sir Stuart Etherington started by saying that  we cannot hope to get out of the current economic situation 
without growing the economy, stressing that cuts can only do so much. He talked about the social investment 
market and how it is young and relatively undeveloped. He added that  there is real potential to develop a third 
financial strand. He then focussed specifically on funding from the EU. Se said that for success we need a 
blend of grant and social investment. We need to work closely  with the Department for Business, Innovation 
and Skills. He concluded that this agenda represents something important - at this time there is alignment 
between the Social Enterprise sector in the UK and the thinking coming out of the EU and we should take 
advantage of this opportunity.

Session 2: Round table discussion starting from the outcomes of the Euclid Network independent 
consultation on European Social Business Initiative and related social economic policies: perspectives 
from British civil society

Fillippo Addarii, Euclid Network opened the session by  explaining how EU2020 is about making EU 
economy innovative, sustainable and inclusive.  For the first time the Social Enterprise sector is at the centre of 
EU strategy. We should not miss this opportunity. He added that there is a hope that the sector's values will 
‘infect’ other sectors.
Fillippo concluded by saying that in France they say  that when you run social enterprise you have to be better 
than mainstream business because you have to look at the plurality of it.

Val Jones, CEO, Social Enterprise North West recounted her own personal ‘European journey’, starting with 
the riots in the 1980s and how they resulted in the formation of a small, effective community organisation. The 
organisation trained community arts practitioners. Despite a very serious learning curve and some 
communication issues the organisation became a successful ESF-funded training provider. They then applied 
for capital money, and were successful. They were able to purchase the building they  operated from and it is 
still standing today.  Val’s message is that the road was long and sometimes painful, but ultimately worth it. 
Val’s journey then moved into Social Enterprise, about which she is very passionate.  Val’s organisation has 
since received ERDF funding.  Val directed the room’s attention to a press release she had distributed, detailing 
a £6.6m business support  project SENW is running. Val concluded by  saying that she had learned a lot over the 
years. Particularly that the process can be bureaucratic, but it brings real benefits.

Allison Ogden-Newton, CEO, Social Enterprise London pointed out that the fact that the EU recognises and 
supports social economy is very timely.  A critical social problem is youth unemployment, which is 
unsustainable at current levels.  She explained about Social Enterprise London and that they have over 3000 
member and have worked in 24 countries. She is seeing strong growth in interest from EU countries. There are 
indeed lessons to be learned. For example, that growth follows investment.  She added that Social Enterprise is 
extraordinarily diverse and the sector has a breadth of experience. Allison noted that the legal structures are 
good. For example, CIC is the first new type of company  in over 400 years and this is a very  significant step. 
She also discussed the possibility  of a ratings system, based on social value.  Allison talked about how lots of 
the money which we've seen into the market is still expensive and difficult  to access.  She noted that there is 
little or no time for data collection, but there is a clear need to analyse the sector.

Cliff Prior, CEO, UnLtd started by explaining that his organisation works with start-up  and early stage 
entrepreneurs. He explained how most businesses are small, by a wide margin. There are far more small 
businesses than large ones.  However, the government struggles to understand this, even when they see the 
data.  Business is also massively diverse.  Cliff suggested that only having a single phrase to describe “Social 
Enterprise” is a problem.  It is like only having a single word for “shop” which doesn’t  give much detail. Cliff 
added that the journey  a social entrepreneur takes needs a continuous ladder of support. What is often missing 
from the journey is first risk capital. Cliff then reiterated Allison’s point about the need for data analysis. He 
stated that the EU shouldn't necessarily fund the best  application, but the project with the best impact. Cliff 
concluded that Social Enterprise should join the mainstream and cease to be a niche. This is a big challenge and 
we need courage.



Session 3: Round table discussion on unlocking untapped resources for the sector: if public funding is 
cut, new funding opportunities are open by the EU

Karl Richter, Euclid Network opened the session with a brief explanation of the subject and introduction to 
the panel.

Sir Stephen Bubb, Chair, Social Investment Business started by stating that Social Enterprise is currently 
very ‘trendy’ and an entire profession has grown up  , seemingly to mystify the sector.  He expressed the need to 
get back to basics. If Social Enterprises want money, they  have to fundraise and that limits what can be done. 
Alt Valley  Community  Trust in Liverpool was given as an example. They have managed to make it work and 
have contracts with DWP, for example.  He gave the example of a group of parents who borrowed £5m from 
SIB and opened a school for autistic children. This was only  possible due to a loan - fundraising 5m would take 
an unrealistic length of time. This is an opportunity for the Sector and the prize will be when the likes of banks 
and the EU start thinking about loans.

Stephen Rockmann, Director/Founder, Merism Capital & Hub Westminster opened by saying that one 
thing the sector lacks is clarity. There is little in the way of measurable impact. We should be trying to echo 
what's been happening in the USA in terms of measurement and recording of impacts. He added that there is no 
doubt the sector needs high risk capital. He cited his own organisation as an example of where linking space 
and capital have proven successful. He would like to do more of that. But there are too many terms which put 
off investors. He likes to think of Social Enterprises as good businesses who happen to have clear social aims.

Stephanie Sturrock, Director of Social Investment, CAF talked about how her organisation has lent about 
£20m to smaller charities and Social Enterprises. Her organisation is an impact first investor. They expect to 
make losses. They have no standard application process, instead they go out and meet people. Personally, 
Stephanie has spent years out of the Social Investment sector and on her return asked 2 questions: What's the 
same? The answer is that the social investment sector is still small. They still haven't sorted some of the basics 
i.e. measuring impact. There is no consistent source of capital. And there is still lots of gobbledygook. What has 
changed? There are lots more Social Enterprises. Economic conditions have changed drastically. Public funding 
has dried up. Stephanie urged people to visit the website for Social Investment Made Simple.

Vicki Purewal, NESTA talked about challenge prizes and inducement prizes. They  have been historically used, 
but are relatively  new in modern times. The idea is that the organiser sets a challenge and the award is given, as 
a prize, to the successful response. Prizes are awarded based on measurable impact. The example given was the 
Big Green Challenge prize. £1m was awarded to the  community  group having the biggest impact on CO2 
emissions in their (self-defined) community. The aim of Challenge Prizes is to leverage support from elsewhere 
into the groups discovered through the competition. The hope is they  will eventually become constituted and 
sustainable. Vicki noted that  we have to find the right level of ‘good enough’. She stated that these prizes are a 
tool which can be employed to great effect. A new social innovation prize would need to sit alongside other 
contributors to social investment.

Session 4: Round table discussion on cutting bureaucracy: the European agenda for simplification of 
rules, stemming out of the NCVO procurement paper

Oli Henman, NCVO introduced the session explaining that EU rules on funding and reporting are often cited 
as major barriers to civil society engagement with Europe and highlighted the need to identify new ways of 
delivering social service contracts so that civil society  organisations are able to play a full role in EU funding 
programmes. He introduced the EU’s public procurement review, highlighting that  this is led by the European 
Commission and is then interpreted by national governments. This led to an outline of the Sector Statement that 
NCVO produced with over 20 major voluntary sector umbrellas to support key proposals for the new directive 
which would help  combat current challenges faced by the sector, including simplified rules for smaller 
contracts. You can see the Sector Statement attached and in the link below
http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/social-service-reform#procurement

http://www.ncvo-vol.org.uk/social-service-reform%23procurement
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David Hunter, BWB set the context by talking about procurement regulations and how much of the economy 
they  affect. 19% of EU GDP is public, so a significant sum of money is subject  to these rules. David looked at 
challenges for Civil Society organisations, for Contracting Authorities and for Governments. He then discussed 
some possible solutions.

Pesh Framjee, Partner, Crowe Clark Whitehill delivered a presentation looking at cutting bureaucracy. He 
started with a simple question - is there too much bureaucracy? He gave a perspective from projects after they 
had received their funding. He asked the question, what is reasonable evidence? He talked about audit  and gave 
some examples of difficulties clients of his have experienced. He commented on ‘excessive or reckless 
expenditure’ and how no project would ever say they  had behaved excessively or recklessly. He asked, should 
we just live with this? And finished on some thoughts about where to go in future.

Ceri Jones, Social Enterprise UK talked about procurement in practice. She gave some background 
information about Social Enterprise UK and talked about the interface between public sector and social 
enterprise on the ground. She spend some time ‘busting the myths’ about procurement, specifically the myths 
that: i) Rules don't apply to everything, ii) Engaging with providers prior to contract is anti competitive and iii) 
Including social requirements just isn't legal.

Andy Churchill, CEO, Network for Europe talked about the simplification of the European Structural Funds 
looking towards the next EU funding programme, going through the process step by step. He talked about 
simplified regulations and services of general economic interest and how simplification is being built in at 
European Commission level. He spend some time talking about community led local development and 
integrated sustainable urban development. Simplification is one of the commission’s key initiatives in 
designing the new programmes.

Closing
Paul Adamson closed the day stating that we've identified the problems, now we should identify  solutions. He 
highlighted that this is a unique opportunity  where UK and European Commission are on the same page and 
stated how important it is that the sector is a friend to the commission.

Twitter
The event had its own unique hashtag on Twitter #eurospring and there were many tweets about the event and 
the issues raised during the day.  Here is a small sample of the #eurospring tweets:


