JEREMY:
Good afternoon.  I’m Jeremy Harrison.  Welcome to the Equal Works Debate.  This one’s on social enterprise.  A special welcome actually to the Equal Shares for All DP who I know are streaming it into their conference today.  Great for you to see us even if we can’t see you!  In these debates we invite prominent people from outside the Equal Initiative to debate some of the biggest issues that the Development Partnerships with European Social Fund co-financing are tackling.  In this case the issue is a very big one – the role in the future of the Social Economy. 

 
I’ve counted 15 DP’s that are directly involved in social enterprise and I know tens move have social economy elements to their work or have seen social economy initiatives as key parts of the legacy that they’re likely to leave behind them.  To this date, of course this is going to grow considerably in the next year, there are already more than 200 separate products or publications from DP’s on the social economy, which you can find on the Equal Works site if that’s of interest to you.


No apology for the pun on the Big Issue because our guest today is John Bird, the founder of the Big Issue and currently a candidate for Mayor of London.  So Big Issue, undoubtedly, UK’s best known Social Enterprise.  John’s with us for the next hour.  I’m sorry for the slight delay in starting up.  When he’s Mayor of London, he’ll have the traffic sorted out and won’t have any problems getting to us wherever we are!


This is the formula.  Since we announced the debate some weeks ago, people from Equal DP’s and other site users, have been telling Mariam Wahab, who’s the organiser of these debates. what questions and issues they want to raise with John.  Some have been posted on the site already, some have been emailed to us, so you won’t necessarily have seen them before hand.  And as long as you’re registered for the debate and there’s still time to do that, you can do that any time you want, you can send us further comments as the debate goes on and I’ll do my best to raise as many of those as possible in the conversation with John as we go along. There’s been a big response, so I warn you, I won’t necessarily be able to raise everything, but I hope we’ll be able to cover all the key points that you’ve brought up. 


John, good afternoon, I want to start off by asking you first of all, what’s your concept of social enterprise?  Everybody has a different definition of it, it seems to me. How would you define it, what does it mean to you?

JOHN:
Well, an enterprise that is sociable.  When we started the Big Issue, there were 501 charities working for and on behalf of homeless people in the London area, and we didn’t want to be 502.  We wanted a totally different relationship with homeless people, because we wanted to give them work, which under charity rules you can train them, you can feed them, you can clothe them, you can do all sorts of things but you can’t give them work.  So we wanted that.  But also we wanted to have a business - a business response to a social crisis.  So my take on it, it’s because I’m into social crisis, it’s a business response to a social crisis rather than a charity or a government department.

JEREMY:
I’ve got a point here immediately raised with us by Community Action Network and it’s on this question of definition.  They’re saying definitions of social enterprise are changing all the time and public perception of them is confused.  This I think was born out, there was a Guardian supplement on social enterprise in February and they pointed out that there are now 55,000 of them in the UK economy.   They contribute about 8 and a half billion to the GDP and yet only 1 in 4 people could actually tell you really what a social enterprise is about.  The image is very blurry isn’t it?

JOHN:
Yeah.  I think largely because you’ve got quite a number of people, I’m only, this is from my own experience, you’ve got quite a number of people who kind of converted what is already there and making it more entrepreneurial or enterprising.  And there is an enormous amount of groups that are working in the private public sector doing work for the government or what was formerly done by the government or local authority, so there’s a lot of that kind of stuff which has sprung up.  And a lot of it I think is probably just changing the name and probably delivering the same kind of service.  A bit like when they got rid of British Railways and they changed the colour of the station and then called it British Rail and didn’t necessarily supply something which was uniquely different.


What the Big Issue did was to do something incredibly uniquely different.  What we said was we were gonna decriminalise homeless people because they were begging and robbing and you know, breaking into cars and shoplifting.  So what we did was we legalised them by giving them something to do on the streets that took them out of grief.  So that had er USB was unique, it wasn’t– it wasn’t just more of the same under a different name. 
JEREMY:
No I think that – that’s really isn’t it the nub of the issue, because there are social enterprises still growing up if you like from the ground upwards, grown in order to find a means of addressing a problem or delivering a principle.  And on the other hand there are social enterprises which are being created out of activities that already exist, if you like using the social enterprise label almost as a convenience, almost as some kind of guarantee of good faith.  Do you find that a problem?

JOHN:
Yeah, well I’m not too worried about definitions.  I’m not… that doesn’t kind of… I don’t lose any sleep over that.  What I want to know is that does somebody deliver a better service.  I think one of the unique things about social enterprise is it tends to take the clients or the customers or whatever you like to call it, even those words are – are a bit offensive in a way - taking the people that you’re working with, taking them to the centre of your operation and say this is about us.  


In the Big Issue I’m always reminding the paper, I’m always reminding the advertising, I’m always reminding the administration.  We, the centre of our activity, is not to produce a paper or to sell advertising. it is to help homeless people.  And I think a lot of enterprises, when they work very well, you know, that the homeless or the disenfranchised or the people with learning difficulties - they’re right at the centre of the organisation rather than arranged on the periphery with people coming down every now and then and giving them a bit of relief.   So that to me is a – it’s a different kind of social geography, it’s a different kind of social structure. 
