JEREMY:
Can I just move on, or just sideways a little really. Quite a number of the of the Equal partnerships and one or two other people who’ve been in touch with us, once they knew that the debate was taking place, are really concerned about the issue of public procurement.  It’s another aspect obviously, an important aspect of the relationship between social enterprises and the public sector.  I’m picking one now.

 
Evan Rees, of the Social Enterprise East Midlands partnership - he’s saying the public sector’s a key market for social enterprises and many of us in the social enterprise movement are spending a lot of time and resources trying to get public sector procurement to make more sense both for the government and for social enterprises.  The growth of ethical consumerism also creates market opportunities for social enterprises and the Big Issue has shown itself adept at capitalising on this.  Do you think we’ve got the right balance of activities to help develop markets in the public sector, the private sector and direct sales to the public?

JOHN:
I’m not that deep into these kind of questions.  I mean, I do feel that the Big Issue is a very very good model of how you sort out a social problem with a business solution.  And I think that the Big Issue needs imitation, but it also needs improvement.  I know for instance that in Manchester the Big Issue there works with the Big Life programme and the Big Life programme does a lot of stuff in and around provision for local authorities.


But I would say that, you know, very simply the Big Issue a kind of approximation of an improved... an improving provider for the community.  I would like to see…rather than people saying that the Big Issue is something completely formed, I’d rather have people saying how can we improve it, what can we do?  But as for the bigger question, I’m sorry I’m rather lost on the one. 
JEREMY:
(LAUGHS) I think ...

JOHN:
I’m only a modest candidate for the Mayor of London so ...

JEREMY:
I know, I know, you have our sympathy and that ...

JOHN:
Thank you. 
JEREMY:
As in all other things.  I think a lot of people are.  I think the issue of procurement though is one that’s extremely… it is an extremely important one and it’s again about this issue of the influence of the public sector on social enterprises, which on the other hand isn’t always reflected by the public sector doing what it could do to help them.  And we have, I know, instances within Equal partnerships where people are actually trying to make serious efforts to ensure that local small enterprises, unconventional enterprises yet social enterprises are actually able to tender for contracts locally which often tend to go either to large companies or to companies outside the area.  And that needs a conscious effort on the part of public procurers if you like to change their rules, sometimes to relax them, but at least to focus them so that the small providers and the local providers can actually get a look in on things like new hospitals and public facilities.

JOHN:
I think it sounds grand.  I think the thing is that everybody’s frightened about money and they’re incredibly frightened about public money.  And there’s been so many occasions when public money has been wasted that you’d almost have to say to local authorities or local providers, you’d have to say now’s the time to fly by the seat of your pants.  So in a way you’d have to almost create a part of their budget as a no hold – no hands, you know, free for all budget and just suck it and see as well as carrying on in their kind of careful sort of way.


I think you’re also… I mean I think one of the big problems is that the people who are often making the decisions where public procurement goes are people who are not necessarily there as a part of the regime that used to supply previously, so therefore they’re new people. They’re people who are controlled in a different way.  And I really do feel that if we want more entrepreneurial enterprising local small people being bought forward then we’ll have to negotiate almost to say well can you at least try a part of your budget, can’t you try some mistakes for once.  


I’ve written a book last year and it’s being published again this year, it’s called How To Change Your Life in 7 Steps.  It’s not my title but the most important part of the book that everybody tells me, the 52,000 people who’ve bought it – is it’s about the importance of making mistakes.  And local authorities don’t like making mistakes.


You take for instance charities or even social enterprises – if they’re doing their annual general report and they’ve been working on 10 projects this year and 3 of them go belly up, they’re only gonna talk about the 7 that worked.  And yet, they’re probably gonna learn more about the 3 that don’t work, that haven’t worked.  That’s the difference between the Big Issue and a lot of social enterprises, because we have cocked up again and again and again and because of that, we have this rich store of experience, that’s what business are about.


Somebody said to me at the School for Social Entrepreneurs, they said define a social entrepreneur, which is an enterprising sort of person.  I said my definition of a social entrepreneur is the same as any entrepreneur.  An entrepreneur sometimes gets it right.  You try that with local authority money and you go to them and you say, you know you – you gave me a million pounds, actually half of it I wasted and here’s what went wrong.  They’ll say look hide that and just emphasise the other.


If we are going to be business like in the social enterprise sector and we’re talking about where business, then let’s be honest and realise that all business stagger from one crisis to another until they get onto their feet. Then most of the things that they succeed are backed up by things that have also failed.  It’s so important to make mistakes.  It’s so important to get your RD right.  But it’s also so important to recognise that the bad things that went wrong have as much rate as the things that work. 
JEREMY:
Yeah. One of the examples that I had in the back of my mind when I asked the question of you actually was an instance that was in Birmingham,  where on the new University Hospital there, which is a vast vast undertake... half a billion pound new build.  They’ve actually, at the early stages, put somebody onto the procurement committee for certain aspects of the hospital development - somebody who would represent and understand the small providers, the social enterprises.  So that when the procurement terms came up, they could actually say well this will actually exclude people that you don’t want to exclude, this will let other people in, this is what we need to do if we seriously want to get these people involved.  And that actually has worked without changing any rules, just getting somebody in there into a procurement committee who understands the sector that they’re talking about.  There must be a role for that mustn’t there?

JOHN:
Yeah that sounds very very interesting.  But also bear in mind that if you’ve got a lot of small providers, sometimes men managing your relationship with the small provider will take up as much time as – of someone who’s larger.  And, in fact, you know that there’s always… people always want to say well we’ll give it to you and you sort it out.  I mean the building industry, if you ever commission a building from the big guys, they have 500 subcontractors.  But that big guy will represent the interests of all these other people.  

 
And maybe we need to imitate that. Maybe we need to say okay they’re building a hospital in Birmingham, we’ve got all these little providers, all these subcontractors because there’ll be hundreds there already.  We’ll come to you, we’ll tender and you will consider us in the same way as you consider Balfour Beatty or whoever else is, you know, Taylor Woodrow or something like that.  And all you’ll have to do is just simulate what the building industry’s doing anyway - which is providing work for hundreds of small businesses. 


And if we could do that, that would be much much better than simply deluging a project with hundreds of small people having a go.  If somebody could say right, I’ve got all my small providers, Balfour Beatty, Taylor Woodrow, got all their small providers, we’re exactly the same, but you have the contract with us.  And do it that kind of way.  That’s what I would suggest. 
JEREMY:
You’re talking really about a big multi-regional facilities management enterprise aren’t you, social enterprise?

JOHN:
Well look at the building industry.  I worked in the building industry and I worked for, you know, people with… where you know people would come around - Health and Safety would come around, and complain and say we’ll tell your manager that you’re doing… you know, you’re not wearing your hard hat or something like that.  And we’ll say who do you think our manager is?  And it would be subcontractor of a subcontractor of a subcontractor.  But the building was still completed to the satisfaction of the client – and what we have to do.  I mean we need our umbrella organisations that really work and they’re not simply people who send out newsletters. 
