JEREMY:
Coming back to the question, actually, that I wasn’t sure we’d fit I, but it does relate to this… Amanda Wright from Adjust the Balance DP – and, she was asking what do you think about regeneration and why planners and facilitators so often focus just on the tangible aspects like new housing, community centres and facilities and neglect the intangibles like listening to the real needs of people, building self esteem and relationships and providing hope and support and personal development, not just skills for jobs.  I think what you’re saying is that there is actually a way through social enterprise in the development and facilities management in those activities of doing both responsibly.

JOHN:
Yes, I think that’s true.  I think there’s another thing is we have to free up the public. I mean… Segolene Royal, who’s standing for the Presidency in France, she’d had a very interesting little experiment. She’s a president of a department in France and she looked at… what are those schools, the lycees (?)… And she looked at the lycees and she found that most people were very self dissatisfied with the lycee system.  

 
So what she did, she took 26 lycees and she gave 40 votes to each of the parents there and said these are your votes to use in making a decision about whether you redo the games hall or the art block or whether you take people hitchhiking in the Pyrenees and all the other job, you know, student enrichment tasks and actually involved people in making the budgets.  


I mean one of the things I’m really interested in is getting rid of the mystifications around budgets.  I think we need a school of budgets.  Because the thing is, you come into this life and if you don’t know how to balance budget yourself and then you get a job and you don’t have to balance a budget, and then you go and get a mortgage and you don’t have to balance a budget,  you’re gonna have all sorts of problems.  And then you turn round and you complain at local authorities, at businesses and charities and governments about how they should be doing this and they should be doing that.  Well, if you don’t know the constraints of a budget, what a budget can do, then you can be a bystander standing there waving your finger. 


I think the big thing we need to be doing is involving the public in the decision making process, not simply what you call, representational democracy, but participatory democracy.  And I see the social enterprise movement as a stage towards creating a participatory democracy and then also getting people to make decisions about how budgets are spent, informing them.  

 
When I’m the Mayor of London – sorry I keep joking about this – in every cab in London, there’s gonna be a thick budget on the back seat and when you’re travelling around or on the bus you can read the budgets, you can read the police budget, where the money goes.  We’ve got to open the books on society and we’ve got to stop people commenting.  


Every cab driver you meet always knows the best team that Arsenal ever had, but are they the manager of the team? Do they know the constraints of the team?  No.  Everybody’s a bloody expert.  

JEREMY:
Jennifer Inglis, from the SEM DP, is listening to what we’re saying at the moment actually. She’s just saying… do you think the concept of social enterprise can present a genuine challenge to the current dominant way of doing business, and what do you think critical success factors for such a challenge would be?  I think you’ve been mentioning some of them just now actually.

JOHN:
Yeah - I think the future for social enterprise is bright.  But we have to stop in the same way as we have to stop green wash or ethnical wash where you just make things, you prettify them, you do what British Rail did, as I said earlier. We’ve really got to create new associations, new relationships. We’ve got to improve the way in which we relate to the people we work with.  If you look at the housing sector, a lot of these housing associations who were created for and by the tenants often, are now run. And the gap between them and the tenants is as great as when it was local authority, which means you defeat much of the point of the exercise.  I think we need to look at social enterprises as more democratic, as more socially involving, where the decision making is not made by people who work for some government consultancy - and the less said about that the better. 
JEREMY:
Can we just spend the last 5 minutes carrying on with that theme of the future that you’ve just raised for us and looking at one or two other specifics, as we’ve got a number of people put points to us and asked questions that relate to that.  And one which you mentioned actually fairly close to the start is the finance.  A lot of people are very interested in getting finance from sources other than just the the public sector and the public purse.  Is there a much greater role for loan finance in the sector?

JOHN:
I think there is.  I mean we, as I said, we started something called the Big Invest.  We’re looking at businesses that have a social echo, have a social delivery.  So we’re not really just interested in people who are there just for business-like reasons.  But there is a real need to free up loans to free up monies and to not make it this peculiar world where the bank promises that they’ll listen to you and then doesn’t.  

 
I mean so many people who’ve got ideas for crèches and small enterprises or small centres for parents and all that stuff, and they go to the bank… because it’s the listening bank or one of those kind of banks - and then they’re taken through some rigmarole almost as though it fulfils the requirement of the bank manager to say well I saw 500 people this year, and you say great, who did you lend to?  Oh 2.  You know and it’s like that. 


Then you go to the, you go to the normal ways that you think you’re gonna get money through – through some investment trust or whatever… some investment authority and it doesn’t happen.  I’m always meeting people saying I’ve got this idea I just can’t get the money.   So we do need to look at ways in which we can get investment into the sector.  And the money’s going to have to come from somewhere other than government or maybe the government should be saying we’re gonna take a chunk of money and we’re gonna spend it in a different way.  

 
Spend to save.  Brown is going on about spend to save.  Maybe some of that spend to save money should go into a pot which means that it’s free of money, it’s money that is not constrained. It’s risk money.  If the government is serious, if local authorities, if social enterprises are serious about bringing social change through social enterprise then they have to imitate the best practices of businesses, and businesses are always taking risks, to such an extent that sometimes you don’t know if it’s a risk or it’s recklessness.  And we’ve got to bring that risk factor and we’ve got to make decisions on the basis of half an hour interview.


You know, everybody tells you, you’ve got to fill in all these forms, all these business forms, all these business proposals.  I’ve never done a business proposal in my life!  I wouldn’t know one end of it!  I’ve got other people to do it, so they waste their lives and then you don’t get the money.  The only way I’ve ever got money is looking people in the eye and say believe in what I want to do, and of maybe the 10 things that I’ve been involved in in the last 20 years, 3 of them have worked and 7 of them have gone tits up.  We have to create that kind of… we’ve got to start believing in the in the people who are coming forward with the ideas and we’ve got to say just simple things, all right then, sustainability, have you looked at your market place and all this? Just ask them the simple questions and get it out of the way and give them the money and let them succeed or fail. 
JEREMY:
How much money have you got in your fund in the Big Invest?

JOHN:
I think this year it will be about 10 million.  It’s getting up to 10 million.  I mean it’s gonna kind of double every couple of years.  Because we’re onto something and what we’re onto is… there’s a lot of money out there which is in the kind of corporate social responsibility field and they don’t know what to do with – and it’s coming to us.  We’ve received money from people like the Bank of Scotland and other people.  I’m sorry, I don’t run this unit.  

JEREMY:
No, no.

JOHN:
We’ve invested in an eco-friendly or eco system - sorry I’m not even very good at the words… a centre down in Kent where everything is eco-friendly.  We’ve invested in houses in a nature reserve.  We’ve invested in Jamie Oliver’s new restaurant out in out in Essex.  We’ve invested in a mobile dentist that goes round hostels and schools in the Portsmouth or Southampton area.  So  we’re doing those things that have a social echo.


I’ll tell you what I want.  I want a national bicycle chain where people rebuild bicycles and you get the young people rebuilding bicycles that are then sold back into the community, and all we’ve got to do is try and find a way of making that work financially.  It’s rather difficult because it’s very time consuming, but we’ve got to get jobs back into the lives of the very young and the very poor. 
