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Tom Arthur MSP:  

 

Two parts to this meeting, our AGM and then our theme of stories of resilience and 

presentations from social entrepreneurs. First item is election of office bearers. Rachael 

Hamilton MSP and Andy Wightman MSP will put themselves forward as deputy 

conveners. No indication of other MSPs wanting to put themselves forward and I am 

happy to put myself forward as Convener again. Does anyone have information of any 

MSP wishing to stand? Please type in chat.  

 

No other MSPs put themselves forward. Attendees proposed and seconded the 

positions of Convener and Vice Conveners. No objections were noted. 

 

Tom Arthur MSP:  

 

Congratulations to Rachael and Andy. Duncan Thorp of Social Enterprise Scotland has 

indicated he is happy to continue as secretariat. Not aware of any expressions of 

interest in secretariat, please indicate in chat bar if interested.  

Duncan Thorp was proposed and seconded as secretariat with no objections. 

 

Tom Arthur MSP:  

 

Congratulations to Duncan and thanks for your hard work. The only costs are Duncan’s 

time organising the CPG and these will be included in the annual return to parliament. 

The minutes of the previous meeting have been circulated and everyone has had 

chance to see them. Thanks to everyone for your continued contribution to the CPG. 

Minutes of the previous meeting were proposed and seconded. 



 

Emma Soanes, Unity:  

 

Unity is a Scottish charity, providing services throughout Glasgow and the west of 

Scotland, including with adults with learning disabilities, often linked to employability, 

plus unpaid carers and others. We have a chain of social enterprise cafes providing low 

cost food and support. Cafes make profit and pay real Living Wage. Cafes then closed 

due to lockdown, catering staff immediately went on furlough. Wellbeing of staff and 

financial costs most important - and what else can we do? Had kitchens, food and staff 

and repurposed, called friends and partners plus new people. In a week we were 

preparing and delivering food. Delivered over 50,000 meals, including most vulnerable. 

But what about long term? Salary liability and no trade and not knowing how long we 

had to do this for. Covered shortfall for a while. Eventually decided not to open the 

biggest cafe but kept the other two open. Kept on as many staff as possible but with 

some redundancies after staff consultation, only two people let go though, far less than 

imagined. Lengthy notice periods and 100% salaries. Had to think about positives 

moving forward, thanks to the partnerships we made. Delivery partner running three 

pantries for next 3 years and new ways to combat food poverty, as alternative to food 

banks. Not closed but doing something different, ability to adapt. Orgs need financial 

support to change and pivot to support vulnerable people. Sector has led the way in 

collaboration and leadership, shone a light. Tired and worried but still here, proud of 

what the team has achieved. Captured this period on film, important to do. 

 

Tom Arthur MSP:   

 

Important point about support to repurpose in the recovery phase, something I 

highlighted a few months back in parliament and to Cabinet Secretary Kate Forbes. 

Something we need to monitor closely, as we move to the new the Scottish budget. Old 

models might not be viable as we move to recovery. 

 

Neil Matheson, Atlantis Leisure: 

 

We’re a multi-purpose sports and community hub with lots of activities. Took over the 

local swimming pool 28 years ago. Re-energised and rebuilt the centre. Oban is a west 

coast town, resilient and with a population of approx 8k. 16k monthly user visits prior to 

Covid, paying customers. Much more complicated situation now. [short film of the centre 

re-opening then broadcast]. We don’t like the centre as it looks in the video, we want 

more life and energy and a community buzz. We encourage activities to get the 

community healthy and stay healthy. We develop community organisations and inspire 

them e.g. Healthy Options charity that was a spin-out of Atlantis, with a focus on chronic 



conditions, inspiring people to manage their own conditions. We also partnered to help 

deliver an outdoor play space and also looking at an outdoor adventure hub at  local 

beach. We’d never read a manual or had training on how to deal with a lockdown, 

completely confusing. Immediately furloughed everybody. Took a few back when we 

realised it was going to last a few weeks to keep up maintenance, the building takes a 

lot of money to maintain. We worked through, we struggled, we tried to do community 

work. When we started to re-open we knew the real challenges were starting. Had 

aimed to make it the most Covid-safe place in the community in all areas. Had to spend 

100k in total, hugely challenging. Sports hall is now a huge gym. Challenges ahead and 

the financial figures are dire. Staff roles radically changed. A lot of customers can’t 

come back but those who have love it, particularly the Healthy Options customers, 

desperate to get back. We need additional funding, we can’t carry on the way we are. 

Life has become eventless and dull for many people. Used to go from event to event but 

now all gone. Mental health challenges for staff and community, lack of community 

confidence. Oban was actually recognised as the worst financially affected during the 

lockdown period. We were turning over £1M, with 65% trading income. Now forecast to 

have dropped by 500K. Struggled to get funding during the period as we built up 

reserves, couldn’t qualify for support. Had to lose 19 jobs and now struggling to do our 

work. But community needs what we do, just to get back to what we do, not 

repurposing. Positives include a big fit for purpose  sports centre, employment and 

education opportunities too. It makes us look at our activities critically. But if the things 

that have the biggest social impact are most expensive then what do we do? We have 

to have a positive mindset, both staff and board have been great. We must survive as 

this type of organisation makes a big difference to our community. No cash flow means 

no business. 

 

Tom Arthur MSP: 

 

Thanks and some very important points raised. Comments in chat bar about support for 

start ups. Also we need support for organisations to restart. Point about life becoming 

eventless is important. There is now a glimmer of hope with vaccine. Hopefully this time 

next year it will be behind us, when normality can return. We’ll then deal with the legacy 

and can better measure what support is needed, what kind of compensation will be 

needed? 

 

Liberty Bligh, The Libertie Project: 

 

We’re a micro social enterprise in the Highlands. We combine technology and creativity 

to bring people, families and communities together. In March things changed overnight. 

We say that 50% of our work is social impact and 50% is trading and overnight we lost 



all of our income. We run a printing enterprise in HMP Inverness, prisons closed their 

doors to visitors. We run digital workshops, measured on a performance related basis, 

so no face to face and digitally excluded and couldn’t access wifi or devices so that 

service stopped. All our Home Office services and income for the EU resettlement 

scheme ended. All creative workshops ended with no face to face allowed. We had two 

options, furlough and stop or look at community need with SWAT analysis and get 

funding to make a difference and boost social impact. We were already flexible with 

employees so we could transfer to remote working to make things work plus we 

understood the need in the community and where excluded groups were. We knew the 

link between wellbeing, mental health and creativity. We focused on digital contact 

boxes for disadvantaged households, creative activity packs, Covid-friendly resources 

and online resources. Target of 50 households digitally and 50 with creative resources. 

Four staff furloughed and two staff kept working. One staff member redundancy but post 

would have finished anyway within a month of lockdown. Went on a manic week trying 

to apply for funding, stressful but very productive and we were successful. Realised I 

didn’t necessarily have the expertise for the project so we joined the Business in the 

Community network, matching commercial business with similar third sector 

businesses. Connected with Level 5, a technology company, without them I couldn’t 

have led the team to deliver the project. By end of May we met targets and delivered an 

important digital referral pathway. Demand far outstripped the service. Asked partner 

how we could scale up. By August all but one staff member back and original target was 

now at 250 households with digital devices and support. 850 creative packs to families 

in need. Managed logistically across huge Highlands area. Now have referral partners 

of 80, originally started with 18 to 20. Embedded evaluation into scheme to identify 

need. Funding is good but eligibility criteria attached, so people fell between the cracks, 

like young people with mental health issues and those in the criminal justice system. So 

we supported community offenders, addiction service users and others. But none of the 

funding really covered smart phones rather than other digital devices. I think we’re now 

the biggest provider of digital inclusion support in Highlands and Islands. Recently got 

£350 grant from Social Enterprise Scotland for digital piece of work. Looking to develop 

e-commerce platform, need to focus not just on impact but trading activity. We’ll not look 

the same post-Covid, the whole market and landscape has changed and we need to 

adapt. Highlights include Business in the Community case study where we were filmed 

by Sky TV as a successful partner. By end of year on track to support 550 households 

with devices and data, 1200 households with digital packs and a staff member won 

award at Scottish Disability Learning Awards. We have a highly skilled remote working 

team and adapted Covid-safe premises plus opened a community garden and larder 

and I’ve made the Wise 2020 inspiration list of women social enterprise leaders. Future 

is focusing on enterprise activity and feedback to is that those not just from 

disadvantaged households want these services, new opportunities. Looking at 



crowdfunding, e-commerce and contracting out digital services to perhaps housing 

associations and others. Lovely phrase from Eleanor Rossevelt “women are like tea-

bags, they never know how strong they are until they hit hot water”. We didn’t know how 

strong we were. Challenging but doors opened to new opportunities, quietly optimistic.   

  

Tom Arthur MSP: 

 

A fantastic and inspiring story, congratulations to you and the team. A really compelling 

story. Fitting that you’re creating a digital revolution in the Highlands from your child’s 

bedroom and while shielding, speaks to the changed world we’re now inhabiting.  

 

Katy Holt and Louise Hastie, Movement Evolution: 

             

Katy: Great to hear from the other organisations here today. An observation that the 

pandemic is creating more opportunities for young people to be isolated and fixed to 

their screens, with fewer chances to engage in physical activity with friends. New 

Glasgow University study also measured an increase in people in the UK considering 

taking their own lives in the first weeks of coronavirus. Also a link identified between 

obesity and coronavirus, losing weight could be life-saving. We were founded in April 

2019 to serve the health and wellbeing of people in the North East of Scotland, with a 

long term approach. Specifically helping children and young people with health and 

health literacy and skills and resources to build confidence. Confidence means more 

likely to have a good physical mindset moving into adulthood and if they choose to 

move into becoming athletes. Fun and free environments work best, where children can 

choose their own level of challenge, with fundamental movement activities and skills, 

parkour, skateboarding and more. Activities to suit everyone, including those with 

additional support needs. Skills like resilience, managing risk and decision making. Prior 

to lockdown we delivered regular after-school sessions and holiday camps to build 

relationships with young people. We also introduced new sports like roller skating. 

 

Louise: When lockdown happened we were still in our infancy with no facility of our own 

and no employees, so we didn’t suffer in the same way as larger organisations. We 

were adamant that our young people needed interaction and physical activity now than 

ever before. No face to face or in schools so only option was online - having spent so 

much time trying to get young people away from their screens and get outside. We 

needed easy access but not a lot of screen time. We did short daily videos with 

movement challenges, good for teachers and parents. Well received. Launched virtual 

sports day for all ages and abilities. Chance to represent their schools and win prizes. 

Two week event with 10 challenges, some measured and some creative. Various 

challenges and a lot of fancy dress. Over 100 people took part in virtual sports day. We 



were keen to get the community together face to face but not run as normal. Built large 

obstacle courses and parkour sessions in local parks. Further growth in our community, 

social media and word of mouth, parents were delighted. 295 sessions over the course 

of the summer holidays. Shortlisted for 2 local awards. Hope to run this at some point in 

our own facility.   

 

Katy: We are facing new challenges now, children have become less active and 

spending more time in their rooms, isolated from friends and living virtually. Some have 

dropped out of sports after having so much time away, with loss of confidence and 

perhaps interest. Still unable to support in schools for children and teachers. Impact on 

our revenue, fewer activities and unable to deliver outside and less income for projects 

to support social impact like Evolution Academy. We’ve explored activities in response 

to new regulations. We have to find a way to keep engagement, particularly for mental 

health. We need to make sure there are other opportunities to engage in physical 

activity and help young people also escape from other pressures they might be facing in 

their lives. 

 

Louise: We’ve witnessed a decrease in physical activity and increase in screen time and 

a decline in community sports funding in Scotland. Plus other barriers to participation 

including inactive parents and withdrawal of sports teaching. We can’t underestimate 

the impact of the current time on our young people on mental and physical health and 

obesity. We were not eligible for funding and not having established partnerships. 

SENscot Reset Week gave an opportunity to discuss this with others. Social enterprises 

are important for recovery in communities and must be recognised.  

 

[Moved to questions] 

 

Emma Soanes, Unity:  

 

A reflection but in the breakout room but a lot of us have hunkered down and responded 

and been flexible but have continued to exist in a bubble. So we exist in our bubbles but 

also call allies and partners to get other things done. A sense that we feel invisible but 

ironically never been busier or more challenged. The more opportunities for 

organisations to come together and share the better. Informative and inspiring to hear 

all this. 

 

Liberty Bligh, The Libertie Project: 

 

We have furlough coming to an end. We’re a social firm with disabled or disadvantaged 

staff but have staff who can’t come back to work until vaccine and restrictions lifted, 



they’re shielding but can’t work from home. Significant impact on a small number of 

people. If vaccine hasn’t reached people by end of furlough what can be done? 

 

Gordon Hodgson, Edinburgh Social Enterprise:  

 

In terms of the cashflow and reserves issue, a number of organisations were excluded 

from financial help as they had reserves. One member organisation had built reserves 

against a particular external event but were excluded from government or other support 

until they had used their reserves up. Now used up reserves and the event, that was the 

laying of tram lines, has seriously impacted business and are now on a knife edge. Lots 

of other organisations that have used up reserves too. This will lead to a situation in the 

new year when reserves and furlough end, when businesses will disappear due to 

ineligible funding. Government can’t cover everything but some support was denied to 

those who had reserves. Liable to see many businesses disappearing throughout the 

year, a longer term effect unless we can find support. 

 

Jude Reid, SENscot:  

 

I look after the Sport Social Enterprise Network and there are members who have put 

away reserves for capital projects and income-generation projects that subsidise other 

services and they’ve had to use up reserves e.g. essential safety work on replacing 3G 

synthetic pitch but told by funders that this type of work is not eligible. What do they do? 

They now don’t have reserves available for this. 

 

Neil Matheson, Atlantis Leisure: 

 

Fundamentally what do we want to see in our country after this thing has gone away or 

managed? The big issue is that we could lose some of the things that have the biggest 

impact in our communities and trying to rebuild from scratch is extremely difficult and 

expensive. The reality is we’ll need them. Good example is a village hall. We can let it 

deteriorate with no funding and then suddenly give it a lot of money to build a new one - 

but there’s no one left to use it. We need to work out what do we want to end up with? 

What are we doing and what have we been doing? Our business is still there but the 

community has lost these other things, then you don’t have community. 

 

Tom Arthur MSP asked, then committed, the group to draft a letter to government from 

the CPG about the key points, thanked attendees, mentioned the future of the group 

after the election and closed the meeting. 
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