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The Mayor of London is committed to helping grassroots groups,
who really understand their local areas, to trial new projects and
approaches that can have real impact in their community.
We know that the best ideas don’t come fully formed into a complete
project plan. This handbook will help you develop an idea or concept
into something that is both unique and achievable, but ambitious
enough to make a positive difference in your area. The principles we
outline here apply to projects big and small, from buildings to parks or
markets and high street improvements. They will help you understand
what you need to plan before, during and after your project.
We want to encourage you to be bold and try something new. This
handbook will get you started and offer some guidance of what to look
out for, drawing on a range of case studies showcasing successful
community-based projects and organisations. Many of these examples
show how small projects can lead to a real legacy of local involvement
in long term change; something that helps to build strong and resilient
communities. We know that by helping new groups with great ideas
to get started, we can help you to create the next generation of these
important local organisations.
Let’s make your local project happen.
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Grassroots ideas and community-led
projects are not new – many of our
most successful organisations and places
started off with a small group of people
sharing an idea.
Coin Street Community Builders, on London’s
South Bank, is just such an example. Now, this
development trust and social enterprise owns
and manages over 13 acres of land and, since
1984, has created 220 affordable rent homes in
4 cooperatives, arts spaces, leisure facilities, a
neighbourhood nursery and much more. However,
it started as a local campaign group who wanted
to open up the riverfront to the local community
and have more control over its future.
CSCB’s first project was creating a new
public park, Bernie Spain Gardens, by
demolishing a number of derelict buildings.
Completed in 1988, the group also developed
a number of temporary shops and restaurants
– Gabriel’s Wharf – alongside the park, an
early example of what we now call ‘pop-ups’
or ‘meanwhile uses’, which helped to pay for
maintaining the park as well as the loan finance
that had allowed CSCB to buy the site.

Image © Coin Street Community Builders

—

Lessons to learn:
• B
 e ambitious. Have a long-term vision as
well as manageable projects that you can make
happen quickly – ‘quick wins’ that show you are
serious and capable.
• Involve the community in owning and
running your organisation. CSCB is wholly
owned by people living in the local area, and
each housing block is run by a cooperative
consisting of all tenants.

Proj ec t
Lifecycle

P ROJ E C T LI F E CYC LE

Develop your idea

Start imagining
your next project

Build a team

Record what you
have learnt

Create a project plan

Close or handover
your project

Write a budget

Get feedback from
your users

Develop the detail

Adapt as
you go

Monitor your budget
and timescales

Get permissions

Get funding

Start your
project
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At the beginning...

Talk to your community
throughout the process

Make sure people really want what you
plan to offer. Whether a public space, a
community building, or a start-up social
business, projects need people who
want to use them.

Record what you do:
take photos, write a blog

Talk to people who have done similar
things. Most people love to share their
experience and lessons learnt.
Make a list of the Strengths,
Weaknesses, Opportunities and
Threats to your project (SWOT
analysis). This can be a really useful
way to work out if your project is
realistic, or what you need to improve
to make it stronger.

At the end...
Not all projects last forever – they
evolve as times change, they are
designed to be temporary, or they are
an experiment that doesn’t work out.
Think about how you will know it is
the right time to move on or call it a
day. What will you do with your site,
equipment or people when that time
comes?

Write down your aims and ambitions so
you don’t lose sight of them once you
get into the detail. How will you know
if your project is a success? How can
you measure the change you make?

Some projects need to be handed over
to other people to run or manage. Make
sure that it is handed over smoothly
and with all the information they need
to keep it going.

Don’t be afraid to try something that
might fail – ideas that are experimental
and innovative often need several
attempts to get right, and you will learn
a lot from the process.

Document your project as you go along
so that whether it is a success or a
failure, you and others can learn from
it. If you are too busy, ask someone
else to help.

Report back regularly
to your funders/backers

Measure the impact of your project.
How many people did you help?
How much did you help them? What
did they say about your work, both
good and bad? What did you learn
along the way that you will take into
your next project?

Keep track of risks to your
project
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Dalston Eastern Curve Garden in Hackney
is a popular community garden, on the site of an
old railway line cut below street level in an area
sorely lacking in green space of any kind.
The Garden developed out of ‘Making Space
in Dalston’, an initiative which brought together
designers, residents, community and cultural
organisations to identify ways of using derelict
or underused spaces for the benefit of the
community. The Eastern Curve was identified and
became the site for Dalston Mill, a temporary art
installation as part of an exhibition programme by
the Barbican Centre, and the first time the site
was opened up to the public.
Seeing the potential of the space through this
project, local community groups negotiated the
right to longer-term community management
of the space. Planting was completed by local
volunteers and the garden reopened in 2010,
since when it has welcomed over 150,000 visits
per year.
Managed by a specially formed social enterprise,
the upkeep of the space is self-funded through
the cafe sales, hires, community events, music
evenings and children’s workshops.

—
Image © Dalston Eastern Curve Garden

Lessons to learn:
• P
 artnerships between designers and
local residents can help develop new
and imaginative solutions.
• Temporary installations by artists can
demonstrate the potential of a space,
and raise the profile of a site, leading to
longer-term projects.
• Community management through social
enterprise can help to make a facility
self-funding.

D E V E LO P I N G
YOUR I D E A

S ta r ti n g w ith
a c h alle n ge

Talk to local people who experience the challenge or need that
you are interested in (the potential ‘users’ of your project).
• What is specific about how they experience this issue
in your community?
• What do they think might help?

Research any people or projects that have tried to solve
similar problems.
• Why did they succeed or fail?

Come up with some options for projects that you think
could make a difference.

Do they need a physical space?
• Can you find a space like that in your area, or can
you make one?
• See page 24 for help finding a space

Take your options to your users for feedback.
• Which do they think might be most worthwhile?
• How would they make it even better?

When you think your idea might work, start planning
your project in more detail.
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S ta r ti n g w ith
a space (o r o pp o r t u n ity )

Who owns the space or building?
• See page 24 for help finding out.
• Do you think it is likely they would let you use it/change
it for the better?

Make a list of its good qualities:
• What makes you think it has potential?

Make a list of its challenges:
For example, is there delivery access?
• Does it have poor security?

Come up with some options for how it could be used or improved, bearing in
mind its physical features.
• How do these fit with what your community actually needs?
• Do any of them duplicate things that already exist in your area?

For each option, talk to people who you think would use the space.
• What do they think of your idea?
• How would they make it better?

When you think your idea might work, start planning your
project in more detail.
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Wo r k i n g fo r
yo u r co mm u n ity

Projects that are funded with public
money, need to show that they
will benefit the whole of their local
community, not just a part of it.

Consider access for the elderly,
the disabled, those with young
children. This isn’t just physical access
to your space or site – it is also the
times of day you are open and how you
let people know your project exists.

Thinking about the following questions
may help you develop your idea into
something that is genuinely inclusive.

Focus on your impact
• Who do you think needs your
project?
• Who do you think will use your
project?
• Who will benefit from your project?
• How do you want your community
to feel about your project?
• Who would not be able to use or
experience your project, and why?
• Who might feel that your project
is ‘not for them’?

You want to make a positive change in
your area – so how can you make sure
you are succeeding?
• Write down the changes or impact
that you want to have.
• Think about how you can measure
if you are meeting these aims.
• Funders, backers and your
community will want to know that
you are focused on your mission
and can prove you are making a
difference. This can be through
the feedback you get from users,
as well as from statistics about
what you do.
• Being able to demonstrate your 		
impact will help you to secure future
funding or support for other projects.

Welcoming everyone
Try to make sure that all kinds of
people feel welcome. This will be
affected by the kind of activities you
offer; the kind of people who run the
space; how it looks and feels; and how
you will promote or advertise it.
Think about how you can make your
space or project multi-functional. Can
you add extra elements to your core
mission, to make it even better? When
your space isn’t being used for your
main purpose, what else could it be
used for?
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Carnaval del Pueblo have been a cornerstone for the Latin American community
in London for over 15 years, running hugely popular carnival events. However, the
organisers realised that to ensure that the Latin community had an effective voice in local
regeneration, they needed to reach beyond the immediate community.
From 2013, Carnaval del Pueblo has approached its work more broadly, working
with over 50 organisations in English, from other community groups to multinational
companies operating in their area. This has led to much greater financial stability for their
organisation, and better integration of their work with other regeneration programmes in
their area. One example of a tangible result was that the housing association Peabody
has given them 3 shopfronts in East Street that have been refurbished and transformed
into a carnival cultural activity centre for creative industries and entrepreneurial hub.

—

Lessons to learn:
• Reaching beyond your core community strengthens your voice in local affairs.
• Offering something to a broader range of people attracts more funding and
support, and can lead to longer-term partnerships.
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Peckham Coal Line started as an idea from one person who thought that disused
railway sidings could make a great new park for their area. To develop their idea and
make it a community project, they talked to people in the area in many different ways.
They held tours of the site so that people could see the potential of the opportunity;
meetings where people could say what they wanted to see happen in the park;
exhibitions of design concepts for the community to comment, and had an active social
media campaign and website. This process allowed local people to help shape the idea
which gained the project a lot of trust and support from the community. This then led to
a successful crowdfunding campaign to finance the next stage of the project.

—

Lessons to learn
• Talk to lots of different people in lots of different ways, to ensure you get diverse
feedback. Be creative to find people who might typically be difficult to engage.
• Be open to ideas coming from your community, that might be different to what
you had initially considered.

Talk i n g to
yo u r co mm u n ity

It will make your project better if you
tell your community about it, and get
their feedback. Opening up to people
will help you to get support, discover
risks or drawbacks, test your business
plan and help you see what outsiders
think of your ideas.

• You won’t be able to suit everyone,
so try to find a way that people
who can’t come, can still comment
on your ideas. Leaflets, posters,
a website or online survey, and
social media can all be useful.
• How can you encourage people to
attend? Can you offer something
fun in exchange?

It will also help you inform people
about what you are planning so that
they are not taken by surprise. Projects
can have impacts on their neighbours
– for example, noise or disruption due
to building work, or parking problems
due to a road closure – and if you can
get your neighbours onside with your
project from the start, they are less
likely to complain.

• Be clear and honest about your
project. If it is still not funded or
fully developed, say so, so that
people know not to expect it to 		
happen overnight.
• Be prepared for people to ask
tough questions. Some people
may be cautious about change.
Make this feedback into positive
learning, by asking how you could
make the project work for them.

You can talk to your community in a
number of ways but, at some point,
it is likely that you will want to hold an
event, exhibition or drop-in meeting
where anyone is invited to have their
say. Here are some tips for how to
make this a success:

• Listen without interrupting. If
someone has misunderstood,
wait till they have finished,
before correcting them in clear
and simple language.

• T
 hink about what time of day and
what time in the week you hold your
event. Are you excluding people who
have young children, the elderly,
people who work in different kinds
of jobs, or who have religious
commitments?
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Sheffield Foodhall is a communal kitchen and
dining area, where the public are invited to cook
a meal for the city or dine on a pay-as-you-feel
basis. Anyone, regardless of their social status,
can eat for as much as they can pay – or for free
if they can’t afford to pay anything at all.
It started from an app for students to avoid
food waste and enjoy communal eating, but
evolved to benefit the whole city.
Foodhall is housed in a disused building on a
temporary lease, although it has been operating
since 2015. All the fittings have been designed
so that they can be moved to a new venue when
the building has to be vacated. This flexibility
allows the space to accommodate a wide variety
of other functions including NHS addiction
groups, gigs, reading groups and pottery
classes.
The project is entirely volunteer-run and
has used social media networks successfully to
create a wide base of helpers who donate food,
cook or help in other ways. Top chefs as well
as ordinary people have cooked meals for the
project.

Image © Georgina Martin Photography

The group constantly ask for feedback
from their users, turning users into
co-producers of the project.

—

Lessons to learn:
• Ambitious projects can be entirely
volunteer-run – use social media to build
your volunteer base.
• Make space multi-functional so that you
can change what you offer according to
feedback and demand.
• Plan for when your project may come
to an end – and what its legacy may be.

P L A NN I N G
YOUR
P ROJ EC T

The revival of Well Street Market was spearheaded by members of the existing
residents’ and traders’ association, WESTRA. However they quickly realised that the
ambition of the project would be a challenge to achieve with only volunteers. As a result
WESTRA voted to crowdfund, as part of their project costs, for one of their members
to become a paid project manager. This ensured that the project could be planned and
managed properly, with an unpaid subcommittee assisting.
Further expertise was secured through crowdfunding a small fee for an appropriate
agency to run the Student Maker Market, and through in kind support offered by a local
business to manage the music stage. The Well Street team feel that this paid, expert
input, has been essential to making their project happen and maximizing impact; and well
worth the investment.

Image © Well Street Market

—

Lessons to learn:
• If your volunteer team can’t commit enough time, consider fundraising to
pay for a project manager.
• A project manager does not have to be someone who is found outside your
group – it might be that you already have the right person in your network.
• Paying for the right experts to fill skills gaps is better than struggling for
lack of expertise.
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P la n n i n g yo u r p roject

Creating a project plan

Keeping on track

• A project plan (also known as a
programme) starts with a list of
all the steps needed to make your
project a reality.
• Make this into a timeline that
feels realistic.
• Allow a bit of contingency (extra)
time in case things don’t go to
plan, or run late.

• Plan for regular project meetings
with your team, and keep notes
to remind everyone of what they
have promised to do.
• Keep referring back to your project
aims, your timeline, your budget
and your SWOT analysis.
• Has anything changed? Do you
need to adjust your plan – for
example, to allow more time or
money?
• Don’t be afraid to ask for help or
raise concerns

		

Building a team
• Make a list of all the people or
skills you need. Do you already
have them in your group?
• Who do you need to get on board
to start with, and who do you need
later on – can you find them
through your fundraising campaign
or local community engagement?
• Managing something ongoing
needs different skills to setting
up a project in the first place.
Make sure you find someone with
this experience, to join your team
or advise you.

Get help and support
• T
 alk to people who have done
similar things. Most people love
to share their experience and lessons
learnt. Find a mentor from a similar
project who you can meet with
regularly.
• Which parts of your project are
you most worried about? We can
help work these out with you, or
put you in touch with other groups
that have faced similar challenges.

Useful Resources
Project planning:
• MyCommunity guide to getting started
Finding volunteers:
• Team London
• Local community and voluntary services organisations
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O rga n isi n g yo u r g ro u p

You will need to think about what
kind of group structure you want to
have, to make your project happen.
You will need to have an organisation
running your project that has a name
and a bank account, and which will be
responsible for ensuring the project
happens. That organisation will also be
liable if anything goes wrong.

being personally liable if something
goes wrong, or if you run out of
money to pay for something you
have committed to buy. It may also
be difficult to get a bank account as
most banks require you to have, as a
minimum, a document setting out the
aims, structure, rules and membership
of your group.

Shared aims, responsibilities and roles,
rules for decision making and group
membership are really important even
in an informal group to ensure that
everyone is clear about your mission
statement, how you will work, and to
give funders confidence in you.

Becoming a charity is not always
difficult – there are various
different forms of charity that you can
choose from. Being a charity means
that you will get business rates relief of
80%, which can help a lot. However,
charities can only pay their staff, and
must have an unpaid trustee board that
are accountable for decision-making.

Partnering
You can choose to partner with an
established charity, social enterprise
or company, who can be the project
manager and fund holder for your
project. This can save a lot of
paperwork, and you will be using
their skills and experience to run your
project properly. You would need to
agree how this would work, to make
sure that your group still has enough
control over how the project takes
shape. Set this out in a document.

You could also consider becoming
a social enterprise (for example a
Community Interest Company). These
can allow you to pay your directors
and you do not need to have unpaid
trustees, but you cannot pay out
profits – these must be reinvested in
your activities. You may be able to get
business rates relief but this is up to
your local council to decide.

Turning an informal group
into a formal structure

Useful links

If you choose to remain an informal
‘unincorporated’ group, individual
members of the group may end up

Resource Centre guide to
legal structures
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The Wanstead Playground Association was formed by local parents who wanted to
improve their local playground. To start with, they were an ‘unincorporated association’
– just a group of people coming together for a common cause but with no formal
structure. They then decided to register with the Charity Commisison as a ‘charitable
unincorporated association’ so that they could apply for grant funding, including from the
Mayor of London through Crowdfund London.
The group have found that being registered as a charity ‘unlocks a lot of doors in terms
of being able to apply for bigger grants’ but the form of charity that they have chosen
is not challenging for them to manage in terms of paperwork and reporting. They raised
over £100,000 for new play equpiment and the much improved playground re-opened in
2016.

—

Lessons to learn:
• Forming a registered charity is not as difficult as it seems
• Choosing the right structure for your group makes a big difference
in getting funding for your project.

Oasis Children’s Venture now runs three sites
for play and youth activity, all of which came
about through spotting opportunities to transform
neglected spaces in Lambeth.
In 1973, local parents and residents transformed
a derelict green space into a playground with
swings, a slide and skateboard ramp. Then, in the
early eighties, Oasis users took hand built karts
to an unused school playground across the road,
and the karting track was created. A few years
later, Oasis joined forces with Allen Edwards
Primary School, to create a nature garden in an
empty plot of land adjacent to the school.

Image © Oasis Children’s Venture

In 2000, Oasis secured a 30-year lease
from Lambeth Council for the Larkhall
Adventure Playground and could make new
improvements, safe in the knowledge that the
longer-term future was secure. It now runs all
three sites with supervised after-school and
holiday playschemes, workshops, training and
volunteering opportunities.

—

Lessons to learn:
• Seize opportunities that you see in
your area, and find cheap and quick ways
to adopt them.
• Build partnerships with other local
organisations, and with your local council.

B U I LD I N G S
A ND
S PAC E S

Fi n d i n g a space

Have a great idea, but don’t have
a place or space to house it?

Secure your space
• Contact the owner, stating what you 		
want to use the land or building for. It
will help if you already have an 		
outline project plan, to show that 		
you are serious and realistic.
• You don’t necessarily need to
buy or rent the space. You can get
a licence to use it – temporarily or
permanently – which can be easier.
• Help on ‘meanwhile’ (temporary)
leases for buildings can be found
on GOV.UK
• The Meanwhile Foundation offer 		
support but also partnerships to
take on the risk for small, local 		
groups
• Help on leases and licenses for
community gardening and park
projects can be found via
The Community Land Advisory 		
Service (CLAS)
• Try to get a letter of agreement
from the land owner before you pitch
your project to funders.
• For a bigger project, get a ‘Heads
of Terms’ agreed – you will need
a solicitor to help you with this.
This will set out the terms for you
using the site, and when you get
your funding confirmed you can
take this forward to a full contract.

• W
 alk around your neighbourhood
looking for spaces that aren’t being
used. Think creatively – are there
buildings or spaces that don’t have
commercial value but could be
perfect for a community space?
• Talk to local estate agents, who
might be able to help with
temporary ‘meanwhile’ uses of
commercial space at low cost
• You can find out if a site is publicly 		
owned in London, through the			
London Land Commission 			
Register
• You can look up who owns
any land or building on
The Land Registry
(for a small fee)
Make sure your space is suitable
for what you want to use it for
• Make a checklist of essential
elements you need for your project. 		
For example, size, delivery access, 		
character.
• Taking along an architect or other
building professional can help you
understand whether there might be
practical problems with a site or
building, that you might not spot.

24

The Livesey Exchange in Old Kent Road started when a local resident and community
enabler spotted the potential of the large underground garage space on the Ledbury
Estate, to be transformed into a resource for the local area. Working with another local
resident and architect, they successfully crowdfunded through Crowdfund London to
make garages safe and accessible, to consult further with local residents, and to trial
workshops and other activities in the garages. They negotiated with the local council,
who owned the estate, on a lease for the space.
As hard-wearing and unloved spaces, the former garages are perfectly suited
to being filled with makers from a range of industries, opening up opportunities
for training and further strengthening the network of manufacturers operating
in the Old Kent Road area.

Image © what if: projects

—

Lessons to learn:
• Think of ideas that really work with the character of the space you want
to revive
• Trial different functions through ‘pop-up’ activities, to see what works well
• Don’t be afraid to ask to use space you don’t own in getting funding
for your project
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Desig n a n d d esig n e r s

consultant
• Graphic designer

No matter how big or small your
project, ensuring it is well designed will
help in many ways:

How well does your design work?

• Making your project a source of
pride in your community.
• Creating something unique rather
than ‘off the shelf’, reflecting the
character of your area.
• Saving money through being
carefully thought through for
its specific purpose.
• Attracting funding and local
support through being visually
appealing.
• Meeting all the regulations and
practical requirements.
• Creating a realistic budget
for your building work and thinking 		
through risks or problems.

Good design is more than just making
things look good – it will make them
work well too. These are design
principles to bear in mind:
• Will it have the character you
want, to create a public welcome?
• How will you find your way around
your space? Is it obvious where
you need to go?
• How will different functions in the
building interact? Are there issues
around noise spill-out or privacy?
• How friendly is your space for
people who may be disabled,
partially sighted or have other
needs?
• Have you thought about storage?
Be careful not to under-estimate
your storage needs.
• Can you control how the space
feels? Can you open windows if it
is too hot, or adjust the lighting
for different areas?
• Is it flexible for things to change
in the future?
• Design it to be easy to look after
– can you reach the lightbulbs?
• Design it to be easy to keep
safe. This doesn’t mean making
it a fortress – but think about what
is appropriate for your area.

Using professionals may feel like a
big cost, but it usually saves money
in the long run. As with any supplier,
make sure you get a quote that sets
out exactly what they are going to do,
how long it will take, and when they will
require payment. Some professionals
may offer free (‘pro bono’) advice but
you should still get a written agreement
from them if you will be relying on their
advice. You may need:
• Architect or designer
• Structural engineer
• Building services consultant
(sometimes called an M&E
consultant)
• Quantity surveyor or cost
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Arts organisation PEER has been on Hoxton High Street since 2002 and runs a
range of activities for local schools and community groups, as well as an international
exhibition programme, and art projects in the nearby area.
PEER’s external appearance did not match how they worked with the community – it was
not always even evident that the property was open. They transformed this through two
design-led projects. Firstly, they redesigned the unwelcoming public space to the front
and south of PEER by creating a pocket park, working with local residents. They also
redesigned their own frontage so that, while secure, it allowed the artwork within to be
seen by passers by, day and night, to create a welcoming and engaging presence.
These clever design changes have brought a new and more diverse audience to the
gallery. Many residents now stop and take lunch on the benches looking into the gallery,
in the improved public space. This part of the high street is now a source of pride and a
landmark in the local community.

—
Image © Ollie Hammick

Lessons to learn:
• Good design makes a big difference to how your community perceive and
engage with your work.
• Focusing on quality design and materials makes things easier to maintain
in the long run.
• Organisations and private businesses can take the lead in transforming the
public realm around their premises, for wider community benefit.

27

Renew New Eltham started through a group of local business and residents wishing to
improve their tired high street, making it a more attractive place to shop, and increasing
community pride in the area. The team transformed the area with locally designed
picturesque signposts, 12 wooden planters designed by one of the residents himself, an
upgrade to the bridge and distinctive lights for the trees. The team also provided match
funding to local businesses so they could improve their shopfronts.
Almost all of these changes required permission from a public sector body – Transport
for London, Network Rail, the local council. But this was not a barrier to the group,
who forged good partnerships and also committed to the ongoing maintenance of
the landscaping through creating a new local business association funded through
subscription.

—

Lessons to learn:
• Don’t be put off by the need for permission – good ideas tend to win support.
• If you have a plan for maintenance, your idea is more likely to be permitted.

P e r missi o n to b u ild

and many other important checks.
You will need Building Regulations
approval if you:

Planning permission
You will need planning permission:
• To build a new building
• To change the use of an existing
building or space (e.g. from shop
to restaurant)
• To alter the outside of an existing
building.
• To make changes to a listed 		
building

• Change the use of a building
• Renovate or alter a building
(in most cases)
If you are not sure if you need Building
Control approval, contact your local
council.
You can either use your local council’s
Building Control service or a private
Approved Inspector. They will tell you
what information you need to submit
for approval, approve your plans before
construction, and visit site to inspect
the construction work to make sure it is
being done safely.

You can contact your local council and
speak to the duty planning officer, who
will advise you if you need planning
permission.
They should advise you if it would
be helpful to have a meeting or
submit some early stage ideas to the
planning department (a pre-application
consultation). This can be a useful way
of finding out what the planning issues
are for your site, and how you can solve
them. Bring along your designer or
architect, if you have one. If you plan on
doing work to streetscapes or public
spaces, you are likely to also need
permission from your local council’s
highways team and/or Transport for
London (TfL). Ask for advice at an early
stage.

Construction Design &
Management Regulations 2015
Construction can create hazards for
those who build, and those who use
and maintain buildings. Be aware that
if you undertake building work you, as
well as your designers and contractor,
have responsibilities.

Building Regulations
Building Regulations cover fire safety,
energy efficiency, accessibility for
the disabled, sanitary and drainage
provision

Useful resources
• Desigining Buildings wiki
• Planning Portal
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LILAC is a housing co-operative project
that started from a group of friends who were
interested in setting up a cohousing project
and forming an eco-village in Leeds. Since
completion in 2013, it has become an insipration
for community-led housing across the country,
through being environmentally low-impact,
affordable, and community owned and managed.
At the early stages, LILAC won a small grant
from a social enterprise charity to set up the
society‘s infrastructure such as website, rules
and leaflets. It developed a number of business
plans which it used to engage in dialogue with
the local authority over three years. The core
group put a lot of work into developing project
plans and options, and searching for the right
site, before recruiting more members to the
community and progressing the project.
The Society chose a mutual home ownership
model and a cohousing approach to enhance
deliberative decision making and social
interaction amongst its members.
After a long land search Lilac negotiated with
Leeds City Council to purchase a 0.7 hectare
site from them. The co-housing scheme won
planning permission and was built out in
2013, including 20 homes and a communal
house with shared facilities.

—
Image courtesy ModCell

Lessons to learn:
• Spending time on project planning helps
the project run smoothly later down the line.
• M ake sure that everyone involved in
your project feels included, and that decisionmaking processes are clear from the outset.

G E T TI N G
I NTO
D E TA I L

W r iti n g a b u d get

Include a contingency budget for
unforeseen extras. This should be
between 5-10% depending on the
project.

Draw up a list of everything you need
to complete your project, divided into
capital and revenue items.
Capital

Get at least 3 quotes for major items
and check the costs for smaller items
with reputable suppliers. If you need to
estimate costs, talk to people who have
run similar projects to make sure that
you are in the right ballpark.

• Construction materials, labour,
tools and safety equipment
• Fees for architects/designers
• Bought equipment such as
computers, staging or kitchen
equipment
• Furniture
• Utillity costs related to building
or creating the project
• Licenses related to building
the project
• Skip hire and waste removal

You may be able to get some of your
cost items donated, or at discounted
rates. For example, you could approach
suppliers, such as builders merchants,
who may offer discounts for community
projects.

Revenue
• Rent and business rates
• Event costs such as hire of stages,
sound equipment or entertainment
• Marketing materials such as
posters and leaflets
• Website or social media costs
• Staff costs or salaries
• Utilities costs related to running
the project
• Consumables for running the
project, such as stationery, raw
materials for food and drink
• Maintenance costs

Have you budgeted for...
• Fees for licences and
planning permission
• Skip hire
• Delivery costs for materials
• Security or hoardings
• VAT
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Thinking ahead

Employing people

Make sure you have written a budget
for what it will cost to run the space,
not just to build it. Think about power
and water bills, business rates (can
you apply for rate relief?), staffing, and
repairs.

Remember that employees (though
not self-employed people) will need to
be paid through PAYE so employer’s
National Insurance contributions
will need to be paid by you. You
may also need to consider pension
contributions.

Are you expecting to generate income
from selling things, hiring space or
providing a service? Make sure you
have tested that there is enough
demand and that you will be charging
the right level – not too much but not
too little.

Planning your cashflow
You will need to plan a cashflow
that shows when in your project
you expect to spend your budget. Try
to map your costs against milestones
– for example, starting your build,
completing your build, and opening the
project.

VAT
Remember to account for VAT
and make sure that all your quotes
include VAT unless you buy from
non-VAT registered suppliers. If your
organisation is registered for VAT, you
can claim this back but remember you
will still have to pay for VAT on your
purchases in the first place. VAT rules
can be complicated, check with an
accountant or specialist if you
are unsure.

Public funding bodies often only pay
out your funding after each milestone
has been reached, so you will need to
have some way of paying the costs up
front before you receive your funding. If
this is going to be a real problem for
your group, talk to your funding contact
to find a solution. Do not use personal
credit cards to move things forward if
you are in difficulties.
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TWIST was a dynamic monthly pop-up market which ran in Tulse Hill from September
2015 to May 2016. With a focus on both affordable pitches and products sold, the
project supported long-term jobless people to find a way into self-employment as stall
traders. This provided a unique chance to test business ideas, whilst being an active
part of the local community.
Social enterprise Tree Shepherd, who developed the project, created a clever funding
model where people who wanted a pitch in the new market pre-paid for their stalls, as
contributions to a crowdfunding campaign. This helped attract £14,000 match funding
from City Hall, through showing that there really was demand from locals for a stall on
the market.

—

Lessons to learn:
• Think creatively about what ‘match funding’ might be.
• Funding attracts funding – if you can demonstrate that you already have some
support, however small, it helps to build confidence in larger funders.
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F u n d i n g yo u r p roject

There are many different ways that you
can fund your project, but in choosing
how you want to raise money, it is
worth thinking about these questions:

Forms of funding
• Most local councillors (elected
members) have an individual
‘ward budget’ that they can spend
on local projects.
• Local councils sometimes have
grants available for specific types
of project.
• The Mayor of London has many
different grant funding programmes.
• Central government has grant
funding programmes but they
are usually for large projects.
• Arts Council England
• Heritage Lottery Fund
• Big Lottery (Big Local)
• Sport England
• Private trusts and foundations
(grant-giving charities).
• Crowdfunding – such as
The Mayor’s Crowdfund London.
• Individual donations or
philanthropy.
• Sponsorship from businesses
• Business grant programmes –
some large companies give grants
to local community projects.
• In-kind support – donations
of materials, skills/labour, free
marketing, volunteering. Some
large companies have volunteering
schemes for their staff to work
on community projects.
• Selling products or services –
consider how your project will
be funded in the long term without
relying on grants or donations.

• How complicated is the application
process and how long does the
funder take to decide?
• How flexible is the funder if your
project changes from your original
proposal?
• W hen will you get your money –
up front, in stages, or at the end
when you have proved that your
project has been completed in
the way you planned?
• What reporting will you have to
do to the funder, to show what
you achieved and what impact
you had?
• Public money (from local or
national government in any form)
and any grants from charities,
will need you to prove that it will
be spent on something that will
benefit the whole community –
‘public benefit’.

Useful links
• MyCommunity funding guide
• Locality funding guide
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W h at i f. . .?

How can you manage your project
so that other risks are less likely to
happen? Can you allow extra time, put
aside some extra budget, get more
people involved?

Assessing your risks
Be ambitious, but don’t take on more
than you can manage. You should
make sure that your organisation, team
and volunteers aren’t financially or
personally exposed to unnecessary
risks.

You should be particularly careful
about projects which involve:
• Children and young people
• Construction work
• Food and drink

Make a list of things that might
be a risk to your project. What if...
• You go over budget?
• You can’t find enough people
to help?
• Things aren’t delivered on time?
• Something goes wrong with an
event? What could go wrong?
• Someone gets hurt? How might
this happen?
• Someone complains about your
project?

Think about if you need a safety policy
or if you need to do extra checks on
volunteers (for example a DBS check
for people who might work closely with
children).

What are the risks that are ‘critical’
– that would mean you have to call
off the project? How likely are they to
happen?
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If you partner with an established
organisation, you may be able
to be covered under their insurance.
Most major insurers offer insurance to
community groups, so ask for advice.

Licenses & Insurance
You may need a license from your local
council if you want to:
• Sell food or alcohol
• Put on some kinds of
performance, spectator event
or dancing
• Undertake street trading
• Carry out other regulated
activities – too many to list here!
Consult your council’s licensing
department if you are at all unsure.
You can apply for a Temporary
Event Notice (TEN) for events –
see GOV.UK for details.
You may need insurance, particularly
if you plan to employ anyone, sell
anything to the public, or undertake
anything that might involve risks to
volunteers, the public or anyone else’s
property.

Useful links
• R
 esource Centre health and
safety guide
• NSPCC safeguarding guide
• GOV.UK street parties guide
• G
 OV.UK guide to running an
event
•
• Food Standards Agency - 		
Food business regulations
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The Bromley By Bow Centre is now an
internationally recognised charity, but it started
out when a church congregation decided to open
its buildings up for community use more widely.
Early projects included establishing a children’s
nursery, a community cafe, art workshops and
social care projects.
From small beginnings, it has developed over
time through a belief in the capacity, creativity
and entrepreneurship of local people. It now runs
health services, training, and social support in
an integrated model, and has developed several
buildings including a health centre, workshops
and community facilities. This has come about
through adapting to changing circumstances and
opportunities, not staying static.

Image © The Bromley By Bow Centre

The Centre has stayed relevant and useful
through constantly monitoring the impact it
has had, the challenges that its users report,
and adapting its programmes to suit. This
has enabled it to grow into an innovative
and widely respected model, as well as gain
partnerships and funding from many sources. It
has professionalised gradually over time without
losing its core ethos and approach.

—

Lessons to learn:
• Monitor what you are doing and adapt to
what you learn.
• Use the evidence you gather to help you
grow over time.
• Grow gradually and in response to need.

U P A ND
RUNN I N G

Incredible Edible Todmorden started in 2007 when a few friends decided to
try to grow more local food in their small town, as a way of addressing climate change
and resource use. They planted vegetables in their front gardens with a sign: Help
Yourselves. It got people talking, and when they organised their first public meeting,
more than 60 people came.
There are now raised beds at the police station, the old people’s home, the schools and
the health centre. The local housing association changed their rules to allow tenants
to keep chickens as well as giving out free seeds and planters. There has been huge
growth in the success of local food businesses and farms. The local council now allow
anyone to apply for a licence to plant on council land: the town gets more free veg and
the council has less waste ground to care for.

Image © Incredible Edible

From the start, the trailblazers didn’t wait for money or approval from anyone else. They
wanted to show that a community working on its own could make huge strides forward
in a short time. Their key principles were to let individuals in the community get on with
what they wanted to do in their own way, and to make Incredible Edible as inclusive as
possible. The project is still entirely volunteer-run.

—

Lessons to learn:
• Start by just doing things – you don’t need to wait for a big project
to come together.
• Be inclusive – encourage partners and community members to create their
own projects that contribute to the overall aim.

R u n n i n g yo u r p roject

Keeping on track

Accounting for your money

• Plan for regular project meetings
with your team, and keep notes
to remind everyone of what they
have promised to do.
• Keep referring back to your project
aims, your timeline, your budget
and your SWOT analysis.
• Has anything changed? Do you
need to adjust your plan – for
example. to allow more time
or money?

• Keep a spreadsheet that tallies
what you have actually spent
against what you budgeted for
that item.
• Keep copy receipts for all your
purchases, including VAT details.
• If individuals in your team pay for
things on their own accounts, and
you reimburse them, make sure
this is clearly recorded and you
have copies of their receipts.
• You will need to show your funders
evidence that you have spent your
money correctly, for you to receive
your funding.

Keep communicating
• You need to keep reaching out
to your community in the same
way as you did during your
project development.
• How do people know where your
project is and what you offer?
• How do they know if you are
open, and when?
• M ake sure you have a website
and social media that are constantly
up to date.

Monitoring your impact
• Ensure you get feedback from your
users, in ways that help you show
what difference you are making.
• Think of different ways of getting
feedback – for example, counting
the number of people you help,
online surveys, and paper forms.
• Take good photographs of your
project – these will be essential
to tell your story to funders.
• Keep in touch with your funders
to show them what you are doing.
• Ask for help in monitoring and
evaluation if you aren’t sure
what to do.
• When the time comes to hand
over or finish your project, make
sure you have completed your
evaluation.
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A n d f i n ally. . .

Writing down the answers to these questions will help you
make sure that you don’t lose sight of your core aims and ambitions.
These are also the questions that other people – your community,
funders or partners – will be asking about your project, so having
your answers prepared will really help.

What is the aim of your project?
Why do you want to do this?
What is the challenge you want to take on?
What is the opportunity that you want
to make the most of?
Have you looked at different options,
so you know this is the right solution?
What have you learnt from how other
people have tackled this kind of problem?
What makes your idea specific to your area?
How does this benefit the wider community?
Are your budget and timescale realistic?
Have you got the right people on your team?
What if something doesn’t go to plan?
What is the impact that your project
may have?
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The Community Brain organises unconventional events that bring the people of
Surbiton (and beyond) together. From giant games of Mouse Trap and Hungry Hippos to
suburban skiing and silent discos… nothing is out of bounds! Behind all the wonderful
eccentricity is a community organisation that nurtures skills-based learning and
relationship building, but both happen without people really knowing it – because they’re
too busy having fun.
The Museum of Futures is the Brain’s presence on Surbiton’s High Street – a disused
shop that is a ‘safe space’ where community centred sharing, growing and learning
can happen, including a community kitchen that supports local people to launch new
ventures. It has been set up through crowdfunding, including a pledge from the Mayor
of London, showing the support the Brain has in the community. The Brain doesn’t run
every initiative, it gives local people a platform and the encouragement they need to
thrive. The group’s ongoing success shows how valuable this permissive support is in
fostering creativity and risk-taking that can lead to wonderful new projects.

—

Lessons to learn:
• Fun, unconventional events can be great ways to achieve serious aims.
• Daring to be different makes your organisation unique and attracts support.
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