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“We will establish a £150 million Community Ownership Fund to encourage local takeovers of 
civic organisations or community assets that are under threat.” Conservative Manifesto (2019) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Key points: 

 Community ownership is increasingly recognised as a powerful tool that can 
empower local people and contribute to inclusive, sustainable economic 
development 

 The Community Ownership Fund (COF) could catalyse a step change in the 
spread of community ownership, but the money can go further and generate 
more social and economic impact if the COF is designed to make maximum use 
of Community Shares  

 There is a strong evidence base to demonstrate economic and social returns 
from greater use of Community Shares, including: 

o enhanced commercial rigor and self-sustainability in community ownership  

o more local people having a direct stake and a say in community ownership  

o simultaneous mobilisation of social and financial capital in a community, 
leading to significant value-added  

 The COF can generate significant economic and social returns for the public by 
helping to establish a self-sustaining institutional investor intermediary for the 
Community Shares market 

 The COF can also generate significant returns for the public by helping more 
communities to raise funds themselves, including via Community Shares, in ways 
that promote commercial rigor and consumer protection  

 The COF can generate significant returns for the public by improving the efficacy 
of community organisations that own assets and enterprise, through peer 
mentoring and subsidised specialist support   

 If community ownership is going make a significant contribution to inclusive, 
sustainable growth, ‘levelling up’ and the revitalisation of cities and towns, then 
the COF needs to be part of an ambitious, coherent and properly resourced 
policy for community development and empowerment, which cuts across 
departmental purviews, while also being core to English Devolution 
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1 Introduction  

1.1 We know that community ownership can be a powerful tool that enables social action and 

contributes to inclusive, sustainable economic development. Co-operative approaches to 

community ownership are increasingly common1 and ‘community co-operatives’ now 

account for almost half of the membership of Co-operatives UK. So we are excited by the 

Conservative 2019 Manifesto commitment to establish a £150 million Community 

Ownership Fund. We are eager to help ensure it adds value for communities and the 

public at large, as well as for our current and future members.  

1.2 We welcome early indications that the Community Ownership Fund (COF) might look to 

address different points in the life cycle of a community owned asset. 

1.3 This paper makes the case for ensuring the COF includes support for collaborative, 

enterprise-focused approaches to community ownership, including through the use of 

Community Shares.  

1.4 Community Shares is a highly successful social investment model which provides 

community businesses with low cost, mission-aligned equity, usually crowdfunded from 

local people. The model is instrumental in enabling communities to acquire ownership of 

assets and enterprise.  

1.5 Community Shares is special in how it facilitates both social participation and financial 

commitment, resulting in a framework of clear and concrete accountability of community 

assets, in which local people have a real stake and a say. 

1.6 To maximise impact, we suggest the COF should be designed to take advantage of the 

social and financial leverage of Community Shares, where this is appropriate.  

1.7 The COF could also add significant value if some of it is used to provide advice and 

support for more communities to raise the required funds themselves. Alongside this and 

any wider technical advice and capacity support, a blend of financial support, including 

grants, loans and equity investment via Community Shares, could be instrumental in 

assisting with the acquisition and development of assets and enterprise. The rationale for 

using public money in this way is especially strong if the aim is to enable more deprived 

communities to take part in community ownership.  

1.8 At the same time, public value will be enhanced if the COF is used to enhance the 

efficacy of community organisations that own assets and enterprise.  

1.9 More widely, we would to see the goals of the COF set within an ambitious, coherent and 

properly resourced policy for community development and empowerment. This policy will 

of course need to operate across departmental purviews, while also being core to English 

Devolution.  

1.10 This paper is structured as follows:  

 In part 2 we provide an overview of the evidence on Community Shares, its 

economic and social benefits and some data on the success of the model 

 In part 3 we suggest how the COF could add value through a ‘Community Shares 
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Booster Channel’, in which public money is invested alongside communities on a 

joint and match basis 

 In part 4 we suggest how the COF could add value by supporting more 

communities to use Community Shares effectively  

 In part 5 we suggest how the COF could add value by improving the efficacy of 

community organisations that own assets and enterprise  

 In part 6 we suggest how the COF could fit into an ambitious, coherent and 

properly resourced policy for community development and empowerment  

 

2 Community Shares: a social investment success story 

2.1 Community Shares is a standout success story in UK social investment. Since 2009, over 

100,000 people have invested over £130m to support over 400 community businesses 

across the UK.2 This includes more than £32 million of investment from more than 55,000 

local people in 240 societies saving assets and spaces such as sports facilities, village 

pubs and other community spaces (activity areas that seem most relevant to the 

Conservative Manifesto commitment).3 

 

2.2 Community Shares provides community businesses with low cost, mission-aligned 

equity, usually crowdfunded from local people. The model is instrumental in enabling 

communities to acquire ownership of assets and enterprise. The model has been 

especially used for to the acquisition of privately owned assets. Community Shares is 

special in how it facilitates direct and democratic community ownership, in which local 

people have a real stake and a say. 

2.3 Community Shares uses a form of equity unique to co-operative and community benefit 

societies (hereafter referred to collectively as ‘societies’),4 called non-transferable 
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withdrawable share capital.5 Both the society corporate form and the share capital have 

features that are particularly well-suited to patient, mission-aligned investment in 

community business.  

2.4 The distinctive benefits of Community Shares in community ownership are as follows: 

 Having equity instead of, or alongside, grants and loans, reduces debt liabilities 

and grant restrictions, which creates a sound basis for commercial independence, 

self-sufficiency and resilience 

 Community Shares introduces an important degree of commercial rigor to 

community ownership,6 which contributes significantly to self-sufficiency and 

resilience7 8 9  

 Community Shares is very effective leveraging in other private and charitable 

funding for community ownership, with research finding that every £1 of 

Community Shares invested leverages an average of £1.75 in debt and grant 

funding for community organisations 10 

 The unique way in which Community Shares simultaneously mobilises financial 

capital and social capital within a community also enhances the viability, 

impact, efficacy and sustainability of the investee organisation 11  

 Community Shares creates a direct and democratic form of community 

ownership, in which local people have a real stake and a say.12 The value-added 

from this, for the organisation, the Community Shareholders and the wider 

community, is often considerable 

2.5 These benefits have been recognised time and again, not least by government in the 

2018 Civil Society Strategy 13 and the 2016 Social Investment Strategy.14   

 

3 Community Shares Booster Channel 

3.1 If the COF is to provide financial support to help communities save assets and enterprise, 

we firmly believe there will be significant economic and social returns for the tax payer in 

utilising Community Shares as an instrument.  

3.2 This would best be done by creating a Community Shares Booster Channel in the COF, 

which would make joint and match alongside communities in Community Share issues. 

3.3 We believe the purpose of the COF Booster Channel should be to augment the 

investment capacity of communities: 

 so that community ownership via Community Shares is a possibility in more 

challenging socio-economic circumstances, and 

 to ensure more community ownership projects with significant social and economic 

potential go ahead, and 

 to help increase the mix of patient, mission-aligned equity in the community 
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ownership sector 

3.4 The COF Booster Channel could also have a fantastic legacy, by helping to establish a 

dedicated institutional investor in the Community Shares market, which would continue to 

do the things listed in 3.3 above on a self-sustaining basis. The public value in this legacy 

would far exceed the initial outlay of public money. 

Our existing Booster programme 

3.5 Co-operatives UK currently works with the Locality, Power to Change and the 

Architectural Heritage Fund, to operate the Community Shares Booster Programme. 15 

Through Co-operatives UK, the Booster Programme makes match investments of up to 

£100,000 alongside communities in societies raising money through Community Shares, 

where these can demonstrate higher than average community benefit, engagement and 

innovation.  

3.6 Power to Change has provided £3 million to match invest in Community Share offers 

over a five year period from 2017 to 2022. In January 2020 the Architectural Heritage 

Fund contributed a further £750,000 to the Booster Programme, to match invest in 

Community Share offers up to the end of 2023, with a focus on high streets.16 

3.7 As of February 2020 the Booster Programme has made 26 match investments totalling 

£1.7 million.  

3.8 The Booster Programme also provides advice and support for investee societies to help 

them use Community Shares effectively. Investee societies are offered up to £10,000 in 

development grants to help them become investment ready and meet standards of good 

practice. This includes a requirement that investee Community Share offers carry the 

Standards Mark (see 4.2 to 4.5 below). Investee societies also get Co-operatives UK’s 

specialist advice package paid for by Power to Change, for three years. 

3.9 The initial ambition for the Booster Programme has been to lay the groundwork for a 

dedicated institutional investor in Community Shares. Various options for the future of the 

Booster Programme beyond 2023 are currently being explored, some of which have 

much greater potential to realise this ambition than others. This includes establishing a 

new entity to act as institutional investor.  

3.10 Expert modelling suggests that a dedicated institutional investor, aiming for viable growth 

in quality investments the Community Shares market, will need an injection of around £6 

million in capital. This is based on this dedicated institutional investor being a successor 

to the existing Booster Programme and building on its initial £3.75 million investment. 

This capital would be used to build up the investment portfolio, which overtime would 

generate returns needed to achieve self-sustainability, while also helping to cover 

operating costs until that point.   

Proposed arrangements for COF Booster Channel 

3.11 We suggest that a portion of the COF be placed with a dedicated institutional investor 

that is a successor to the Community Shares Booster Programme. This Booster 
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intermediary would then use COF money to make joint and match investments in 

community benefit societies issuing Community Shares, using criteria appropriate to the 

policy aims of the COF. 

3.12 This intermediary could be the new entity being considered for the next phase of our 

Booster Programme (see 3.9 and 3.10 above). 

3.13 We suggest that community organisations considering a Community Share offer be 

invited to apply for Booster investment on a joint or match basis.   

3.14 The Booster Intermediary would become an investor-member in these community benefit 

societies, with holdings in their withdrawable share capital. In a continuation of activity in 

the existing Community Shares Booster Programme, the Booster Intermediary would act 

as an ‘active investor’, monitoring the health of investments and investee societies and 

providing help as and when required.  

3.15 Over time the Booster intermediary will earn a return on these investments in the form of 

interest paid by the investee societies. Interest targeted and paid on Community Shares 

is always limited to no more that is necessary to attract and retain capital, and to date 

has usually been between 2 and 5 per cent a year.17 We suggest that this interest must 

be retained within the COF Booster Channel to cover ongoing running costs, which 

include the costs of being an ‘active investor’.  

3.16 Over time the financial position of investee societies will allow share capital to be 

withdrawn by the Booster intermediary, up to par value. Societies will only allow 

withdrawal of capital on a gradual basis, with significant restrictions on how much can be 

withdrawn in a given year. We suggest that any withdrawn capital must be retained within 

the COF Booster Channel, primarily to be recycled back into investments in community 

businesses, but also to provide additional cover for operating costs when required.  

3.17 Overtime this will create a self-sustaining fund committed to providing patient, 

mission-aligned equity to community businesses. This will extend and amplify the 

impact of the COF far beyond the initial outlay. 

3.18 Below we sketch out a possible arrangement visually:   
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Match, ‘more-than-match’ and top-up investments 

3.19 We suggest that the default for the COF Booster Channel could be to make match 

investments alongside community investors, so that if for example an eligible society 

raised £100,000 in Community Shares from the community, the COF Booster Channel 

invests £100,000 as well.  

3.20 However, we believe there could be significant value-added if the COF Booster Channel 

could make ‘more-than-match’ investments alongside communities in more deprived 

socio-economic contexts. For example only, if a society conducting a Community Share 

issue in one of the 10 percent most deprived areas in England (according to the Indices 

of Deprivation) raises £50,000 in Community Shares from the community, the COF 

Booster Channel could perhaps be permitted to invest a further £75,000. 

3.21 Meanwhile we suggest that there may also be value in the COF Booster Channel making 

‘top-up investments’ below the amount raised from the community, in slightly less 

deprived contexts, where this is likely to make the difference in a community buyout 

going ahead, and where the community benefit could be especially significant. 

‘Turn around’ investments 

3.22 Finally, government might consider the value in the COF Booster Channel making top-up 

and match investments as part of a ‘turn around’ package for societies that get into 

difficulties but still have a viable route to sustainability. There is evidence that in some 

cases further investment from, and engagement with, the community could be 

instrumental in turning around bad situations and keeping assets in community 

ownership.18 Joint or match investment from the COF Booster Channel could be the 

catalyst that ‘crowds in’ further community investment. The work of the Protecting 

Community Assets Inquiry could be useful in informing decisions in this regard.19   

Size of the COF Booster Channel 

3.23 Our research suggests that there is significant public appetite for making 

contributions/investments to help save assets and enterprise the in scope of the COF, as 

set out in the Conservative Manifesto. A survey in 2018, run by YouGov on behalf of Co-

operatives UK, shows that almost one in four people would help save or run a local 

community pub (23 per cent), park or public space (25 per cent) or historical site or 

building (24 per cent), whilst less than one in five would do so for a local cinema or 

theatre (16 per cent).20  

3.24 Community Shares experts suggest that demand for match investment in Community 

Shares from viable, high-impact community ownership projects, relevant to the likely 

scope of the COF, could total £6 million in 130 match investments between 2023 and 

2030. In our modelling, it would be within the capacity of a steadily growing, dedicated 

institutional investor to service this demand and become self-sustaining by the end of the 

decade.  

3.25 We suggest that if government were to create a COF Booster Channel it should 

consider making a grant of £6 million in public money. Note that this would be seed 
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investment and that that over time the actual investment in community ownership would 

far exceed this outlay, especially once ‘crowded in’ private investment is taken into 

account.  

Economic and social returns for the public 

3.26 Using £6 million of public money as seed investment in a COF Booster Channel will 

deliver significant economic and social returns for the public. A one off capital injection 

of £6 million in public money now would likely result in circa £33 million of new 

investment flowing to more than 130 community owned assets and enterprise by 

2030. See the table below for more details.  

Output  Social and economic value-added 

c.£12 million invested in 

c.130 Community Share 

offers between 2023 and 

2030 (£6 million public and 

£ 6 million private), 

leveraging c.£21 million 

(x1.75) in other private and 

charitable funding 

Leading to c.£33 million in 
new investment in 
community owned assets 
and enterprise 

With every £1 of public 

money injected at the outset 

resulting in £5.50 invested 

overall 

Increase in community ownership that is privately funded, with greater 

allocation of private capital to social investment to benefit deprived 

places  

Increased degree of commercial rigor and self-sustainability in 

community ownership, including in deprived places, delivering greater 

community benefit for every pound of private and public money spent  

Social capital in communities simultaneously mobilised alongside 

financial capital, including in deprived places, delivering greater 

community benefit for every pound of private and public money spent   

Greater share of direct, 

democratic ownership of 

assets and enterprise, 

including in deprived places 

Economic empowerment in deprived places, helping these 

communities take more control  

More revenue recycled back into local economies in deprived places, 

helping to revitalise and ‘level up’ places  

Public money earning a 

return on investment, via 

interest paid of 2 to 5 per 

cent a year and eventual 

withdrawal of money 

invested up to par value, 

being recycled into further 

community investment  

By around 2030 institutional investment in Community Shares 
becomes a steadily growing and self-sustaining activity, meeting its 
own fixed and variable operating costs, while recycling public money 
back into providing further patient, mission-aligned equity for 
community businesses   

 



 

9 

Community Ownership Fund: maximising impact through co-operative approaches 

4 Supporting more communities to use Community Shares effectively 

4.1 The COF can add real value for communities, the Exchequer and the public, if part of it is 

used to fund initiatives that support more communities to use Community Shares 

effectively. We suggest the COF should fund two distinct, but complementary, 

interventions: 

 A programme to improve awareness and understanding of Community Shares 

among communities and those advising and supporting communities, addressing 

an ‘information failure’ that prevents more communities from using the model to 

raise the required funds themselves, with enhanced commercial rigor and self-

sustainability in community ownership  

 A project to help establish the Community Shares Standards framework of self-

regulation on a self-sustaining basis, enhancing commercial rigor, self-

sustainability and consumer protection in community ownership 

A programme to improve awareness and understanding of Community Shares 

4.2 There would be huge value in allocating a portion of the COF to help improve awareness 

and understanding of Community Shares among communities exploring ownership. And 

just as importantly, to do the same among those who provide information, advice and 

support to communities and community organisations. The latter includes local 

authorities, grant makers, national associations, community organisers and enterprise 

advisors.  

4.3 It is also important that information and advice about Community Shares is presented as 

part of wider context of ‘co-operative approaches’ to community ownership. Without this 

wider context of democratic ownership and participation on the part of the beneficiary 

community, Community Shares makes less sense and there is a much greater risk of it 

being used ineffectively, in ways that destroy rather than create social and economic 

value.21 This is analogous to the need for founder-owners of a private company 

considering raising money through an initial public offering (‘IPO’) to understand the full 

transformation involved in becoming a listed public company.   

4.4 At present Co-operatives UK is part of a number of collaboration with other organisations 

to provide useful information and advice to these actors. This includes collaborating to 

develop the online ‘My Community’ resource, which it is hoped will help these actors 

understand their funding options, including Community Shares.22 But the reach of such 

organisations and websites will always be limited, compared to the population of actors 

for whom information and advice on Community Shares will be potentially relevant.  

4.5 This is part of a bigger ‘information failure’ which prevents people, organisations and 

businesses from being aware of what we refer to as their ‘co-operative options’.23  

4.6 Crucially, the most effective way of addressing this information failure is to introduce 

accessible information and advice about community business, co-operative approaches 

and Community Shares to people, as they come together in communities of interest 

and/or place, to explore their options for collaborative action. This includes such real 
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world contexts as community-led economic development and place-based social action 

(see part 6 below).  

4.7 We believe this requires a centrally funded programme to increase awareness and 

understanding of Community Shares and co-operative approaches to community 

ownership, aimed at the audiences listed in 4.2. A central ‘hub’ can create and curate 

promotional and informational materials, while also facilitating a coalition of organisations 

working with communities on ownership, including national associations like Co-

operatives UK and funders. To make a real impact information has to be shared via 

‘spokes’ that reach into communities of interest and/or place, via the coalition. This would 

include a continuous programme of outreach activities and training for advisers and 

organisers, as well as coordinated commination campaigns.  

4.8 We suggest a collaborative programme such as this would require one lead partner to 

oversee and take responsibility for the coalition. 

4.9 To ensure high impact, this programme should be woven into any wider information and 

advice initiatives created or supported by the COF. To maximise impact, government 

would need to ensure the COF, including its information and advice initiatives, are part of 

a broader ambitious, coherent and properly resourced policy for community development 

and empowerment. 

4.10 We believe a programme such as this would need a minimum of £60,000 a year 

over at least three to five years to really begin to address the ‘information failure’ 

discussed above. The economic and social returns for the public are detailed in the 

table below. 

Output  Social and economic value-added 

Greater use of Community 

Shares to bring about 

community ownership  

Increase in community ownership that is privately funded, with greater 

allocation of private capital to social investment, creating more social 

value  

Increased degree of commercial rigor and self-sustainability in 

community ownership, delivering greater community benefit for every 

pound of private and public money spent   

Social capital in communities simultaneously mobilised alongside 

financial capital, delivering greater community benefit for every pound 

of private and public money spent 

Greater share of direct, 

democratic ownership of 

assets and enterprise 

More widespread economic empowerment, helping communities take 

more control  

More revenue recycled back into local economies, helping to revitalise 

and ‘level up’ places  
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Community Shares Standards Project 

4.11 It would be very valuable if some of the COF were allocated to help maintain high 

standards in the use of Community Shares as the community ownership landscape 

expands, with a focus on consumer protection, community benefit and commercial rigor. 

Public value would be maximised by funding a project specifically intended to establish 

existing self-regulatory activities on a self-sustaining basis.   

4.12 Since 2012 the Community Shares Unit (a partnership between Locality and Co-

operatives UK) has facilitated the sector-led development of a standards and 

accreditation framework, with the Community Shares Handbook, Standards Mark and 

related practitioner training and accreditation.24 25 26 This system of self-regulation is 

becoming a key part of the institutional infrastructure for Community Shares, with the 

number of share offers carrying the mark rising from 19 per cent in 2015 to 54 percent in 

2018.27 

4.13 The foundations for this progress were laid between 2012 and 2015 when DCLG 

provided funding for the Community Shares Unit.28 Since 2015 funding for this work has 

been less comprehensive. Co-operatives UK has helped the unit to continue by acting as 

its host. Since 2015 Power to Change has since introduced funding to help deliver the 

Community Shares Booster Programme (see part 3 above), which includes advice for 

community businesses and utilises the Standards Mark as part of its investee 

assessment criteria.29  

4.14 Over this time, the Community Shares Unit has also worked to increase the degree to 

which the system of standards setting and practitioner training and accreditation can 

become self-funding. But this is yet to be achieved. At present Co-operatives UK 

manages the maintenance of the Community Shares Standards, with this work being 

partly subsidised by the Community Shares Booster Programme. Co-operatives UK is 

also about to begin subsidising the work to develop of the training of accredited 

Community Shares Practitioners.   

4.15 There would be considerable public value in using some of the COF to support a 

project that establishes Community Shares self-regulation on a self-sustaining 

basis. The cost, length and viability of such a project depends on how much the 

Community Shares market grows over the same period. The more communities are 

supported to owned assets, and within this the more Community Shares is used, the 

more self-regulation can be self-sustaining.   

4.16 The economic and social returns for the public are detailed in the table below. 
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Output  Social and economic value-added 

More widespread adherence 

to Community Shares 

Standards and participation 

in self-regulation  

Enhanced consumer protection in community investment, increasing 

trust and making it safer for more widespread participation 

Protection of integrity of corporate forms in the social economy 

Greater assurance of commercial rigor in community ownership 

 

 

5 Improving the efficacy of community organisations 

5.1 Evidence suggests that if the COF is to deliver value for the public it will also need to 

support initiatives that improve the efficacy of community organisations running assets 

and enterprise. There is a concern that not enough attention is being paid to supporting 

the efficacy of these organisations in the years after they acquire asserts and enterprise. 

5.2 We believe there are both supply and demand-side issues that the COF could be used to 

help address. While some high quality support is available for community organisations 

already owning assets and enterprise, the pool of expertise in areas such as co-operative 

development is limited. And programmes run on very finite resources. As a result, the 

support available can be in short supply, might not cover everything required and may 

not be easily accessible for many community organisations, because of cost and other 

factors.  

5.3 At the same time there is evidence to suggest that too few community organisations are 

proactive in getting the developmental support they need to be effective and thrive.  

Issues in community organisations  

5.4 Research into the sustainability of assets in community ownership published by Power to 

Change in 2019 30 found that: 

 around one in five assets made an operating loss of 10 per cent or more of their 

revenue in their latest financial year 

 a similar proportion were likely to have insufficient reserves to meet a modest 

unexpected expense or income shock and a significant number of these are also 

likely to be operating at a loss 

 controlling expenses was an issue for many, with a third of respondents not 

agreeing that their expenses were regular and predictable, and 56 per cent did not 

feel their expenses adjusted in line with revenues  

 28 per cent did not consider that their asset’s debts were under control 

5.5 The same research finds that skills and capacity in an organisation is an important factor 

in commercial sustainability. It recommends enhanced support for organisations covering 

things like ongoing business planning and community engagement.31 
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5.6 Meanwhile, the Protecting Community Assets Inquiry has investigated in some detail 

instances where organisational failure led to assets being lost to community ownership. 

Its interim report states that efforts are needed to improve the efficacy of governance and 

leadership if the community ownership sector.32 

Support for community co-operatives 

5.7 Co-operatives UK has three main support offers for established community co-operatives 

that already own assets and enterprise.  

5.8 One is The Hive, a national programme funded by the Co-operative Bank, which provides 

access to heavily subsidised business development support from experts with specialist 

knowledge of co-operatives.33 The Hive operates on very tight margins and from 2021 

will be focusing primarily on enhancing support for carefully selected new starts.  

5.9 Meanwhile members of Co-operatives UK can access our highly rated 34specialist advice 

services, which cover co-operative governance, financial management and human 

resources.35 Investee societies in the Community Shares Booster programme get our 

specialist advice package paid for by Power to Change, for three years. We also provide 

bespoke consultancy in areas such as Board evaluation and development.  

5.10 Co-operatives UK also runs highly-regarded and expert-delivered training aimed at 

helping people in existing community co-operatives to be more effective, in areas such as 

financial planning and being a good director. Members can access this training with a 

significant discount, at £150 per person, plus VAT.36  

5.11 The purpose of all these specialist services is to help our members to be effective, well 

run businesses as co-operatives, with democratic ownership and control by a beneficiary 

community adding value.  

Demand-side issues 

5.12 In our last Co-op Census the most commonly identified barrier to success was 

competitive/market pressures, followed by challenges relating to finance (access, cost 

and suitability, followed by staffing (recruitment, retention, skills)..37 While there is some 

excellent specialist support available in these areas, the Co-op Census also found that 

only a minority of responding co-operatives had actually accessed professional and 

specialised support.38  

5.13 Meanwhile, 80 per cent of our community co-operative members are not signed up to 

specialised advice package (which costs £200 a year). 

COF intervention  

5.14 From the above we can conclude there are issues with both the supply of and demand 

for ongoing support, which the COF could help to address.  

5.15 There is a strong rationale for using some of the COF to the expand scope and supply of 

support for organisations once they have acquired an asset or enterprise. The COF could 

also be used to improve accessibility for these organisations, especially in terms of cost. 

At the same time, COF interventions could also be designed to ‘nudge’ the behaviour of 
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community organisations in this crucial area. 

5.16  We have two specific suggestions for how this could be done: 

 the COF could be used to partly subsidise high quality support that is critical 

to organisations making a success of community ownership over the long 

term, such as governance, business planning and community engagement  

 the COF could be used to fund peer mentoring, in which people in 

successful community businesses are trained and supported to effectively 

share their knowledge and knowhow with other organisations – this 

approach can be cost effective, would build mutuality within the sector and 

also grows the pool of expert advisors  

5.17 The evidence we have, including from managing previous peer mentoring programmes, 

suggests that to deliver real impact and value for money, peer mentoring has to work in 

tandem with more professional expert support, rather than being a complete replacement 

for it.39  

 

6 An ambitious, coherent and properly resourced policy for community development 

and empowerment 

6.1 If the intention is for community ownership to play a genuinely significant role in ‘levelling 

up’ and in giving communities control, then the COF has to be part of a wider ambitious, 

coherent and properly resourced policy for community development and empowerment.  

6.2 At present too few communities have the confidence, knowhow and resources to act. 

Great tools such as Community Rights and Community Shares are under-utilised while 

town centres deteriorate and local businesses and communal spaces are lost. And too 

often communities are locked out of decisions and processes where their contribution 

could add significant value. This includes: local economic strategy; climate emergency 

mitigation and adaptation; environmental protection and restoration; and the promotion of 

health and wellbeing.  

6.3 Research for Power to Change estimates that the average market value of assets 

coming into community ownership is £621,000, while taking account of average ongoing 

costs, the cost of community ownership over ten years could be £1.7 million per asset. 

This is in the context of an estimated 6,325 assets in community ownership in England, 

with 1,834 of these coming into community ownership in the last ten years.40  

6.4 In this context, on its own, the £150 million promised for the COF could make a small but 

important contribution to the sustainable growth of a healthy community ownership 

sector. We suggest this impact will be maximised if it is spent in ways set out in parts 3 

to 5 above:  

 establishing a self-sustaining institutional investor for the Community Shares 

market, via a COF Community Shares Booster Channel   

 helping more communities to raise funds privately, including via Community 
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Shares   

 improving the efficacy of community organisations owning assets and enterprise, 

through peer mentoring and subsidised specialist support   

6.5 But even if the impact of the COF on community ownership is significant, from current 

baselines, this does not mean that community ownership will become a significant factor 

in the social and economic life of the nation.  

6.6 To have genuine impact, community ownership needs to become tool that is frequently 

utilised by empowered communities everywhere, in the following areas: 

 local economic strategy 

 climate emergency mitigation and adaptation 

 environmental protection and restoration 

 the promotion of health and wellbeing 

6.7 Central government has a critical role ensuring communities of place and interest are 

capable of adding significant value and are empowered to do so. In recent years 

government has done some good work to bring the potential role of community into 

sharper focus, not least through the 2019 Communities Framework, the 2018 Civil 

Society Strategy and the NHS Long Term Plan.  

6.8 However, the development and empowerment of community in key initiatives has 

sometimes been lacking. This includes the UK Industrial Strategy, which did not identify 

community as a factor in inclusive and sustainable economic development. Local leaders 

have been left to insert community into their Local Industrial Strategies without any 

guidance, resulting in huge and unexplained variations between areas.41 It also includes 

the Towns Fund, which we believe has an under-developed role for community in the 

decision-making process, with an emphasis consultation. 

6.9 If the COF, and by extension community ownership, is to make a real difference to 

people’s lives, we suggest: 

 the Devolution White Paper will need to include a clear and significant role for 

communities, as part of an ‘onward devolution’ agenda, which incorporates 

aspects of inclusive, sustainable economic development 

 the UK Shared Property Fund (UKSPF) will need to include a clear and 

significant role for community-led economic development – we support the 

Communities in Charge campaign, which calls for 25 per cent of the UKSPF to be 

earmarked for community-led economic development 42    

Resourcing community development and empowerment 

6.10 Community development and empowerment needs to be embedded in policy across 

Whitehall purviews. White Papers, legislation and things like new Community Rights can 

all help. But it also has to be resourced. This is not necessarily a call for significant new 

funding. Rather we ask that more public money that government already spends, be 
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spent in ways that incorporate capable and empowered communities into theories of 

change, governance and delivery. 

6.11 Community-led approaches may well require additional governance, administration, 

consultation, outreach and policymaking, beyond what would be required if interventions 

were deployed via pre-existing channels (via LEPs for example). From this perspective, 

community-led approaches can add running costs. But this is only true to a degree. For 

example, it is widely acknowledged by government and others that existing structures 

such as LEPs and local authorities will need to spend money on new capabilities relating 

to consultation, research, governance and administration, if they are spend economic 

development funds effectively.43 44 To an important extent, adopting community-led 

approaches shifts some of these new costs from one part of the system to another, rather 

than creating new costs that would not arise otherwise.  

6.12 Overall it would probably be marginally more expensive to implement an intervention like 

the UKSPF (for example) with community-led approaches built in. But the evidence we 

have suggests that community-led economic development would enable the UKSPF to 

be spent more effectively, with more transformative impacts, which would more than 

cancel out the additional running costs.45 46 47 

 

7 Concluding remarks 

7.1 We have sought to make evidence-based cases for allocating portions of the COF, with 

an emphasis economic and social returns for the public. We would be very happy to work 

with government to explore our proposals and the evidence base in more detail. 
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