
SUSY- Sustainability and Solidarity:  

Workshops on Local empowerment and Poverty alleviation 

 

On Thursday 22nd and Friday 23rd September 2016, Think Global was pleased to host two workshops 

in London and Portsmouth. These were part of our SUSY project which seeks to raise awareness about 

the ‘social and solidarity economy’ (SSE) as another form of poverty alleviation. The workshops looked 

at the empowerment and transformation of communities through poverty relief and SSE 

organisations.  

The workshops brought together guests from a range of INGOs, UK charities, social enterprises, 

networks, think tanks, community organisations and local businesses. We came together to better 

understand what the SSE means in both a UK and global context, and how poverty relief organisations 

can learn from social enterprises and community organisations, and vice versa.  

The ‘social and solidarity economy’ 

Both workshops kicked off with a short presentation from Think Global Programme Managers - Faaria 

Ahmad and Catherine Richardson, on the research we conducted last year. This examined the social, 

economic and environmental impact of SSE in the UK and globally. During the research, we found that 

the term “social and solidarity economy” is not broadly understood in the UK and that many 

organisations who fall within the definition of SSE would not use this terminology. Rather, terms such 

as the social economy, social enterprises, fair trade and co-operatives were better understood in the 

UK. Therefore, during our research we took a broad approach and understanding of business models 

which fall under the SSE umbrella —these would include organisations with principles such as a 

commitment to making a positive social and environmental impact, collective ownership, democratic 

decision-making and self-management. 

Across Europe and globally, SSE has a different meaning depending on the historical and political 

context of each country. There are some countries which have government departments or ministers 

dedicated to SSE, while in other countries there is a lack of understanding of what SSE means and what 

it can do in terms of impact.  

Local empowerment and ownership 

Discussions at both workshops 

began from the local context, with 

speakers providing examples of 

initiatives promoting community 

empowerment. In Portsmouth, we 

welcomed Francis Davis from 

Cathedral Innovation Centre and 

John Merrit from Social Enterprise 

Link to share their perspectives, 

and experiences in the region. In 

London, Phil Tulba, Head of 

Services (South) at Locality 

discussed the impact of asset-

ownership in creating and 

retaining wealth locally. Drawing 

http://www.cathedralinnovationcentre.com/
http://www.socialenterpriselink.co.uk/
http://www.socialenterpriselink.co.uk/
http://locality.org.uk/


on the example of where the local community took ownership of the Hastings Pier to rebuild it, it was 

stressed that for community projects to be successful a balance needs to be struck between activism 

and wanting control, and government policies around community asset transfer. Therefore, it is crucial 

to manage expectations and be realistic about outcomes.  

The workshops progressed to address local empowerment in the global context, and the role of INGOs 

in poverty relief, local empowerment and sustainability across the Global south and in deprived 

regions in the Global north. Matthew Lloyd-Cape, Programmes Coordinator at Islamic Relief UK and 

Terri Harris, Africa Programmes Officer at Global One spoke about the livelihood and empowerment 

programmes they have in Bangladesh and Kenya. Islamic Relief push for local empowerment in their 

programmes, in particular through their microfinance programmes and their new ‘alternative orphan 

programme’ which supports mothers to create microenterprises and work within support groups. For 

Global One, the organisation works to build trust within the communities they work with, following 

principles of sustainability, personal development and entrepreneurship to ensure that the impact of 

projects endure beyond the life of the intervention.  

The key message from both INGOs was the need to work with and through local communities to better 

understand the culture, context and need. These measures empower local communities and have 

made a significant difference in the ownership, impact and sustainability of their programmes.  

Social impact on a global scale 

At the London workshop, Dan Gregory, Head of Policy at Social Enterprise UK presented their recent 

report on the sustainable development goals and the role of social enterprises globally, highlighting 

that while global growth may be increasing, this is accompanied by an increase in inequality. On a 

global scale, the impact of social enterprises and NGOs is in fact minimal compared to global trade, 

making it harder for social enterprises, ethical businesses and co-operatives to make a substantial 

impact on global inequality.   

Francis Davis, CEO at Cathedral Innovation Centre reminded participants that in order to make a social 

impact on a wider scale there is need for collaboration and cross-sector learning. There are creative 

and innovative ideas within local communities, tech start-ups or even multi-nationals but as soon as 

we place ourselves in a box we restrict our vision of what we can achieve and where we take lessons 

from. It is therefore, important to connect with diverse types of organisations in order to find models 

and lessons which can ensure a heavier impact.  

In Portsmouth, Nick Andreou from Balloon 

Ventures and Steve Bedford from Wessex 

Social Ventures provided tangible examples of 

how social enterprise is contributing to 

international development, such as WSV’s 

“business in a box”  to facilitate setting up 

micro-businesses in the global south. Nick 

acknowledged that while defeating poverty 

sustainably through business, not aid is an 

innovative way of tackling the challenge, it 

should not be viewed as a panacea, and is most 

useful when combined with other solutions.  

 

http://www.islamic-relief.org.uk/
https://www.globalone.org.uk/
http://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/
http://www.balloonventures.com/
http://www.balloonventures.com/
http://wessexsocialventures.com/
http://wessexsocialventures.com/


Both workshops included interactive sessions on the similarities between poverty relief organisations 

and those working in SSE organisations, the challenges faced by these organisations and possible 

solutions. 

 

In London, Richard Hull, Programme Director for the MA in Social Entrepreneurship at Goldsmiths 

facilitated a session on what is meant by SSE and where different types of organisations and 

companies overlap in certain spheres- dependent on where their fundamental interest lies and where 

their funding/income comes from. This exercise was more complicated than we imagined due to 

companies like Big Issue, Tom’s shoes and John Lewis who are businesses with an ethical stance. 

Participants discussed questions around business structures, staff ownership, corporate social 

responsibility and ‘green-washing’. Ultimately, it is a question for consumers, educators and 

organisations to try to make a fair judgement of companies and organisations who are made up of a 

number of complex layers, objectives and goals.  

This exercise helped participants when thinking through some of the challenges faced by poverty relief 

organisations and social enterprises. Dan Gregory stated that research had shown that social 

enterprises very often quote funding as a challenge when they starting off and in their on-going 

existence. Through our discussions, participants emphasised the need for customers and donors to 

understand and commit to the message and product- this was an element which is very easily 

overlooked. Furthermore, because companies and organisations which seek to have some social value 

are not fully understood by government and local government it is more difficult for them to make a 

breakthrough. It is for this reason that organisations must ask themselves why they exist and not 

simply what they do, as this pushes organisations to ascertain the real need they seek to address and 

thus measure the impact of their work.  

Phil Tulba led a final session on how organisations can shift towards a model which leads to both a 

social and economic impact, which was followed by a discussion around the solutions to the challenges 

faced by poverty relief organisations and those operating within the SSE. In Portsmouth, participants 

discussed these questions in breakout groups, coming together to discuss thoughts and common 

conclusions. Feedback included: 

 Education- students, especially those at business school need to better understand an 

alternative business model which promotes social impact. Although, there has been an 



increase in ethical businesses- there continues to be a separation between mainstream 

businesses and those operating within a social impact space.  

 Increased government understanding and support- social enterprises are currently a matter 

for the Cabinet office along with charities, whereas they also operate as a business.  

 A review of how we measure success to include social and environmental impact.  

 Increased collaboration between SSEs and NGOs – for example in marketing, where SSEs can 

learn from NGOs promotion of their activities as a worthwhile cause, and in maximising their 

contact base. SSE initiatives can use NGO models to reflect on how they could adapt their 

interaction with their “customer”.  

 Modify the culture in which mistakes are made – to view these as learning opportunities as 

opposed to obstacles.  

 

Overall, the workshops went very well in providing a broad overview of how diverse organisations can 

think about the way they work and how they can bring an innovative element to their work.  

There are number of campaigns which encourage supporting local initiatives, social enterprises and 

sustainable supply chains. Please do check them out and see how you can make change.  

 

Visit the website for the SUSY project or our Think Global page. You can also check out the good SSE 

practices across the globe on this youtube page.  

http://locality.org.uk/our-work/campaigns/keep-it-local/
http://www.socialenterprise.org.uk/policy-campaigns/latest-campaigns/buy-social
http://supplychainge.org/
http://uk.solidarityeconomy.eu/
http://think-global.org.uk/our-work/projects/cospe/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCRy4hjD4SJg1Oo_OOapXhcg/videos?view=0&shelf_id=0&sort=dd

