Best Practice Visit to Edinburgh and S2S Trade Fair
Organised in partnership with Social Economy Belfast
25th – 26th April 2007
Social Enterprise Newry and Mourne
Social Enterprise Newry and Mourne (SENM) is a new programme of support for social enterprises in the area. Funded by Newry & Mourne LSP through the Peace 2 Extension Programme,
Social Enterprise Newry and Mourne aims to:
• Develop a more competitive, sustainable, local Social Enterprise network.
• Build capability to compete and co-operate eﬀectively with the private and statutory sectors, in developing earned income activity.
• Promote partnership working to improve co-ordination and trading between social enterprises.
• Strengthen the range of locally available support to social enterprises.
• Unlock market potential to grow existing and generate new income streams.
• Inﬂuence local policy makers to consider social enterprise as a potential solution to a
wide range of social and economic problems.
• Inform ﬁnance providers who have been unsure of the risk and appropriateness of lending to the sector
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SENAM will be delivered by a unique cross community, cross sectoral partnership of delivery
agents drawn from the private, public and the community / voluntary sectors.
• Newry & Mourne Co-operative & Enterprise Agency Newry
• Newry Chamber of Commerce & Trade
• UCIT – Ulster Community Investment Trust
• School for Social Entrepreneurs in Ireland (SSEI)
• University of Ulster
• Social Economy Belfast
SENM oﬀers:
• Networking. Partnerships. Clustering
• Social Enterprise To Social Enterprise Trading
• Public Procurement Opportunities
• Business Growth Clinics
• Technical Support
• Advanced Business Coaching
• Best Practice Visits - UK and Ireland
• Trade Events
• New Social Enterprise start-up support
• Access to Invest NI Social Entrepreneurship Programme

This report follows the first Best Practice visit undertaken as part of the SENM programme

Purpose of visit
The aims and objectives of the study visit were to:

1.

To raise awareness of how other social enterprises have achieved sustainable organisational
development.

2. To encourage and motivate potential social entrepreneurs by highlighting what has been
achieved in other similar communities
3. To encourage peer networking amongst participants attending the visit
4. To encourage an entrepreneurial culture in potential social entrepreneurs by:
• Introducing participants to a range of successful social entrepreneurs
	


2

• Giving them the opportunity to question existing social entrepreneurs about the
journeys they and their organisations undertook to become established
• Equipping participants beyond the study visit with the knowledge required to exploit opportunities in their own community.

These aims were be achieved by delivering a diverse visit programme, encompassing a range
of types of organisations that aims to inspire participants, and to give them the opportunity to
think about their own ideas by seeing what others have achieved.
The visit programme was put together to focus on the diverse needs of the Newry & Mourne social economy, with some long established social enterprises peppered with a range of younger organisations. Given the tight delivery timescales, the programme was put together in advance of
the programme launch.

Attendees
The best practice visit was attended by a wide cross section
of persons from groups across the Newry & Mourne areas.
Recruitment to the event followed the launch of the Social
Enterprise Newry & Mourne programme on 28th February.
Details of the individuals and the groups represented on the
visit are outlined below.

	


Group name

Representative

Social Economy Belfast

Rachel Marshall

Newry and Mourne Enterprise
Agency

Maeve McParland

Newry and Mourne Enterprise
Agency

Pauline Coghlan

DETI, Social Economy Branch

Stephen MacDonald

IUR-fm

Shane McBreen

IUR-fm

Darren Craig

McGrath Centre

Gervase Hannaway

McGrath Centre

Rosemary Cathers

Cnocnafeola Centre Ltd

Mairead White

Cnocnafeola Centre Ltd

Patrick O’Brie

Orana Family Support Centre

Deirdre McKenna

Orana Family Support Centre

Thelma Mallon

University of Ulster

Kerry Thompson
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Visit synopsis
The study visit encompassed a 2 day programme. The ﬁrst day involved meeting McSence, who
operate a range of enterprises and social enterprises from the former coal mining communities of
Mayﬁeld and Easthouses, south of Edinburgh.
The second day of the visit involved travelling by bus to Perth, for Scotland’s second annual social
enterprise Trade Fair. This event was organised by the Scottish Social Enterprise Coalition and
Indigo Project Solutions, and attracted over 570 delegates. As well as over 60 organisations exhibiting at the event, the day also involved learning via a range of workshops and speed networking sessions.

The visit was organised by Social Economy Belfast, a partnership of agencies, including Work
West, East Belfast Enterprise, South Belfast Partnership Board, and the Northern Ireland Council for Ethnic Minorities (NICEM), who work together to support new and developing social
businesses in the Belfast area.

Day One
Overview of McSence (www.mcsence.co.uk)
David Maxwell, Head of Development and Sue Valentine, Contact Centre Manager welcomed us
to their premises in Mayﬁeld and gave us overview of the McSence group of companies, and an
opportunity to tour their premises and ask questions.
The trip was very informative and inspiring, and they were very willing to share their knowledge
and experiences with us to help further the social enterprises movement across the UK.
McSence was established 18 years ago, as a result of the pit closures and rising levels of unemployment in the community. Brian Tannerhill asked local shoos and businesses to contribute £5
per week, until they had a ﬁghting fund of £7,000 by the end of year one. The committee came
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together to decide what they could do with the funds, which would help create jobs. As most of
the unemployed came from the coalmines low skilled work was preferred. Their ﬁrst contract
was to provide insulation for a Housing Association’s oﬃce space. They used donated materials
to complete the job. When a couple of local contractors went bust they took over their workloads. Brian was running the company from home on a part time basis, and made a £30,000
proﬁt in the ﬁrst year. As they grew they needed full time staﬀ and premises, which meant the
company took on overheads for the ﬁrst time. A spin oﬀ opportunity arose to undertake work
doing domestic and oﬃce cleaning.
Now McSence has 5 trading companies turning over £4m per year. It employs 60 full time and 70
part time staﬀ. Each company has a diﬀerent legal structure, appropriate to its business, and is
managed separately. All have their own strategic plans and are proﬁtable. Proﬁts are gif aided at
the end of each year to the charitable holding company, McSence Ltd.
Proﬁts are used to give grants to the communities of Mayﬁeld and Easthouses, where McSence
operates. They fund a youth project which does outreach work from a youth centre in the former
Manse (bought for the project by McSence). The kids helped designed the building and as a result the project has good levels of youth engagement with around 700 members. It employs 22
staﬀ (5 full time and 17 part time). Approximately 1/3rd of McSence’s proﬁts go directly to the
community (in excess of £100,000 last year). The remaining funds are re-invested in the group.

The group of companies includes:

McSence Heatwise Ltd
Limited company status, VAT registered
Undertakes insulation, draught prooﬁng etc. Now also run an energy eﬃciency service on a consultancy basis. Install, maintain and repair gas, electricity and oil central heating systems. Clients
include Housing Associations, Local Authorities, Scottish Executive, and private clients.
McSence Services Ltd
Started with contract cleaning, but now also undertakes facilities management and property services such as maintenance, landscaping etc. Clients include Housing Associations and Local
Authorities.
McSence Safe Housing
Company Limited by Shares
Full locksmith and key cutting service. This was an existing social enterprise which ran into
trouble. McSence were approached to take over the business, and did so after carrying out their
own due diligence. Taking on the company meant taking on their bad debts too. The business
has now specialised in high security locks, maintaining databases of key holders and keys which
have been cut to control key duplication. It is a specialised service oﬀered to Sheltered Housing,
Hospitals, Councils etc. They also provide security advice to tenants and homeowners.
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McSence Workspace Ltd
Company limited by guarantee with charitable status. VAT registered.
The workspace side of the business evolved as they couldn’t ﬁnd appropriate oﬃce accommodation in Mayﬁeld for their own operations. They managed to acquire a former textiles factory
which closed in the community in 1998 with a further 103 jobs lost. They agreed a price of
£90,000 for the building, but staggered the payment so £5,000 was upfront and the remainder
was due by the end of year 1. This allowed them to convert the premises and ﬁnd paying tenants
before the payment needed to be paid. In 2000 they opened 14 units on the site, 4 being taken
by McSence themselves and 10 for renting out. They deliberately wanted to support start up
SMEs, and have seen these companies grow and expand with their support during that
time. As the units are all less than 1,000 sq ft, some tenants have had to take more
than one unit to expand their operations. McSence are now looking at new workspace
units (of above 2,5000 sq ft) on adjacent land which these companies can expand into,
freeing up the smaller units for more new starts.
With their experience of property, construction and developments, mcSence are now working
with other developments across Scotland.

McSence Communications Ltd
Company limited by guarantee with charitable status.
The idea for this company came out of a brainstorming session, when they were
looking for new low skilled businesses they could set up. Within the Edinburgh
area there are many call centres, but local people have to travel signiﬁcant distances
to work there. McSence decided to open its own contact centre. At the same time Brian was in
discussions with the Thalidomide Trust about meaningful employment for their clients. As a result they are piloting a programme for training homeworkers through distance learning to work in
the call centre. The contact centre will specialise in the charity sector, so as not to directly compete with other local centres. Activities include Fundraising, tele marketing, market research,
satisfaction surveys, and event promotion. They started initially in the existing McSense business
park, but soon realised that they needed more space. A purpose build centre and training unit
has just opened, and will be operational within a few weeks. The group received a tour of the
new premises later in the visit, and met some current trainees. FutureBuilders Scotland and
ERDF helped fund the new centre. The rental of the training suite will also provide an income
stream for McSense.

Growth projects for 2007
• Organic growth of existing businesses
• Consulting opportunities: business advice, property development advice, doing business
in the new Eastern European accession countries
• Business park development: a further 16,000 sq ft of workspace allowing for a range of
larger units than in the current business park
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• Exploring the idea of work/living space premises for people to rent – so they can work
from home in bespoke accommodation
• National social enterprise development: partnering with other social enterprises across
the country to work towards taking on larger, national contracts, and supporting the development of the sector
• Developing further local community facilities such as community halls, and a learning
and resource centre

Key learning points #om McSense visit
How did they get to where they are today?
• Desire to make a diﬀerence
• Drive to make it happen
• By developing existing and new opportunities provided by the market place (saying “yes”
to new requests and ﬁnding out how to do it afterwards)
• By providing the service that their customers demand
Their people
• They employ professional managers, and so have had to pay the going rate to bring in expertise when required
• They have a wide range of experience
• They are committed to excellence
• Understand the needs of their client base
• Understand the needs of the sector
• Understand the needs of their community
Lessons learnt
• Workspace units provide a reliable and dependable income stream, and you can often get
grants for the original capital investment
• Always focus on commercial viability. This means
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✴Don’t rely on grants for operational costs
✴If something isn’t working, stop and start again.
✴Not for proﬁt is nonsense. You have to make a proﬁt to survive.
✴Community businesses or business community. In McSence’s eyes the business comes ﬁrst.
✴Diversify your interests, so not all your eggs are in the one basket.
✴Keep the politicians away. In the past they have been advised that they
should have them on the board, but they have resisted so they don’t relinquish control, and have political inﬂuences aﬀecting their Board
✴Employ enthusiastic, professional management. Gifted amateurs will only
take you so far.
✴Take calculated risks.
✴Don’t get bogged down in the social enterprise whirlpool. The government
machine behind social enterprise is there to support you, not consume you.
Dip into this support when you need it but watch you don’t end up on endless committees

Questions and Answers #om the McSence visit
A range of questions were posed and answers given, including:

Q1.	

As you have grown, how have you managed the expectations of your community?

A.	

This is an important question, and we have to tread carefully it is often assumed that
all our advertised jobs have to be given to a local rather than the best person for the job. We get a
huge response when we advertise locally too, and so obviously most applicants will be disap	
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pointed. Hopefully by explaining all that we give back to the community – such as hosting the
Gala Day – people understand what we do.

Q2.	

Can you explain a bit more about how your board is structured?

A.	

We have 12 people on our board – all volunteers from the local community, including a
retired school teacher, a post master, a shop keeper and a civil servant. 3 of these have been involved since day 1 and the most recent addition was at our AGM 3 years ago. Some people apply
for the Board, or we approach them directly. In addition, any local person can pay £1 to be a
member of the company and they get a vote at the AGM over the Board membership. The
Board manage the strategic direction of McSence. In fact they are on a planning session currently, an exercise they undertake every two years. Their job is to set strategy, goals and objectives, and to decide how the proﬁts of the group are spent. We have set up the Mayﬁeld and Easthouses Grants Association (MEGA) to distribute proﬁts locally. On the other hand the 3 member senior management team deliver the strategy, and report to the Board. The Board put a lot of
trust into the senior management team. These posts are paid at the same rate as the private sector to ensure the best management possible for McSence.

Q3.	

What is the background of your Chief Executive, Brian Tannerhill?

A.	

After a brief career in the army, Brian worked locally in the pits. He is a self-taught
entrepreneur, and a local to Mayﬁeld.

Q4.	

What do you pay your staﬀ ?

A.	

It is the Board’s policy to try and pay more than the going rate for operational staﬀ,
and certainly more than the minimum wage. If we can, pay rises are set a higher than inﬂation
rates.

Q5.	

You mentioned some work you are doing in other parts of Scotland. Are you
branching out of Mayﬁeld, or are you working with a local partner there?

A.	

No we do not want to expand McSence geographically. The work we have been doing
in Dumfries has been with Ireongray Developments Ltd. We have helped them set up a Special
Projects Vehicle, a locally owned community company, who will own the premises in development
there. We have assisted them and acted as consultants on the project.
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Q6.	

Do you consciously market the social enterprise angle to your customers?

A.	

We use the social enterprise argument quite heavily as it is a powerful selling tool for
customers. The key though is proving that you can deliver to the quality expected. The danger is
the perception that the sector is amateur and the quality is poor. We have a track record now,
which is a good starting point when trying to sell to a new customer too. A lot relates to hiring
the right people. If you hire people known within their speciﬁc trade or sector, they can open
doors for you initially. For instance when we started McSence Heatwise, we knew nothing about
gas heating installation but we employed the leading man locally who brought is own contacts
and goodwill with him. Sometimes though it is not always relevant that we are a social enterprise, and we play it up or down accordingly.

Q7.	

What’s your biggest mistake?

A.	

Letting failing businesses run for longer than they should, is a key mistake. Sometimes we have gone too far in protecting an investment made. We should have cut our losses
sooner. Also sometimes we have hired the wrong people, and have had to rectify this later. Perhaps sometimes we were not as ruthless as we should have been.

Q8.	

When you hire people, do you set them targets?

A.	

Yes – absolutely. We are a very target driven organisation, and every staﬀ member has
individual targets set which feed into the business development plan. Our bonus system is tied
into the delivery of targets too. As I said the Board are away now setting targets for the next 2
years, and reviewing progress over the last 2 towards the last set of targets.

Q9.	

What are staﬀ retention levels like?

A.	

Very good. People usually know quite quickly if the McSence culture is for them or
not, and if not they move on. For those who do ﬁt well, they tend to stay for a long time with the
company.
Q10.	

Do you face threats?

A.	

We regularly undertake SWOT analysis (Strength, Weaknesses, Opportunities,
Threats) for the group. Some threats are on a global scale, such as global warming, and house
price rises. We have to manage these carefully. A big risk to us is our level of borrowings, to ﬁnance new developments we borrow against our existing assets.
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Q11.	

What relationship do you have with your bank?

A.	

We have a long, ongoing relationship with our bank. They recently brought in a new
account manager, who didn’t understand our ethos and set up, but we were pleased that other
bank staﬀ as well as our team were able to correct him ﬁrmly!
	

Q12.	

What provision is there for succession planning, given that Brian is a key person driving and leading McSence?

A.	

This is a current issue we face. We thought we had identiﬁed a person from the
community – our Head of Operations. However she has recently emigrated to Australia with her
family. Ideally we would like someone from the local community to take over as Chief Executive
and maintain the culture of business. This is something which the senior management team and
the Board are discussing right now.

Q13.	

Have you thought about the Community Interest Company (CIC) company
model at all, which has just been introduced in Northern Ireland?

A.	


Yes we looked at it but don’t feel that it is appropriate for McSence, for two reasons:

Because it is new there is no case law about sorting out contractual disputes. As they are an existing business with existing contracts in place, we felt that this was too risky.
CICs are good if you want to borrow through issuing share capital. McSence don’t have this
problem as we have assets and working capital. Introducing shareholders brings new interests
into the organisation (like the political inﬂuences I talked about earlier) which is something we
don’t want to do.
We feel we can show commitment to the community without the CIC label to prove this.

Q14.	

Was the company structure (one charitable parent with separate trading arms)
something which was planned from an early stage or did it happen organically?

A.	

We needed ﬂexibility in our company structure, and also we wanted to protect what
we already had. Each time we added a new service area, we didn’t want this to drag the other
parts of the business down if it failed, was sued or faced other problems. The parent charity has
no employees, and it is not VAT registered. It acts as the sole member of each trading arm. The
community are members of the charity, and the Board of Directors are the same for each of the
individual companies. The proﬁts of each company are gift aided back to the parent charity. The
downside of this is much more paperwork, e.g. returns to Companies Registry etc but this is
outweighed by the advantages and beneﬁts.
	


11

Q15.	

How aware are staﬀ in one company of the rest of the group/social objectives of
McSence?

A.	

We have just done a survey about internal and external communications, and one of
the things they were looking at was this. Obviously most of our staﬀ are not oﬃce based and for
them it is harder but we feel that communications as are good as in other similar groups with
multiple companies. Oﬃce staﬀ, who perhaps work beside people from other companies in the
group have a good awareness.

Q16.	

Do your businesses cross-sell to each other?

A.	

Yes – cross fertilisation and cross selling does go on within the businesses in the
group. However we have a clear policy on this so that if one company commissions another for a
service, they have to pay the going rate. There are no negotiations over price for the job. The
businesses do generate leads for each other, which may end up in pricing a job for a customer, or
tendering with other companies for pieces of work.

Q17.	

If the parent charity has no staﬀ, where do the senior management team sit?

A.	

The Senior Management Team – or Group Services as we call them are all paid from
McSence Heatwise Ltd. They are on the payroll of one company and their costs are charged back
out to all the companies in the group in proportion to their turnover. They use one central ﬁnancial administration and payroll team across the group, and each of the individual companies is
managed separately on an operational basis.

Q18.	

You said earlier that you try not to rely on grant funding. Is this true of your
customers too? Do you try to avoid customers who are grant dependent?

A.	

Not speciﬁcally no. Although we try to avoid over-reliance on a few large customers,
and spread the risk across diﬀerent clients.
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Day Two
On arrival in Perth, the group were given a delegates pack containing a range of comprehensive
and complementary resources which will beneﬁt
their organisation, including:
• A book on “Maximising Income Generation: Quick tips for non-proﬁts to achieve
sustainability through trading, earned income, social enterprise and commercial
ventures”
• “A Business Planning Guide to Developing
a Social Enterprise”
The group also split up to pursue their own networking and learning agenda. A meeting point in
the central area was agreed, and this was used
throughout the day for people on the trip to
gather, share thoughts, network and have lunch.
Workshops on a range of topics (which had to be
prebooked), provided additional learning possibilities, and included a range of topics:
• Scotland’s Community Interest
Companies
• Social Economy Scotland: Quality
and Impact
• Routes to Market: Selling to the public
and private sectors
• Speed Networking
• Striding Out: Taking established social
enterprises to the next level
• First Steps: What you need to know about
becoming or starting a social enterprise
• Social Enterprise Academy: Rough Guide
to your Learning and Development
• Money Talks: Finding the right ﬁnance and
good governance
• Understanding Branding: Marketing your
social enterprise
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From these workshops the following learning was gained:
Following a pilot procurement project for gardening services which attributed a 70% score to
community beneﬁt and only 30% to price and quality, Grampian Housing Association is now
working with Social Firms Scotland and Equal on a good practice guide for procurement for
housing associations which will include sample tender documents with community beneﬁt
clauses
Although the Scottish Executive has issued policy stating that Service Level Agreements between
local authorities and voluntary and community sector partners should be for a minimum 3 year
term, no one had - or was aware of - any contracts over a 1 year period.
Developing a brand/logo/professional marketing material is expensive but is worth doing but you
have to deliver on your promises
Get staﬀ involved in deﬁning your values – and they will remember them

Networking
All delegates were invited to distribute their business cards/leaﬂets and to visit the exhibition
space. During the day a range of leads and networking connections were made by members of
the group:
• Participation in the speed networking (Cnocnafeola)
• Contact with a new ﬁrm of insurance brokers who can quote and arrange insurance for
social enterprises, charities and voluntary organisations
• Contact made with the Institute of Local Television Operators (IUR-fm)
• Meet UCIT staﬀ also attending event (also a partner in SENM)
• Make contact with speciﬁc groups who would be interested in visiting us (Cnocnafeola)
• Contacts made with other groups from Newry and Mourne who were not known to each
other before the trip

In addition, through networking over the course of the visit, Rachel Marshall informed the
following organisations about the Social Enterprise Newry and Mourne initiative:
•
•
•
•
•
•

	


McSence staff
Social Audit Network
Scottish Business in the Community
Scottish UnLtd
Scottish Social Enterprise Coalition
Social Enterprise Academy
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Feedback #om the delegates
Participants were given the opportunity to complete an evaluation form
at the end of Day 2. From this we can determine what participants feel
they have taken from the visit, including:

• Conﬁdence that our approach to our own development is in the
right direction.
• Better awareness of the sector
• New contacts, good ideas and information
• Excellent networking opportunity and ideal for getting to know those in the group (taking part in the SENM programme) and getting to know their issues
• Opportunity to hear McSence’s story
• Good opportunity to link with other organisations in the Newry and Mourne area
• New understanding of social enterprise and the variety of it
• We have seen some fantastic examples of social enterprises and how they operate
• How to run and manage a good social economy project
• The speed networking gave me an opportunity to talk to people attending the trade fair
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All delegates commented on the inspirational visit to McSence. Comments on the
visit on Day 1 include:
• Really useful, informative and a great beacon of what can be achieved
• Skilled professional staﬀ
• A great example of where community businesses have come from
(i.e. the closure of local industry and the need for self-help)
• A very worthwhile experience
• Very useful in terms of application to our own enterprise agency
• Good to see how others do it, and to see that others face similar issues
and challenges
• Useful learning on a number of areas and increased my own knowledge
of the sector as a result
• Very enjoyable and informative.
• A real “can do” attitude turns threats into opportunities
• The information was excellent and the detail was relevant, but I would have
preferred the presentations ﬁrst before the networking time.
• It was excellent to see how they run, and the thinking behind their organisation. It also
gave us some excellent ideas.
Although much positive learning, networking and exchanges took place, the group were disappointed by some aspects of Day 2. For instance on arrival some were unable to attend their ﬁrst
and second choice workshops due to high demand, or get on the reserve lists. Some workshops
held outside the conference venue in the marquee also suﬀered from technical problems and
traﬃc noise. Some also felt the event was too focused on Scotland. Because of this, and the relatively small number of exhibitors, some participants felt that they had too much free time on Day
2. This was compounded by a delay to the return ﬂight home. These points have taken on board
and have also been relayed to the S2S trade fair organisers. This feedback is useful for SENM
who will be organising their own trade fair as part of the programme in the coming months, and
further best practice visits.
Finally the feedback forms allowed delegates to let us know their suggestions for future best
practice visits through the Social Enterprise Newry and Mourne programme. Speciﬁcally the
suggestion to host a visit using a Province wide approach to allow for visits to be sector orientated is noted.
Thanks to all participants in the ﬁrst Social Enterprise Newry and Mourne best practice visit for
their contributions to this visit report.

www.socialenterprisenewryandmourne.com
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