Podcast: Scenario planning in challenging times
Hannah: The summer 2010 Unity Trust Bank round table debate this time brought together a medley of cross-sector experts. Representatives came from a range of backgrounds; from national organisations like Girlguiding UK to local projects like St. Luke's Parochial Trust and infrastructure organisations like NCVO; and they sat alongside experts from the financial sector, from Baker Tilly Corporate Finance, and financial services provider, UBS. After a hearty lunch, courtesy of the Unity Trust Bank, the delegates set about throwing in their views on this session's theme: scenario planning in an age of austerity, ably chaired by Cass Business School's Paul Palmer. 

The panelists covered a range of topics from the changing behaviour of investors to when to spend reserves, finding hidden income streams, when to pounce on a nearby failing charity, pillaging from deceased quangos and using Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) to ease the conscience of profiting corporates. Lots of interesting ideas came out of the discussions. First, here's Michael Chuter, head of finance and enterprise at the Foyer Federation. 

Michael: When I first joined the sector I was astonished at how much information charities give you for free, either by downloading stuff from their website, or direct. It's the sort of thing that no commercial organisation would let you have for nothing. I just think we're quite bad at thinking commercially and, in a sense, that's kind of a dirty word because we're all so nice. 

Hannah: Similarly, Michael feels there are lots of opportunities where the skills and expertise provided by charities could actually provide an income stream rather than being given away for free and he gave us one such example.

Michael: I'm the trustee of another charity that works particularly with disadvantaged ethnic groups within London and they're currently running courses for the Metropolitan police because they've discovered a lot of their young police officers were hitting the street and they don't understand the street language, they don't understand the vernacular, they misinterpret a young person approaching them as a threatening approach (when in fact he's trying to be friendly) because they've not experienced that; so we are, well, we're selling ourselves and part of the training these recruits now get includes a session we run specifically on street culture. 

Hannah: Jim Clifford of Baker Tilly Corporate Finance wondered if charities had considered the opportunities that might arise from the culling of quangos. 

Jim: There are 78, of which 35 have to go or something like that. That's a lot of assets and services and intellectual property and all sorts of things being tipped out of those. That pile of assets is a bit like the best side of going to an Oxfam shop. Sue Ryder, you know there's all these things that may be of fantastic use to one of you in your local organisation. 

Hannah: Jim has also been noticing some changes in investor's behaviour which might well be of interest to the voluntary sector. 

Jim: The income rates on capital are very low at the moment. That seems to be causing a divergence in behaviour between those clients who are capital rich and those that are heavily reliant on income. For those of us that are reliant on income, yes, we're very focused on increasing tax rates and what that means. But, of course, the capital ones are seeing half a percent, three quarters of a percent or something like that, on their income. They're doing very well and that is changing their attitude to where they place their capital. The other factor that is certainly driving a change in attitude is a greater awareness of social issues and a greater awareness of need, whether that’s come about by improved reporting by the charity sector, or debates about Big Society, or whatever, there does seem to be a greater awareness of  where the need lies and we're seeing that coming through with potential investors seeing social gain and income gain from placing their capital into the third sector. 

Hannah: Discussions moved on to the topic of Corporate Social Responsibility or CSR. Delegates agreed that although we might expect companies to cut back on CSR during a recession this was not necessarily the case, indeed, quite the opposite could be true. Here's Michael Chuter again. 

Michael: Barclays are not sponsoring this cycle scheme because they think cycling is a good idea. They're sponsoring the cycle scheme because they know they've got a crap reputation and they want to do something that looks public and vaguely good; and, I think, in times of recession big corporates are more embarassed about their profits and therefore those companies that are making profit want to be seen doing something worthwhile with them and I think this is a real opportunity to go to those organisations that are making profit and say ‘we have a way of easing your conscience’. 

Hannah: It seems though that some organisations may face challenges when it comes to CSR. Martin Craddock is chief executive of St. Luke’s Parochial Trust in North East London. 

Martin: CSR is an incredibly important asset for St. Luke’s Trust but I have a challenge in that some of my board members think it's slightly dubious and immoral to take such high levels of corporate support when really you should pay for it. I suppose some of the issues may surround indemnity; whether you can actually trust the quality of support being offered to you by a big law firm if you're not actually paying for it. 

Hannah: That's all we can fit in to this short podcast but you can find a full report of all the other issues discussed at the round table event by clicking on the link displayed on this page. 

