JEREMY:
You’ve mentioned internationalism and how important that is to you.  We’ve got a number of questions about that that I want to just to put in to finish off with.  Asif Saleh, who’s actually a director of Goldman Sachs – has been asking… is there support of help to start UK social enterprises that actually target countries or impoverished minority communities overseas?  And actually, he’s not the only one whose been asking that question.  Jeff Mowatt was asking that question about the role of UK social enterprises in overseas development, whether there’s money for it, whether there should be money for it?

JOHN:
Are they suggesting that maybe it impoverishes the people overseas rather than ... it might help them but it wouldn’t help the people overseas?  Is that what they’re really saying? 
JEREMY:
They’re not suggesting that. They, as I understand it, are actually asking whether we, here, should see some of the growth of our social enterprises into the overseas aide or overseas development market, if you call it…dare to call it a market.

JOHN:
Yeah. I’m a great believer in that I ... That’s why I was never… I’ve never got excited about things like “Make Poverty History”, because I think their romantic idealism.  I think what Africa… you know to me, I don’t want to do anything for Africa. I want Africa to do something for me. So, I want Africa to start making stuff that I can use and that I can sell throughout the world.  I don’t want to lift another finger for Africa. I want to be able to put Africa in a situation where they can lift their own fingers, they can have their own high streets, they can have their own social businesses, they can have their own social echo.  And so therefore, we can bring about transformation through trade, and through tapping into their expertise and all that stuff.


I was in Kabira last year in, or the year before, in Kenya.  And it’s the largest shanty town in Africa.  It’s got hundreds, it’s got a million people living under corrugated roofs.  And I met some absolutely fantastic people there.  D o you know what I would do if I had the time and the money?  I would lift some of these mothers out of Africa and I’d bring them to my local housing estate and I would say, can you teach these mothers how to feed their children? Because what I heard in Kabira was these mothers would never put anything into the mouths of their children that was bad for them.  They wouldn’t give them Coca-Cola, because they couldn’t afford it.  They gave them water.  They gave them a boring diet of food, but it was all nutritional, very limited.  And the children were running around healthier than the people on my local housing estate.


There’s so much to learn from Africa, because Africa has not been decimated by commodification, consumerism and all that.  And we need to be looking at Africa and say okay what can you ... what services can you give us?  


You know there’s this old argument – do these enterprises exploit people?  Do they exploit the poor?  Well there’s one thing worse than being exploited and that’s not being exploited.  And what we’ve got to do is, we’ve got to take the word exploit and make it a positive word.  And that is exploit people’s talents, exploit their skills,  exploit their labour power.  There’s too much made of handouts.  


If I see somebody in the street and I give them money, I’m giving them something and I’m taking something from them at the same time.  I’m taking their struggle for independence. I’m taking from them their ability to provide or learn to provide for themselves.  And it’s the same with Africa.  We are robbing Africa by taking it’s meaning, it’s being, it’s soul, it’s skills and it’s courage. And, we’re thinking that just by handing out some relief we’re bringing… we’re destroying the soul of Africa.   And we’re actually, in my opinion, repeating what was done in the 19th century but we’re doing it in a nicer way.  And that’s what angers me.  

JEREMY:
Imperialism with a smile on its face.

JOHN:
It’s a now a new form of imperialism.  It’s white middle class liberal imperialism.  

JEREMY:
Mohammed Ahmedullah just asked a question which I think is interesting.  I don’t think we’ve really got time to go into it in great detail, bit it opens up another field entirely.  What about a social enterprise in the carbon exchange market, he’s saying.  Is this something which you could actually use to provide a source of jobs and employment for people?

JOHN:
I don’t know too much about carbon exchange.  All I know is I can’t really understand.  I remember in the American Civil War, if you came from a certain class you could buy one of your workers to go to the war for you, so they would then go and get shot and you would stay at home.  And this sounds, the carbon exchange thing seems like I can carry on polluting the world but I’m going to get someone else to do the work for me or I’m gonna have a surrogate or a stand-in.   So, I find that rather difficult.  Maybe somebody’s gonna have to explain to me that carbon transfer or whatever it’s called, what’s it called car...? 
JEREMY:
Carbon exchange.

JOHN:
Carbon exchange. Sounds to me like, you know, carry on doing what you’re doing but plant a few trees.  And I just don’t see that as an answer. 

JEREMY:
Yes, well, Mr Blair says his carbon footprint is neutral when he moves around the world, I think doesn’t he?  

JOHN:
Yes, I think so. 
JEREMY:
Yes.  

JOHN:
Yes, I mean, he could stop moving around the world and maybe he could be a good example to the rest of us. 
JEREMY:
John, final question to you - briefly if we can.  We’re slightly over-running our time, which is well worth it I can assure you.  If I said to you what do you think… what for you is the biggest current unexploited opportunity in social enterprise or for social enterprise, what would you say?

JOHN:
I would say unemployment.  I would say there’s a shed load of money to be made out of unemployment and social changing, bringing back things like the apprenticeship schemes and all that.  I think there’s an enormous amount of money to be made out of unemployment.  In the same was… there was an enormous amount of money to be made out of homelessness which I tapped into.  But that doesn’t mean to say it then goes into the pocket of shareholders.  It can then be reinvested back – back into the problems.


What we did with homeless people is we made a shed load of money out of it and then invested throughout the world to spread the world example.  And our profits go into that.  I think there is real money to be made out of unemployment and in training and getting people out of long term benefit dependency.  I think we’re chipping away at it, but I think what we need to do is really sit back and say oh okay, what is the future for the people on long term benefit, what is the future for all those sorts of things?


I think there’s a load of jobs.  I mean - I’ll just give you an example.  I live in Wandsworth.  In Wandsworth there’s a big building - in the part that I live in on this housing estate, and every day they have to go in and they have to clean all the areas where the rubbish is put, because they haven’t built the proper structure for it.  Now if they’d built the proper structures for it and did it, and like the other buildings then they wouldn’t have to spend so much on labour.  


And I think maybe we need to be making… getting people to make those kind of investments where you’ve got… where you create employment that is expensive in the first instance but is a saver in the long term.  I mean there’s all sorts of stuff like I could go in ... I also think we need…there should be more provision for mental health problems which is a lot of work that I’m doing at the moment, and I would say, I want to provide mental health support for homeless people and the long term unemployed people, because I think they’re having a lot of mental problems. And, if that has to be provided by the private sector working with the social enterprise sector, so be it.  Let’s get on with it.

JEREMY:
John Bird, founder of the Big Issue, the Big Invest, thank you very much indeed for spending the last hour and a bit with us.  It was enormously stimulating.  You hit all the right buttons for us; you’ve discussed the issues that the Equal community and the people who were signing onto Equal Works wanted to discuss.  We’re really very grateful to you indeed.  It’s been tremendous, thanks a lot.

JOHN:
I hope I haven’t trodden on anybody’s toes in the process. 
JEREMY:
No, I hope you have trodden on a few toes in the process.  This isn’t the end of the debate.  Please carry on posting your comments on the discussion onto the Equal Works site.  The points we’ve raised, and of course, the points we haven’t had time to raise or you don’t think have actually dealt with as fully as you would have liked to have heard of them.   


In a couple of days the whole of the debate it will be archived on Equal Works. You’ll be able to watch John again as often as you like, show him to your friends, and tell your friends who’ve missed it, where they can find him.  As we did with the Trevor Phillips debate, which was our first one, we’ll also be filleting and slicing it so that you can pick out the themes and the ideas you’re most interested in and watch those.  Please keep your comments coming.  Thank you again to John Bird.  Thank you to you for being with us.  Good afternoon. 

