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Transcript for “An Interview with Stephen Bubb” podcast
(Starts)
Nic Jones (NJ): Hello everyone and welcome to “An Interview with” podcast series from The Social Investment Business. I’m Nic and I’m here with Charlie, and we’re interviewing figures from within the social investment and civil society sector

Charlie Parker (CP): Today we’re talking to Stephen Bubb, chief executive of ACEVO and chair of The Social Investment Business. Hello Stephen.

Stephen Bubb (SB): Hello
CP: Could you tell us a little bit about what you do and what your role is exactly?
SB: Well my job with The Social Investment Business is the non-exec chair and my day job is chief executive of ACEVO which is the third sector leader’s professional body.

NJ: What drives you to work in the sector?

SB: Very good question sometimes! Well I think it’s a passion to do things differently. I took up my role in ACEVO 10 years ago, and I was really attracted by the idea of promoting the chief executive voice, the leadership voice, of what is a very important sector for our economy. And the reason I took up the chair role was because I think we need more social finance in this sector.

CP: On that note, what do you think the future of social investment is?

SB: I think it has to have a big future because without access to capital our sector can’t grow and the banks are not generally willing to lend to our sector, so we need sources of social finance and The Social Investment Business is the biggest social investor in the UK but it needs to be much bigger.

NJ: Speaking in that arena, what innovations do you see for social investment in the future?

SB: Well I think we need to see more links with ourselves as social investors and the commercial financial institutions – the banks – because I think banks need to lend more into the sector and I think we can partner with them in doing that. I think we need the Big Society Bank, which is using dormant accounts money to invest in the sector. I think we need European initiatives too, because as yet this is pretty small scale – it sounds a lot £400 million but in terms of capital that’s small scale.

CP: One of the buzz words at the moment, as you are probably aware of we all are, is ‘Big Society’ what place do you think social investment has in the Big Society and what do you see the role is for social investment?

SB: Well Big Society is a very amorphous concept and the government haven’t exactly defined it, but one of the things we do know the government is keen on expanding the role of third sector organisations in delivering public services. Now this is something that we have strongly supported obviously through the Futurebuilders programme, we know it works and we know that one of the barriers to more service delivery is access to capital. So I think it’s intimately tied up with the idea of an expanding role – many organisations delivering more public services, and that’s not just tied in with the Big Society but actually tied in with all the discussions about reducing the public spending deficit.

NJ: And speaking of it, what’s the first word that comes into your head when you hear ‘Big Society’?

SB: Charities. Now I’m not sure that’s what some others think of, and that’s one of the problems with the concept. Some people think taking a cup of tea to my neighbour or giving more – so I think that’s one of the problems with the concept. But as far as I’m concerned the Big Society is actually about an expanding role for charities and social enterprises.

CP: What concerns do you have for the sector given the current economic climate?

SB: Well my concern is that cuts are made so badly that they hack away at the foundations of civil society, I think there are plenty of opportunities for us in the expanding service delivery role but to access that we need capacity support, capital and the like and what we’ve already seen is that, for example local authorities are extremely bad at making cuts and they think cutting support for third sector organisations is what they should do. And if they do that, of course by doing that you’re cutting very organisations that should be delivering bigger and expanded service delivery.

NJ: So we talked a little bit about the expanding role of social enterprises in society, what do you think that social enterprises aren’t already doing that they could be doing? Are there any areas that you think are untapped as yet?

SB: Well I think big scale. The problem is we’re still operating in this sector relatively medium to small scale, there aren’t many big social enterprises, there aren’t that many big national charities. And even when you look at the big national charities, when you scale them against big business it’s still pretty small scale and that’s the problem. And that in a sense is why we need access to capital, because the way big business grows is through access to capital. So we need to do the same. So I think it’s scaling up, that’s my view.

NJ: Occasionally in the press you are quoted as saying some quite controversial things - is it something that you seek to do or is it something that arises out of a passionate reaction to events that may occur?

SB: Well it’s partly that, also I do want to provoke people to think better – we can be a little too lazy in the sector, and sometimes we need a bit of a kicking so that’s some part of my job in a sense. A lot of what we do is around thought is around leadership and that requires saying some difficult things occasionally and if that provokes people, well that’s a consequence... Someone once told me you don’t make an omelette without breaking eggs, so I’m in favour of breaking eggs.

CP: Can you give us an example where social investment has made a real impact and a big difference to a community?

SB: You know there was one organisation we invested in, we’ve invested now £3m over a number of years, and that was one working in Croxteth which I went to visit which is called the Alt Valley Community Enterprise – an absolutely perfect example of scale. Very good organisation they had really bold ideas, and on the back of our loans they were able to realise them. So they bought a farm, a church, a row of shops, they’ve bought an old people’s home and turned it into a community university – and they could only have done that with our loans. And it demonstrated that, even a relatively small scale community enterprise in a...very significantly deprived area of Liverpool can do things on the back of that loan.
NJ: We’ve come to the quick fire question round now, it’s just a bit of fun. We’re going to ask you some quick questions and you give us the first answer that comes into your head.

CP: Digestive or hobnob?

SB: Hobnob.

NJ: Han Solo or Luke Skywalker?

SB: Who?

NJ: Han Solo or Luke Skywalker?

SB: Neither, I’m very old.

CP: Tweet or blog?

SB: Oh blog.

NJ: Microsoft or Apple?

SB: Apple.

CP: Charity or business?

SB: Charity.

NJ: Question Time or Newsnight?

SB: Question Time.

CP: Umbrella or hood?

SB: Umbrella.

NJ: Invisibility or flight?

SB: Flight.

CP: That concludes ‘An Interview With Stephen Bubb’ we’d like to thank you very much for taking the time to speak to us today Stephen.

SB: Thank you.

NJ: Don’t forget to check our website: www.thesocialinvestmentbusiness.org and our Twitter feed @Thesocialinvest for details of the next instalment of An Interview with and of course to check out Stephen’s fantastic blog.

SB: ‘Bubbs Blog’ I think it is.

NJ: That’s the one.

(Ends)
