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A wise Chinese philosopher once said that “a journey of a thousand miles begins with the first step”.  2004 was my ‘first step’ year as Chairman of Social Firms Scotland, a year in which I witnessed the organisation truly grow in to one having a significant impact in the growth of the social enterprise sector in Scotland.  Social firms are now a well known and understood way of doing business with more enquiries than ever being received from organisations, individuals and the public sector.

During 2004 we delivered three key projects: the ESF Funded Business with a Difference; HISEZ, the Highlands & Islands Social Enterprise Zone and the Welfare Benefits Initiative.  
Business with a Difference achieved excellent results, supporting 43 beneficiary organisations, giving guidance and advice to 189 people and enjoying the attendance of 236 people at our events.  Sixteen clients accessed the business development fund which granted £64, 983 and which levered out some £185,000 further funding for the organisations supported.  Most importantly 35 disabled or disadvantaged people gained sustainable employment in new social firms.

The move in to the Highlands and Islands heralded a new era for Social Firms Scotland, enabling social enterprise in the area to access high level tailored support.  Although detailed support for 20 existing social enterprises was planned, the eventual total was 34.  HISEZ also delivered a substantial and significant procurement development programme in partnership with the European Information Centre which brought social enterprises together with procurement officers.
Bridging the Gap, a discussion paper for reforming Welfare to work in the UK, is being launched next Tuesday in the Scottish Parliament.  This paper is a direct result of the work done through the EQUAL funded Welfare Benefits Initiative.
Social Firms Scotland is a founder member of the Scottish Social Enterprise Coalition and sits on its management committee.  The SSEC is now extremely proactive in its political lobbying and influencing.  A landmark meeting in May of 2005 by the Parliament acknowledged the need for a differentiated strategy for social enterprise support.  At present, Social Firms Scotland and the Community Recycling Network Scotland are the only support agencies working on the ground across Scotland to develop enterprise in the sector. 

In 2004 we bade farewell to our Glasgow Coordinator, David Lyon, who left to manage one of the social firms he had helped establish, Ask Clyde.  However, David’s talents were not lost to us completely with him joining the Board of Social Firms Scotland early this year.  Alex McGivern has now taken up the mantle in the South West.

In 2004 we were fortunate enough to secure funding from ESF through Objective 3, EQUAL UK and EQUAL Scotland, from the Esmee Fairbairn Foundation, Communities Scotland, the Scottish Executive, Lloyds TSB, Greater Glasgow Health Board and from Highlands & Islands Enterprise and I thank them for their continuing support for the work we do.
It only remains for me to thank the Board and staff of Social Firms Scotland for their hard work and dedication in 2004, without which the barriers to employment for many disabled and disadvantaged people would be far greater.  
I finish with a quote from a service user employee of a new social firm, “it’s great just to be able to do a good job without having to suffer under the ‘ah, bless’ factor”.  Social Firms Scotland is about real businesses creating real jobs for a real wage, helping real people.  Long may we continue to do be ‘about’. 

Bob McSorland

Chairman
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