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Hello. I’m Lesley-Anne Alexander and I’m the chief executive at the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB). I think it’s an inescapable fact that there are too many charities in the UK. But I don’t believe that there should be just one big, corporate ‘Tesco’ charity for the whole sector. I believe that charity trustees need to think long and hard about what they are trying to achieve and about what their beneficiaries really need and then structure themselves accordingly.
So I don’t have a grand plan; I don’t have a formula that I think charities should follow. But I do think charities lose sight of the reasons they were set up in the first place. I don’t think that there is one model of collaboration that could work for our sector. Our sector is full of organisations that are all so different. I think our sector needs to look very broadly and very wide at all the models that are available, and if there isn’t one that suits you make your own model which is exactly what RNIB did when we got together in our association.
It’s really interesting deciding which organisations you want to partner with. For me a proper partnership comes when you share aims and objectives; when you share a strategy; when you share organisational ideals. It was easy for RNIB and Action for Blind People. We both wanted to make the world a better place for blind people; there was no two ways about it. We had both been founder members subscribing to the overarching UK vision strategy and that actually helped and allowed us to have conversations that we might not otherwise have had.
But these relationships are difficult, they’re tough and you have to work at them like any relationship. I’ve also got strong views about partnerships versus formal collaborations; it’s like being married. If there is a piece of paper, if you’ve got your civil marriage partnership paper, you are more likely to work at it before you walk away from it. I think unified management, unified objectives really does focus you on what you’ve got to do, and I think it’s all too easy in a partnership for people to think it’s good to get together because that’s what’s expected of us, but not actually deliver the goods for beneficiaries. And for me, any successful partnership, collaboration, liaison - call it what you like - is about delivering more services to more people.
