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Abstract: 

Sustainable consumption and production indicators in the UK mainly cover emissions, resource 

use and waste. At the community level, it is the Voluntary and Community Sector (VCS) 

organisations that lead on a range of sustainability practices such as reuse, recycling and waste 

prevention and recovery. While the Government is increasingly looking to these organisations 

to facilitate the uptake of sustainability practices; these organisations continue to operate in a 

competitive environment where building sustainable and resilient organisations has emerged as 

a critical need. Despite this, there have only been limited and fragmented empirical studies 

examining the embedding of sustainability within the practices of these organisations. As a 

means of extracting information and developing strategies for building resilience in the 

sustainability practices amongst furniture re-use VCS organisations; the research methods used 

were: a Literature review (meta-analysis), Questionnaire survey and Semi-structured 

interviews. 

Nine factors were found to be important for the long- term viability and sustainability of VCS. 

Out of these three key factors were identified: The approach of the organisations (Charity 

mentality); management skills and planning and the impact of government policies and 

legislation. Recommendations such as redefining the organisation’s mission or core purpose, 

innovation and active partnering with private companies to broaden scope for social value 

creation, were made as part of a frame work which also highlighted assessing the impact of 

these findings to waste prevention as an  area for further/more in-depth study. 
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1. Introduction 

Progress in sustainable development in the United Kingdom (UK) is measured through a suite of 

sustainable development indicators. These indicators fall into four themes: Sustainable 

Consumption and Production (SCP), Climate change and Energy, Natural resources and 

sustainable Communities (Department of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), 

2010). Sustainable consumption and production (which this study examines) indicators mainly 

cover emissions, resource use and waste. At the community level, it is the Voluntary and 

Community Sector (VCS) organisations that lead on a range of sustainability practices such as 

reuse, recycling and waste prevention and recovery, amongst organisations, as well as 

individuals.  

‘Voluntary organisations are groups within which individual members associate of their own 

volition with others in the pursuit of common objectives’ (Kim, 2011, p. 643). The term 

‘Voluntary and Community sector’ (VCS) is generally applied to organisations that are value 

driven and which principally reinvest their surpluses to further social, environmental or cultural 

objectives (London Borough of Hounslow, 2011). These bodies form a keystone of civil society 

and an institutional basis of society's ‘third sector’1, and in many countries have grown 

considerably in scope and scale in recent decades (Wilson, 2001). Since the devolution of 

governments in the UK, differing policies have emerged in England, Wales, Scotland and 

Northern Ireland with respect to the third sector and waste management. The roles of the third 

sector are policy areas which are also devolved and hence they all differ in some respects 

(Bailey, 2012). The selection and scope of this project is limited to those groups in England, 

which are subject to the same legislation and have almost similar access to government 

support. The benefits of the third sector  delivering public services (HM Treasury, 2005), waste 

management and in particular re-use, are widely acknowledged and common to a variety of 

waste streams (e.g. Williams et al., 2006; Defra, 2008; Cox et al., 2010; Sharp & Luckin, 2006) 

including bulky waste (e.g. Alexander & Smaje, 2008; Curran & Williams, 2010) and community 

composting (Slater et al., 2010). These benefits include (Lloyds, 2012);  

- The ability to deliver services in response to local demand, particularly with respect to 

niche materials and/or particular social needs  

- Making goods and materials available that would otherwise be unaffordable for those 

on a low income  

- An emphasis on, and ability to meet, the specific needs of service users and the local 

community  

                                                           
1 The third sector is characterised as “...non-governmental organisations [that] are value-driven… and principally 
reinvest their surpluses to further social, environmental or cultural objectives” (HM Treasury, 2005, p.7) 
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- Educating service users on, and raising awareness in the local community of, waste 

issues and prevention  

- Offering (supportive) volunteering opportunities particularly for those unable to work in 

mainstream employment  

- Providing training placements to those who have not worked for an extended period of 

time  

- Helping increase community cohesion 

The Government is increasingly looking to these organisations to facilitate the uptake of 

sustainability practices within the community, including amongst households (Defra, 2005; 

Brook Lyndurst, 2007). This concern for sustainability of the voluntary and community sector is 

not new as seen by the setting up of among others, the Sustainable Funding Project at NCVO 

(2000), Futurebuilders (2003), and Capacity Builders (2006). 

There is consensus among researchers, policy planners and practitioners that Voluntary and 

Community Sector (VCS) organisations operate in an increasingly competitive environment 

(Weerawardena et al., 2010). The current economic environment means that the issue of 

sustainability is now more important than ever, especially as a significant part of the sector’s 

income is currently derived from public sources. With both Local and Central Government 

facing large cuts in funding, more is being expected from the voluntary sector whilst future 

funding for many organisations is at best, uncertain. Government has been a traditional funding 

source for VCS (Wijkström, 1997). At the same time, Government funding has been a source of 

uncertainty, as many initiatives have not had full policy commitment (Kunle, 2004). Lessons 

should have been learnt from the financial crisis of 2008–2010, that public policy matters for 

the viability and sustainability of community groups. In addition, most governments have not 

been creative in helping to build an appropriate policy architecture and adequate diversity of 

financing tools for this sector. “Reinventing government” initiatives (Osborne & Gaebler, 1992) 

and new public management (Kettl, 1997) have changed the relationship between the 

Government and these organisations.  Recent ‘mainstreaming’ of recycling services has been a 

serious threat to the future of the community waste sector. These changes have increased the 

competition in the waste management sector by attracting private firms to service markets that 

were traditionally served by such bodies. Similarly, the number of these groups is growing, 

leading to volatility of support, as the intra-sector competition for donations intensifies 

(Chetkovich & Frumkin, 2003). These changes have forced them to adopt strategies aimed at 

building viable, sustainable organisations in order to continue to pursue their social mission 

(Bryson et al., 2001, Chetkovich and Frumkin, 2003, Dart, 2004; Goerke, 2003, cited in 

Weerawardena et al., 2010, p. 346). 
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 Over the last two-three decades, researchers have strived to prove that while financial 

sustainability is very important, it is not the only factor that affects the long- term viability of an 

organisation. There have been limited empirical studies examining the embedding of 

sustainability within the practices of VCS organisations (e.g. Curran et al., 2005; Alexander and 

Smaje, 2008). However, none of these studies have sought to examine the issues within a 

temporal context. Indeed, the literature on the issue of building sustainable VCS is fragmented 

and relatively under developed (Weerawardena et al., 2010). ‘‘Addressing this issue of 

sustainable bodies has the potential to enrich understanding and development of sustainable 

practices and to make a distinct contribution to the sustainability discourse’’ (Dunphy & Griffith, 

1998, cited in Weerawardena et al., 2010, p. 347).  

Aims and Objectives: 

The aim of this study was to develop strategies for building resilience in the sustainability 

practices amongst VCS organisations involved in furniture reuse and recycling, in England. 

Specifically, the study: 

- Evaluated the sustainability practices of VCS organisations (over the past 20 - 30 years), 

within a temporal context, using meta-analyses of academic and grey literature 

- Contextualised these practices using stakeholder interviews and questionnaires 

- Developed a governance framework that outlines the manner in which the 

organisations could most effectively build resilience into their sustainability practices 

The layout of the dissertation 

This chapter has provided an introduction to the concepts of sustainability within VCS 

organisations. The second chapter reviews the literature on the issue using academic literature, 

as well as governmental and industry publications. Chapter three explains the methods used 

and the types of primary and secondary data that were collected as part of this research 

project. Chapter four contains the results from the primary and secondary research undertaken 

to meet the aim and objectives of the project.   

The fifth chapter will be a discussion of the findings and their implications in building resilience 

in the manner in which such agencies could most effectively facilitate sustainable practices in 

the community.  Lastly the conclusion chapter reflects on the overall research and in particular 

the key findings of the discussion chapter and recommendations made for the development of 

a governance framework to support sustainability practices within such bodies. 
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2. Literature review 
 
To set the study in context and to inform the development of the research, a review of existing 
literature and research exploring organisational sustainability and how this issue impacts the 
strategic characteristics of the VCS community in the UK was undertaken. Most studies 
examining the embedding of sustainability within the practices of the sector have been 
empirical (Curran et al., 2008; Alexander and Smaje, 2007; Weerawardena et al., 2010) and 
none have sought to examine the issues within a temporal context. According to 
Weerawardena et al. (2010), literature on the issue of building long-term sustainability within 
the third sector is fragmented and relatively under developed. Yet, the success of the sector is 
such that the government is keen to support and further the sector’s involvement in 
undertaking a range of sustainability practices (e.g. reuse, recycling and waste prevention and 
recovery), at the community level.   
 

2.1 Government policies, legislation and initiatives to encourage/facilitate 
sustainability  
 
Government policy and legislation has prioritised environmental issues throughout the 
different governmental departments with the Department of the Environment, Food and Rural 
Affairs (Defra) as the department responsible for waste management. Recent developments 
has seen waste management as more of a resource efficiency issue, rather than simply waste 
processing and disposal (Defra, 2005:  2007c: 2011a) and as such has become a cross- 
departmental issue. Recent updates to the EU Waste Framework Directive (WFD), (EC, 2011), 
transposed to the Waste (England and Wales) Regulations 2011 (Defra, 2011a), identifies waste 
as a resource giving greater priority on waste prevention and ‘’preparation for re-use’’. As a 
result of Article 11(2) (a) of the Waste Framework Directive; the role of re-use organisations has 
undoubtedly become more significant.  
   
In Government’s review of waste policy in England ( Defra, 2011),it pledges to work in 
partnership with local authorities and businesses in all parts of the economy to encourage and 
spread best practice in waste prevention and resource management amongst other things 
through: 

- reduction in barriers to innovation and wherever possible the burden of regulation on 
compliant businesses, 

- supporting capacity building in local communities and give them freedom to take 
initiatives in service design and provision. 

 
The Review also includes reference to using the Localism Act 2011 (DCLG, 2011) and Big Society 
policies to “empower local communities”. It promotes a partnership between local 
communities and allows local community stakeholders to participate in the decision making 
processes as to how the community deals with environmental issues, including waste 
management (Defra, 2011). This builds on the report developed by the Sustainable 
Development Commission (SDC) that concluded that Government policy should prepare the 
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ground for communities to deliver sustainable actions, coordinate support and provide access 
to funding (SDC, 2010). 
 
 

2.2 Key types and the characteristics of VCS organisations  

The third sector is a major player in the social and economic life in the UK. Its growing 
significance is widely seen as having an increasing role in the delivery of services; strengthening 
community cohesion; providing a voice for underrepresented groups; campaigning for change; 
and promoting enterprising solutions for economic, social and environmental challenges (ESRC, 
2009). 
What then is a third sector?  
The Office of the Third Sector states that:  
“The third sector comprises non-government organisations which are value driven and 
principally reinvest their surpluses to further social, environmental or cultural objectives. It 
includes voluntary and community organisations, charities, social enterprises, co-operatives 
and mutuals” (Office of the Third Sector, 2009, p.5) 
 
The sector ranges in scale from small, local charities to nationally important bodies. Due to its 
enormous diversity, segmenting it by type of organisation can sometimes be helpful, 
particularly for sharing best practice and maximising the impact of sector activities. Voluntary 
organisations working internationally are sometimes referred to as non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs). Community groups (defined as purely voluntary, without staff) may be 
differentiated from voluntary organisations (defined as having paid staff). These are collectively 
referred to as voluntary and community organisations (VCO) or the voluntary and community 
sector (VCS), (Taylor et al., 2009) 
 
 Social enterprise represents the subset of activity within the wider field of social 
entrepreneurship that combines an explicit social or environmental mission with a profit-
making business model (Alter, 2006). The UK Department of Trade and Industry (DTI, 2002, p. 
7), for example, defines social enterprise as ‘‘a business with primarily social objectives whose 
surpluses are principally reinvested for that purpose in the business or in the community, rather 
than being driven by the need to maximise profit for shareholders and owners.’’ 
These range from stand alone for-profit structures, often termed social ventures, to entities 
that while structured as standards businesses, return their profits to their sponsoring 
organisations e.g. Salvation Army Thrift Shops (Nicholls, 2010). In 2005, Community Interest 
Companies (CIC) were established (DETINI, 2004; DTI, 2003). These were established as a new 
type of limited company designed for social enterprises whose activities operate for the benefit 
of the community rather than for the benefit of the owners of the company (CIC Regulator, 
2009). 
CIC have unique features, in that they can pay their directors as long as the level of 
remuneration is ‘reasonable’ and in the best interests of the CIC and the community, as 
overseen by the Regulator. Their assets are retained for the benefit of the community and 
cannot be distributed to members or shareholders (Nicholls, 2010). 
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2.3 VCS organisations and the service delivery landscape 
 
Voluntary organisations as described by Kim, (2011) are groups within which individual 
members associate of their own volition with others in the pursuit of common objectives. 
However, lacking within the literature is a broad perspective of strategic directions actually 
taken by them as they strive to remain financially viable and more effectively deliver their 
services and strategies for building resilience to satisfy a driving social need. One of the primary 
sources of uncertainty is changing government policies.  In the UK public expenditure has 
undergone sharp reductions and new mechanisms are being sought to develop many services 
previously provided by the public sector. ’ Resilience’ as defined by White and Stirling, (2013) is 
a dynamic property in which a quality is sustained by effective responses to such shocks or 
episodic disruptions. Various researchers (e.g. Sharir and Lerner, 2006; Weerawardena and 
Sullivan Mort, 2001; Nicholls and Cho, 2006), have suggested several strategic responses to deal 
with competitive challenges. Recommendations include adopting an entrepreneurial posture; 
adopting innovative practice, market orientation or even redefining their core purpose and 
mission in order to effectively deal with environmental challenges (Forehand, 2000; McDonald, 
2007). 
Weerawardena et al., (2010), suggest that the reason why there has not been a primary focus 
on sustainability of the community (as compared to for profit businesses) over the past 
decades, could be because of the inherent differences in the direct application of theories from 
the business sector to these organisations. This is because most address a more complex and 
challenging multi-stakeholder environment and strategic process as a result, must strive for 
financial resources in order to deliver social value to their clients.  
 
The review of the Voluntary and Community Waste Sector in England (Defra, 2005), cite a range 
of activities and materials handled. Activities in which they engaged and the percentage of 
respondents included:  
-refurbishment and re-use of furniture and white goods (43%) and waste 
awareness/minimisation/ acting as support organisations to others (25%;  
- Engagement in commercial/official waste collection (21%);  
- Engagement in IT refurbishment and re-use, kerbside collection of household dry recyclables, 
re-paint schemes, composting, recycling banks/bring sites, and wood recycling (15 – 17%).  
- operating as scrap stores or engaging in waste auditing analysis/consultancy, events recycling, 
waste exchange, kerbside collection of household garden waste and civic amenity site 
operation (7 – 11%).  
 
Being ranked first in order of importance is confirmation of the key role refurbishment and re-
use of furniture and white goods plays in waste management. Other activities ranked as most 
important included kerbside collection of dry recyclables, waste 
awareness/minimisation/education and scrapstore (Defra, 2005). 
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According to Curran and William (2010), there have been approximately 400 such organisations 
set up in the UK since 1970, with the primary aim of collecting used furniture and electrical 
appliances and redistributing them for the relief of hardship. Lucking and Sharp (2003), 
estimated the total number making up the community of sector including groups that are not 
members of national networks to be between 850-1000. Changes in government policy coupled 
with such increases in numbers resulted in more competition, forcing them to adopt strategies 
aimed at building viable sustainable organisations (Bryson et al. 2001, Chetkovich and Frunkin, 
2003; Dart 2004 and Goerke, 2003).  
 

2.4 Realising financial sustainability 
 
In the UK, Government policy on improving recycling and reuse activities is placing increasing 
emphasis on the role of the third sector, particularly in niche areas such as furniture and white 
goods reuse (DEFRA, 2005; Brook Lyndhurst, 2007, HM Treasury, 2005, DEFRA 2007:96–97). 
They are regarded in the Waste Strategy 2007, as having particular strengths in a number of key 
areas of waste management and resource efficiency, including: waste prevention – e.g. in 
encouraging behaviour change among individuals; reuse – e.g. through provision of household 
appliances and furniture to those in need, charity shops and electronic services. These 
strengths, together with their ability to offer social benefits alongside environmental objectives, 
make them attractive potential delivery partners for waste services for LAs in particular. 
 Despite diverting reusable items from the waste stream and using inputs that would be 
uneconomic for mainstream waste contractors, many of the benefits they realise are often 
implicit or hard to quantify thus presenting problems to LAs when justifying provision of 
funding (Alexander and Smaje, 2007).  
 

2.4.1 Public engagement, logistical and financial challenges  

The external environment within which the third sector operates is becoming increasingly 

turbulent and competitive. Thus the challenge which these organisations face is usually trying 

to maintain sustainability whilst remaining within their social mission Weerawardena et al., 

(2010).How they are financed is a key aspect of their sustainability. This financing ranges from 

traditional government funding and philanthropic support to new forms of revenue-generating 

social enterprises (Phillips and Hebb, 2010). A study of the economic character of the voluntary 

sector in nineteen developed countries found that on average 42% of total revenue originated 

from government, 47% from private earnings and 11% from private giving (Salamon et al., 

1998). In the UK, it was in the eighties that many VCS organisations experienced direct funding 

relations with the state for the first time (Kendall and Knapp, 2000). However due to the 

government retrenchment and fiscal restraint that took place in the 1990s and the financial 

crisis of 2008–2010, donations and fund raising income have declined significantly, while 

demand for services has increased (Charity Commission, 2009). New changes in financing the 
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third sector are underway promising to enhance their productivity, innovative capacity and 

viability (Young, 2007). 

Patterns of revenue depend on the type of organisation. For example, faith-based groups tend 
to rely much more heavily on donations than do Community Interest Companies (CIC) and 
social enterprises. Researchers contributing to this stream of literature have suggested several 
strategies that can be adopted by VCS organisations to gain financial substantiality including: 
commercially generated revenue (Wijkström, 1997); the application of business principles to 
fundraising; and employing relationship marketing, identity-based donations. In addition to 
revenue enhancing strategies, researchers have suggested a number of approaches to reduce 
costs such as increased volunteerism and its productivity and soliciting in-kind donations 

Weerawardena et al., (2010). Mair and Marti (2006, p. 37) argue that ‘the choice of set-up is 
typically dictated by the nature of the social needs addressed, the amount of resources needed, 

the scope for raising capital, and the ability to capture economic value’. 
New Government initiatives and public management has increased the competition in the 

sector by attracting private companies to service markets that were traditionally served by VCS 

organisations, e.g., waste collection. Similarly, the number of theseagencies is growing, leading 

to volatility of support from patrons as the intra-sector competition for donations intensifies. As 

a result growing attention is consequently being focused on their performance. Increased 

pressures on their performance assessment of one kind or another and even their very 

existence often requires them to argue their effectiveness in tackling social problems, 

environmental or economic problems (Kendall and Knapp, 2000). However, missing from all 

these deliberations is the discussion on how the ever changing environment drives the need for 

building a sustainable organisation and how this need influences the adoption of strategies to 

increase resilience in service delivery (Weerawardena et al., 2010). 
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3: Research Methodology 
 

3.1 Aim 

 

The study was undertaken between March – December, 2013 (see Appendix 1).  
It aimed to evaluate the sustainability practices of the Voluntary Community Sector (VCS) 
organisations (with particular reference to Furniture Re-use Networks) and to develop a 
governance framework to support these practices. 
 
 

3.2 Objectives 
 
 
To achieve this aim and to provide a structure to the research the following objectives were set: 
 
 

1. Evaluate the sustainability practices of VCS organisations using meta-analysis of 

academic and grey literature. 

 

2. Conduct interviews with furniture re-use organisations. 

 

 

3. Develop a governance framework that outlines how VCS organisations could build 

resilience into their sustainability practices. 

 

In order to meet the aims and objectives of the research; a range of methods was used to 

collect, analyse and present the relevant data. Blaxter et al. (2006) describe research as being 

broken down into methods and methodologies and further into successive levels. Each decision 

on which method to use defines which approaches and techniques can be used subsequently. 

Table 3.1 describes the levels within methods and will be used to describe the decision process 

of selecting the methods for this research thesis. 
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Table 3.1: Research families, approaches and techniques (Blaxter et al, 2006) 

 

 
 

3.3 Research Approach: 
 
Examining the embedding of sustainability within the practices of VCS in a temporal 
context calls for a use of a range of methods and tools. The approach taken in this 
research was to utilise both quantitative and qualitative methodologies. The integration 
of the methodological approaches was achieved through the innovative use of the 
technique of triangulation. Triangulation as described by Flick (1998 p. 178) is: “The 
combination of different methods, study groups, local and temporal settings and 
different theoretical perspectives in dealing with a phenomenon”. 
 As shown in Table 3.2, three main tools were used within the two main research 
methods during this study. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Research families, approaches and techniques 

Research families 
 

- Quantitative or qualitative 
- Deskwork or field work 

 
Research approaches 
 

- Action research 
- Case studies 
- Surveys 

 
Research techniques 
 

- Documents 
- Interviews 
- Questionnaires 

 



16 
 

Table 3.2: Research methods and three main research tools utilised during this study 

 

Research method Research tool 

Quantitative                    Meta-analysis 

Questionnaires 

 

 

Qualitative 

 

Interviews 

 

 
3.4 Research Tools: 
There are a number of research tools that can be used to conduct both qualitative and 
quantitative research. In this study, as noted in Table 3. 2, only three were used to meet 
all the three research objectives. 
 
3.4.1 Meta-analysis (MA) 
 
Meta-analysis is the application of statistical procedures to collections of empirical 
findings, from individual studies for the purpose of integrating, synthesising and making 
sense of them (Cook, Heath & Thompson, 2000). As in many other fields, the concept in 
itself, does not promise accurate or true results (Shachar, 2008). According to Shachar 
(2008), there is no other better method available to synthesise numerous studies; it is 
only through strict adherence to the procedures, and systematic treatment and analysis 
of the data, which will ensure acceptable statistical findings.  
 
The analysis sought to evaluate engagement with the concepts of the sustainability 
practices amongst the third sector in the UK over the past 20 – 30 years. To do this, a 
meta-analysis of the main trends, objectives, topics and findings (Krook et al., 2012) 
in 30 selected research papers published in the last 20-30 years was used. Using 
academic and grey literature as well as an established criteria (Defra, 2010), the 
analysis examined: the level of uptake of sustainability practices amongst third sector 
organisations; the extent to which these practices have been transferred/facilitated 
to their communities; temporal trends in capacity building and resources; and the 
impact of EU and UK legislative and policy measures on their practices to fulfill 
Objective One. 
The 30 selected papers were obtained mainly from the Science Direct database, 
Waste and Resources Action Programme (WRAP), Department of the Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), the Audit Commission, the Office of the Third Sector 
and publically available environmental consultancy reports. 
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3.4.2 Questionnaires 
 
Questionnaires offer a replicable method of canvassing opinions that are relatively 
quick and easy to administer (Patton, 1990) and they can be used for both quantitative 
and qualitative purposes. There are different types of questionnaires; open-ended, 
closed, structured and free ranging questionnaires. Despite their popularity, their 
reliability and validity depends on a number of factors such as the questionnaire design 
and the type of questions used. Their main advantage is that they produce data that 
can be analysed using standardised procedures, including through the use of computer 
software packages. However, according to Bailey et al. (1995) and Yin (1984) 
questionnaires can be restrictive in the information that can be collected in that 
respondents may simply provide the answers that they think the researcher wants to 
hear. 
 According to Gillham (2008) questionnaires are highly reliant on literacy skills and can 
introduce a bias if questions are poorly constructed or if limited by the use of only 
closed questions. Such issues can be overcome by pre-testing and piloting, paying 
attention to design and through the use of a mixture of closed and open questions. 
 
3.4.2.1 Survey design and administration 
 
The main purpose of the questionnaire was to determine public perceptions, attitudes 
to and use of VCS organisations in the case study areas. The questionnaire (Appendix 2    
); a four page document with an introduction and contact information for reference and 
feedback purposes, was divided into four sections: (1) Generic questions on recycling 
and shopping from charity shops; (2) Shopping at furniture reuse shops; (3) general 
environmental attitudes and beliefs; and (4) Socio-demographic information. 
The majority of the responses were indicated via tick boxes and Likert scales with 
spaces for open questions provided. 
Three adjacent local authorities (LA), namely: Luton, Milton Keynes and Northampton 
were selected. Selection was intended to capture variation in terms of operational 
model, volunteer involvement, scheme scale, the socio-economic profile of the local 
population, the involvement of the LA and the main activity of the VSC organisations. 
The surveys for the three towns were conducted within the first three weeks of April 
2013, Milton Keynes being the first, then Northampton and lastly Luton. Each of the 
three surveys employed 50 questionnaires, with respondents randomly selected from 
people walking in the streets, usually the high street. Respondents were handed the 
questionnaire and it was collected back on completion. A total of 149 questionnaires 
were completed and returned. 
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3.4.3 Interviews 
 
There are various forms of interviews, all of which provide a means of conducting in-
depth analyses of a chosen subject matter. However, face-to-face interviews facilitate 
fuller explanation of questions if need be. In this study, semi-structured interviews were 
conducted as they allow for more flexible approaches that enable a more natural 
flowing interview and for the interviewer to adapt when new or unexpected 
information becomes available (Gillham, 2008; Robson, 2011). 
 
 
 
3.4.3.1 Sampling and conducting the interviews 
 
 
Whether research is qualitative or quantitative, it is a general feature of social enquiry 
to design and select samples for study (Ritchie and Lewis, 2003). A theoretical (or 
purposeful) sampling technique (Eisenhardt, 1989; Stake et al., 1994) was used to select 
stakeholders from a population of community organisations. Theoretical sampling is 
based on the emerging theory and insights of the researcher, which provide reasons for 
selecting certain groups and themes (topics) for detailed analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 
1990). It is in this context that stake holders were chosen from umbrella bodies and 
policy makers, through known contacts of the supervisory team. Selected VCS 
organisations were recommended by a senior manager within the FRN.  
Choosing the sample is fundamental to the quality of data gathered; thus reliability and 
competence of the informant must be ensured (Tongco, 2007). In this study, interviews 
were conducted with senior managers within the organisations, between April and June 
2013. 
 
 
The initial sample consisted of six organisations, three LAs and two policy maker 
organisations. However, one stakeholder from each of the subsets declined interviews, 
resulting in eight stakeholders (Table 3.3). 
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Table 3.3: Characteristics of Sample 
 

Case Person interviewed Organisation 

1 Communications Manager CIC 

2 Trading Operations Manager Charity 

3 General Manager Christian charity 
furniture reuse 

6 General Manager Furniture reuse 
charity 

8 Marketing & Communications Manager Social enterprise 
charity 

4 Waste Services Manager Borough council 

5 Re-use Sector Manager Government policy 
maker organisation 

7 Strategic Waste Manager/ 
Recycling Officer 

Borough council 

 
 
While all entities of the selected VCS organisations exhibited a social entrepreneurial 
approach (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996); effort was placed in the selection to try to capture 
the different overall management philosophies of the organisations whereby some 
used business-like pragmatic approaches, whilst others had a more traditional charity 
orientation. 
Initially, letters explaining the nature of the research were sent out to each person and 
these were followed by a telephone call setting up the interview. The questions 
(Appendix 3 and Appendix 4) were then sent out to the respondents before the 
interview date. 
The aim of these interviews was to contextualise the findings from the meta-analysis 
and to examine issues surrounding the building of resilience into practices. Key areas  
examined included: the perceptions of key stakeholders towards sustainable waste 
management, including resource recovery; capacity needs; awareness and sources of 
knowledge; the impact of selected legislation and policies; barriers and drivers for 
engagement with sustainability practices; and future logistical, environmental, social 
and financial challenges. The policy makers’ questions were specifically designed to 
ascertain the opinions of experts and people in authority on the sustainability of such 
bodies and the extent to which government policies/initiatives have influenced the 
success and/or sustainability of these organisations. All interviews were conducted in 
person and recorded using an Olympus digital voice recorder, model VN-712PC. The 
time varied depending on the respondents. However, generally each session lasted for 
about an hour, with the longest interview being one hour forty-three minutes and 
fifteen seconds (1:43:15) and the shortest being forty-one minutes and thirty-nine 
seconds (41:39).The interviews are referred to as Interview 1, Interview 2 etc., and the 
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respondents as R and where there were more than one responded there were referred 
to as respondent 1, R1 and respondent 2, as R2, etc. Soon after completion of the 
interviews, a private company was used to transcribe the interviews (Appendix 5) 
 
3.5 Data analyses 
 
3.5.1 Questionnaires  
 
To facilitate the analysis of the questionnaires, all questions were coded. Likert scales 
ranging from 1-5 were used to code the questionnaires. The coded information was 
initially entered into MS Exel and these data were then transferred into SPSS (version 
20) for analysis. The normality of the data was first ascertained using the Shapiro-Wilk 
Test. As p>0.05, the data were assumed to be parametric. Descriptive analyses were 
first performed to determine frequencies. Bivariate analyses, using Pearson’s 
Correlation were then undertaken to examine and evaluate the nature of the key 
antecedents to the perceptions and attitudes of the participants towards VCS 
organisations, and their use of the shops (Appendix 6). 
 
3.5.2 Interviews  
 
Analysis of the interviews was undertaken using codes as shown in Appendix 7. Codes are 

intended to develop a theory or give context to statements in the text (Flick, 1998) as well as 

summarising and synthesising the observations made from the data. Through a series of coding 

steps, the key concepts of the interviews were identified and examined. First, open coding was 

conducted to determine a list of codes containing all of the significant factors mentioned by the 

interviewees. Second, axial coding was undertaken to highlight the key issues among the overall 

list of open codes for more in-depth research (see Appendix 5). Third, selective coding was then 

performed to identify the most significant factors (see Table 4.4).  

3.6 Triangulation of the data 
 
Given the amount of time and resources available, the two main research methodologies; 

qualitative and quantitative methods used in a complimentary manner were deemed to be the 

best approach. Within these methods, three research tools were utilised as shown in Table 3. 2. 

A number of techniques were used to improve on the limitations of the research processes and 

data. Triangulation was used as the overall method of reducing the limitations, as suggested by 

other researchers (Flick, 1992; 1998; Denzin and Lincoln, 1994; Denzin, 1989). Triangulation is a 

technique used to combine data from a number of sources and theories in a complementary 

manner (Tudor, 2008). Within this overall technique the measures of reliability and validity 

were also widely employed (Bryman, 2008). It is on this basis/standing that a governance 
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framework was conceptualised and areas for further/more in-depth study developed and 

discussed in the discussion chapter of the study.  

In-depth interviews were conducted with a total of eight organisations; five VCS and three 

policy agencies. All of the interviews were recorded with prior consent, using a digital voice 

recorder (Olympus VN-712 PC) and later transcribed (Appendix 5). 

Organisations are referred to simply as Case A, B etc., and the respondents of the respective 

cases as AA, BB etc. and AA2 or BB2 etc. Where there are more than two respondents, as stated 

in Section 3.5.2, the coding of the interviews involved a three-step process, namely: Open 

coding, axial coding and selective coding.  

 

 

4 RESULTS 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter will outline the key findings from the three main research tools used, namely a 

meta-analysis, questionnaires and semi-structured interviews. Each section relates to a specific 

objective and the key findings are highlighted. The key implications of the findings are discussed 

in the Discussion chapter of this document, where recommendations are made, with the 

Conclusion chapter summarising the research. 

4.2 Meta-analysis    

This section contains results gathered during the literature review (Objective 1) to evaluate 

engagement with the concepts of the sustainability practices within the third sector, in the UK 

over the past three decades. It is a meta-analysis of the main trends, objectives, topics and 

findings (Krook et al., 2012) enabling the research question to be validated against the existing 

body of work in the fields of bulky waste and VCS groups.  

4.2.1 Temporal trends in capacity building and resources 

The sustainability efforts of VCS organisations focus on three main elements: Social, Economical 

and Environmental aspects (Elkington, 1998). How these bodies are financed is a key aspect of 

their sustainability. This financing ranged from traditional government funding and 

philanthropic support to new forms of revenue-generating social enterprises (Phillips and Hebb, 

2010). A study of the economic character of the voluntary sector in 19 developed countries 

found that on average 42 per cent of total revenue originated from government, 47 per cent 
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from private earnings and 11 per cent from private giving (Salamon et al., 1998). In the UK, it 

was in the eighties that many VCS experienced direct funding relations with the state for the 

first time (Kendall and Knapp, 1995).Additional non-financial support to the sector at this time 

included the appointment of voluntary sector liaison officers. In 1983/4 total local authority 

expenditure on the voluntary sector was £484 million rising throughout the decade to £734 

million in 1992 (NCVO, 2013).In the early 1990s, Kendall and Knapp judged there to be £4.3 

billion of funding to VCS organisations from government sources. During the ‘ New Labour ‘ 

years, with the signing of the Compact Agreement, came funding initiatives to encourage 

innovation and build skills and infrastructure in the sector. Increased capacity building (WRAP, 

2005) by the government is noted by the advent of The Office of the Third Sector, and in 2006 

two significant Bills were brought in: The Charities Act 2006 and The Public Service Contract 

Regulations 2006.Despite being the traditional source of funding; Government has also been a 

source of uncertainty with many initiatives not getting full commitment (Phillips and Hebb, 

2010).  

According to Curran and William (2010), there have been approximately 400 VCS organisations 

set up in the UK since 1970, with the primary aim of collecting used furniture and electrical 

appliances and redistributing them for the relief of hardship. Lucking and Sharp (2003), 

estimated the total number making up the community of sector including groups that are not 

members of national networks to be between 850-1000. Changes in government policy coupled 

with such increases in numbers resulted in more competition, forcing VCS organisations to 

adopt strategies aimed at building viable sustainable organisations (Bryson et al. 2001, 

Chetkovich and Frunkin, 2003; Dart 2004 and Goerke, 2003). However, according to Kendall and 

Knapp (2000), attention of several studies had been mainly focused on measuring performance. 

4.2.2 Uptake of sustainability practices amongst VCS organisations and the extent of transfer 

to communities. 

Weerawardena et al. (2010), suggest that the reason why there has not been a primary focus 

on sustainability of VCS organisations (as compared to for profit businesses) over the past 

decades, could be because of the inherent differences in the direct application of theories from 

the business sector to this sector. This is because most VCS organisations placed more emphasis 

on delivering social values to their clients. In a study by the London Community Recycling 

Network (London CRN,2008), poverty relief and the provision of training and employment 

opportunities were highlighted as the first priority with waste reduction considered to be the 

third priority by over 60 per cent of respondents. 

Sharp and Luckin, (2006) investigating the social, economic, environmental and community 

involvement achievements of the third sector showed that it delivered a diversity of waste and 

non-waste services including: 
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- Kerbside collection 

- Re-use or recycling of unusual waste streams 

- Management of civic amenity sites 

- Waste education and  

- Non waste services relating to innovation, advocacy, expressing voluntarism, 

developing leaders and building communities. 

Source: (Kendall, 2003, cited in Sharp and Luckin, 2006 p. 284). 

 The three main factors that were identified in the study to ensure success of VCS organisations 

against competitions for LA contracts or grants were: 

i. The voluntary nature of the community sector could mean that it is particularly 

effective in delivering services where the public is being asked to carry out an 

activity, for example, to sort their waste. 

ii.  the community sector is often able to operate at a relatively low cost, and can also 

access streams of funding which are unavailable to other sectors  

iii. The community waste sector is able to marry related needs, for example, for training 

and for the repair of furniture, such that unrelated funding streams cross-subsidise 

each other. 

Prior to 2000, most VCS organisations were relatively stable in income, obtaining their funding 

from a diversity of sources and competing successfully with commercial firms in the waste 

management sector leading to the conclusion in the study that there was growth and financial 

stability in the sector ( Sharp and Luckin, 2006). 

4.2.3 Impact of EU and UK legislative and policy measures on practices 

Since 2000, a developing body of EU legislation (particularly, the EU Landfill Directive) forced 

the rapid development of new waste policies and practices in the UK (DETR, 2000; Strategy 

Unit, 2002). Measures such as targets for recycling and Landfill Tax Allowance Trading Schemes 

(see Appendix 8 for a comprehensive list) resulted in bigger demand for recycling services with 

greater financial returns leading to competition between VCS organisations and private and 

public sectors for the right to deliver these services. In addition to funding issues, legislative 

changes meant that waste handling became more closely regulated, and thus more difficult for 

small community operators to function. 
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Hence there was a need for Government intervention to address barriers that inhibited the role 

of the VCS community to ensure that the achievement of waste objectives was not 

unnecessarily costly or wider public benefits lost. 

 A key part of the Waste Strategy for England 2007, was to promote a shared responsibility 

whereby businesses, retailers, public sector producers of waste, the third sector and members 

of the public had an active role and participated in bringing about the behavioural change 

required to achieve waste prevention (Defra, 2007a). In addition to the Waste Strategy, 

Government produced the Waste and Resources Evidence Strategy 2007-2011 (Defra, 2007b) 

that focused on promoting shared responsibilities with an emphasis on the third sector and 

households. Recent updates to the EU Waste Framework Directive (WFD), (EC, 2010), 

transposed to the Waste (England and Wales) Regulations 2011 (Defra, 2011), identified waste 

as a resource giving greater priority on waste prevention and ‘’preparation for re-use’’.  As a 

result of Article 11(2) (a) of the WFD, the role of re-use organisations will undoubtedly become 

more significant. The Directive also stipulates that by 2013, LAs in England must have waste 

prevention measures in place in the form of waste prevention programmes (Defra, 2011). This 

will have an effect on the volume of ‘waste’ and how it will be managed. 

The Government Review of Waste Policy in England 2011, (Defra, 2011) also includes reference 

to using the Localism Act 2011 (DCLG, 2011) and Big Society policies to “empower local 

communities”. The review promotes partnership between local communities and allows their 

stakeholders the opportunity to participate in the decision making in how it manages 

environmental issues (Defra, 2011). 

4.2.4 Summary of Key Findings 

I. Prior to 2000, VCS organisations had relatively stable funding and there was growth in 

the sector 

II. Financing ranged from government  and philanthropic support to revenue generating 

enterprises 

III. VCS organisations delivered a diversity of waste and non-waste services: priority one 

being poverty relief, priority two: training and employment and three being; waste 

reduction 

IV. Size and primary objective of third sector organisations had a significant role in 

competing for LA grants or funding 

V. The late 1990s onwards saw the establishment of funding initiatives to encourage 

innovation and build skills and infrastructure 

VI. Evolving regulations, increased competition and the economic recession mandated that 

these agencies apply best corporate governance practice and improve performance and 

risk management 
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VII. Legislation accelerated the development of waste policies and practices in the UK which 

had both positive and negative effects on the long-term viability of community bodies. 

 

4.3 QUESTIONNAIRES 

4.3.1 Socio-demographics of the sample 

 The total number of respondents was 149. The response rate was high because questionnaires 

were distributed and returned immediately on completion. Over half (55%) of the sample was 

female (Table 4.1). There were more females, 64% interviewed in Luton than any other town. 

However, according to the ONS (2013), the 2011 population census shows that male and 

female population in Luton is almost similar (101,954 and 101,247 respectively). The high 

percentage of female respondents could be attributed to reluctance to participate by men.  
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Table 4.1 Demographic characteristics of the sample population 

Characteristic Luton Milton 
Keynes 

Northampton All 

     

Gender     

    Male (%)     

    Female (%) 64 53 48 55 

     

Age     

    16-30 42 34 38 38 

    31-45 36 28 28 28 

    46-60  18  18 

    61-75     

    >75     

Occupation     

    Student 30 18 12 20 

    P/T 40 32 44 38.9 

    F/T    11 

    Retired    16 

    Unemployed    12 

     

Income     

    <10K 18 18 28 21.5 

    10-20K 44 32 32 36.2 

    21-30K 26  16 17.4 

    31-50K 6 16 22 14.8 

    >50K   2 2.7 

     

Accomodation /Residence     

    Terrace 24 22 16  

    Detached   18  

    Semi-detached 36 44 32 37.6 

    Flat 24 18 30 24.8 

     

Ownership     

    Rented 65 46 42 51 

    Owned     

     

 

 

The majority of the respondents for the three towns were in the 16-30 years age group 

followed by the 31-45years age group. Some 50.3% of the population was in some form of 

employment, with Northampton having the highest P/T employed (44%) and Milton Keynes the 
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lowest (32%). However, the figures show that there are far less people in F/T employment than 

P/T across the three towns. Luton had the highest number of students (30%). 

Some 57.7% of the sample population had an annual income of less than £20,000. All three 

towns showed similar levels of income, except in the £30-50,000 range where Northampton 

had a significantly higher figure than Luton.  

Over 50% of the people in all three towns resided in rented houses with Luton having the 

highest rentals at 65%. The most common houses were semi-detached and flats. Ownership 

was highest in Northampton at 58%. 

4.3.2 Recycling and use of charity shops  

Eighty-one percent of all the respondents said that they recycled (Table 4.2). Residents of 

Northampton were the most likely to use charity shops (80%), followed by Milton Keynes (78%) 

and Luton (66%). However, on buying or taking items to Furniture Reuse Shops, Luton had the 

least respondents (48%), Milton Keynes had 62% and Northampton was highest at 80%, as 

shown in Table 4.2. 

Clothes were found to be the most donated item at a combined percentage of 31% for all the 

three towns, while furniture donation was 6.7%. Over 34% of the respondents said they would 

make monthly donations and 28% donated on an annual basis. 

 

 

4.3.3 Awareness of the existence of Furniture Reuse Shops  

An overwhelming majority (84.4%) were aware of the existence of furniture reuse shop in their 

area. Luton had the highest level of unawareness (20%). Thirty-four percent only came to know 

of the existence of the shops either by walking or driving by. About half said they would take 

their unwanted sofa to charity, while 40% said they would tip or throw it away (Table 4.2). 
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Table 4.2 Comparison of use of furniture reuse shops across the three towns 

Factor  Luton (%) MK (%) North (%) Combined (%) 

Have you 

shopped at a 

charity?  

66 78 80 75 

Have you used a 

furniture reuse 

shop? 

48 62 80 57.7 

What items do 

you donate/buy  

Clothes: 44 

Other: 8 

Clothes: 28 

Furniture: 8 

Other: 4 

Clothes: 22 

Other: 8 

Clothes: 31 

Other: 7.4 

How often? Monthly: 32 

Annually: 28 

Monthly: 40 

Annually: 20 

Monthly: 30 

Annually: 34 

Monthly: 34.7 

Annually: 27.9 

How would you 

dispose of a sofa?  

Charity: 50 

Tip/throw away: 

40 

Charity: 51 

Tip/throw away: 

38 

Charity: 48 

Tip/throw away: 

42 

Charity: 49.7 

Tip/throw away: 

40.2 

How did you find 

out about the 

shop? 

Drove/walked by: 

34 

Drove/walked by: 

30 

Drove/walked by: 

38 

Drove/walked by: 

34.2 

 

4.3.4 Environmental attitudes and beliefs 

 The main reason why individuals used the shops was because of the value offered (44.9%) and 

the perception that it helped the environment (41.6%). About 30% used furniture reuse shops 

because of the proximity to where they live (Table 4.3). 

Alternatively (Table 4.3), of those that said they did not buy from the shops, 30% preferred to 

buy new items. However, they could not unequivocally say whether items from the shops were 

of good quality or not.  Most reported strong beliefs on the positive role of recycling on the 

environment. An overwhelming 78% thought that their consumption patterns had an impact on 

the environment and 88% agreed that it was their personal responsibility to look after the 

environment.  

Costs and the quality of items ranked highly amongst their purchasing considerations (Table 

4.3). Asked what would encourage them to use furniture reuse shops, 81% suggested quality of 

items, while 63% thought awareness of the existence of a shop within their local area might 

have an effect on their shopping habits (Table 4.3). 
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Table 4.3 Factors determining why charity shops were used 

Factor  Luton (%) MK (%) North (%) Combined (%) 

Why use charity shop?  

Good value 42 42.9 50 45 

Helps the 

environment 

42 38 44 41.6 

Why don‟t use charity shops? 

Prefer to buy new 

items 

35 24.5 30 30.2 

Like good quality 

items 

14 4 8 8.7 

Not aware of 

shops in the area 

20 14.3 14.3 15.6 

What would encourage you to use charity shops? 

Good quality 

items 

84 71 88 81.2 

Awareness of 

shops in the area 

66 51 72 63 

Environmental attitudes and beliefs 

What I buy and 

consume impacts 

upon the 

environment 

78 61 60 66.4 

I buy based on 

costs 

78 79.6 78 78.5 

I buy based on 

quality 

86 85.7 88 86.6 

 

 

 

4.4 Semi-structured Interviews 

4.4.1 Overview of Organisations 

In total, five VCS organisations and three policy makers were selected and interviewed, using a 

semi-structured interview.  

All the organisations collected similar items, with household furniture being the most common. 

A wide range of other materials and items such as office furniture, textiles, books, bric-a-brac, 

pots and pans, shoes, IT and telecom equipment, bicycles and nursery equipment were also 

collected. Variations were in terms of electrical and white goods. Those that had no capacity to 

repair avoided collecting such items. Asked as to whether the economic recession had impacted 

upon their business/activities, the responses were mixed. Some had positive effects whereas 

for others it was negative. For Cases A, B and E, the recession had had a negative effect on sales 
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volume. However, all organisations were affected by reduced funding and donations as people 

were hanging onto furniture for a long time and more charities were being registered.  

Key performance indicators for the organisations depended on whether their main priority was 

social, economical or environmental or a combination of options. For example, in the case of 

Case B, the key indicator was income, for Case D it was the number of people helped, while for 

Case E it was essentially sales and profit. 

All organisations were found to be highly reliant on volunteer labour to collect and distribute 

furniture, as well as for in-store services and repairing. The involvement of volunteers played an 

important role in reducing overheads. Their numbers ranged from 6-200 with the majority of 

the organisations offering volunteering as part of their social commitment. Three of the 

organisations had less than 5 FT employees. Cases A and E, which were fairly large 

organisations, had 11 and 30 FT employees respectively. Members of staff for the five 

organisations got regular updates of knowledge and skills training to varying degrees depending 

on their level of operation and the requirements of the organisation. 

All expressed intent or were actually doing recycling of some sort. However, their main focus 

was reuse. Case D was the only organisation which said it had no business plan, but it was only 

Case C which produced a documented plan. On what Government/council initiatives or policies 

they found to be beneficial or restrictive, most noted that they found working with the councils 

being restrictive. Case E had more than doubled its collection rates since Government cuts. 

However, some benefitted from reduced rates, Gift Aid and recycling credits although they 

were complaints over payments of the rendered services. 

All five except Case B, were members of the Furniture Reuse Network (FRN). Asked whether 

they had contracts with LAs, none had, except Case C. Complaints ranged from there being no 

clear cut guidelines in the contracts, to organisations having to compete with ‘blue chip’ 

companies. 

Three out of the four initially selected Policy organisations took part in the semi-structured 

interviews. All three concurred to that third sector groups had a role to play in reuse and 

recycling particularly with regard to bulky waste collections. It was the general consensus 

amongst the policy makers that these organisations did not have the capacity to collect a high 

enough percentage of waste. This was attributed to lack of business and operational plans, size, 

and the terms and conditions of the contracts let by LAs.  

Asked as to which factor they considered to be key to long term viability of the third sector, 

Case F suggested capacity, while Case G thought management was key and Case H suggested 

scheme performance. 
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4.4.2 Key issues/challenges 

As stated in Section 3 the coding of the interviews involved a three-step process. Open coding 

was conducted, to determine a list of codes containing all of the significant factors mentioned 

by the interviewees (see Appendix 5 for the full list of open codes). Secondly, axial coding was 

undertaken to highlight the key issues among the overall list of open codes for more in-depth 

research (these are also highlighted in Appendix 5). Thirdly, selective coding was then 

performed to identify the most significant factors. Nine key codes (issues) were found to be 

important to the long- term viability and sustainability of VCS organisations and these are listed 

in Table 4.4 as ‘selective’ codes.  

Table 4.4  

Selective codes indicating the most significant factors for the long- term viability and 

sustainability of VCS organisations 

 

Selective codes 

Impact  of economy 

Market place 

Size of VCS organisations 

Staff 

Quality and standards 

Impact of Government policy changes 

Scheme performance 

Finance 

Charity mentality 
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Each of these factors will now be discussed in detail:  

Impact of economy 

The interviewees’ general opinion was that the effect of the government retrenchments in the 

1990’s as well as the effect of the 2008-20010 financial crisis exposed the vulnerability of the 

third sector financial tools. While the state of the economy has had a negative impact on 

‘charity’ based organisations (Cases B, C and D), it has had a positive impact on social 

enterprises (Cases’ A and E). As more and more charities were being established, demand for 

items has increased; however, the quality has deteriorated, as exemplified in the comments of 

interviewee Case E: 

‘’People are far more frugal with their stuff. …….people are hard up with their money, they are 

less likely to buy new things. They are less likely to replace their stuff’’. 

Interviewee Case B expressed similar sentiments, but added on a positive note that rebranding 

of their shops had been good for them in terms of customers whereby ‘’people who had never 

been in a charity shop before are now frequent shoppers’’. 

Market place, Quality and standards 

All interviewees expressed concern over the ever increasing number of charities which they 

said caused inter and intra-sector competition for donations and goods and items. The 

emergence of ‘Big’ players such as Ikea on the market has added to the predicament as was 

expressed by interviewee Case E: 

‘’ You can walk into Ikea and get a table with four chairs, brand new for £15.  We can’t even sell 

that to you second hand for £15 because we wouldn’t be making enough money.  So the 

economies of scale for us are very difficult to achieve.’’ 

As a result of the challenges, some organisations (e.g. Case B) have become more innovative, 

rebranded and adopted opening times which are more accommodating to a wide spectrum of 

customers. 

Size of organisations and staff compliment   

The average number of full time (F/T) employees for the interviewed VCS was 2-5 people. With 

the exception of Case A and E, the other VCS groups were small in terms of turnover and 

staffing. Case E had 30F/T employees and a volunteer base of between 180-200 people. This is 

in contrast to Case D which had such a lean staff compliment that any event as training could 

seriously jeopardise the activities of the organisation. It was this lack of resources and capacity 

which made it difficult for the interviewees to take on LA contracts, as was expressed by Case C. 
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Scheme performance, Quality and Standards 

Where contracts were awarded they were generally sub-contracts as with Case C where it 

operated under a Service Level Agreement (a typical service agreement for VCS runs for six to 

twelve months). Policy maker G made an important point in explaining possible reasons for 

such practices in the industry. He stated that: 

‘’….the problem with third sector organisations is often is it often is by its nature relatively 

fragile and it may not be around in 10 to 20 years, so who is going to sign a contract with you’’. 

None of the VCS except for Case C produced either a marketing strategy or a marketing plan. 

Impact of Government policy changes and the ‘charity mentality’  

Government policy changes (e.g. changes to distribution of welfare and shift from Community 

Care Grants to Sustainable Independent Living Scheme), had had an effect on purchase and 

donation of goods and items. 

 For all the VCS interviewees except Cases A and E, the general consensus was that waste 

management and contracted work (as in Case C) will always be secondary to the principal 

objectives of collecting donated furniture and re-distributing it to those in hardship. For 

example, as was expressed by Case D: 

“...we keep stats of how many people we help, how many items we collect, what we tip … 

because we’re not here to make money as such, we’re here to help people and that’s the 

thing.”  

These key findings form the basis of the next chapter, the discussion of the study. 

5 Discussion 

This section will document key recommendations to fulfill objective 3: 

 
It was evident from the interviews, questionnaires and the meta-analysis that there are several 

factors that affect /determine sustainability and builds resilience in the manner in which VCS 

organisations facilitate sustainable practices in the community. However, four key factors were 

identified:  

- The approach of the organisations (Charity mentality); 

- Management skills and planning,  

- Capacity and performance of Organisations, and 

- The impact of government policies and legislation 
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Using a triangulation of the research methods, these will now be discussed in relation to the 

effect they have on the sustainability of the organisations, leading to recommendations for 

strategies for building resilience in the practices of the organisations.  

5.1 The approach of the organisations (Charity mentality) 

Williams et al. (2005) suggest that, the strength of such bodies in managing waste lies in their 

ability to innovate in response to the needs of the community and environment. It was evident 

from the interviews that how well social, environmental and economic objectives were met, 

were considered to be important determinant factors to the success of these organisations. 

According to Curran and Williams (2010), furniture and appliance re-use agencies are 

predominantly charitable entities which are often also (or exclusively) social enterprises, 

registered as a company limited by guarantee. In this study an attempt was made to attempt to 

capture a broad spectrum of different types. For example, Case A was a Community Interest 

Company (CIC), Case B a social enterprise and Cases B, C and D religious based charities. For 

Cases A and E the key indicators of success were sales and profit, while for Cases B, C and D it 

was helping those in need and poverty alleviation. The majority of charitable entities see 

charity shops as a means of raising funds for their parent charities, as was the case for Case B. 

However, they do manage substantial amounts of material, mainly textiles as evidenced by the 

questionnaire results where clothes were found to be the most donated item for all three 

towns (section 4.3.2). This suggests that textiles have a considerable role to play in achieving 

reuse targets. According to Defra (2005), textiles recycled through charity shops added up to 

20% of the tonnages of material handled by other community organisations. In 2013, according 

to the Charity Retailers Association, 96% of materials (an equivalent of 347,000 tonnes of 

textiles (2)) donated to their shops were recycled or sold on for reuse. Only 4% of materials 

donated to charity shops end up in landfill (3).For those that collected furniture, the general 

consensus was waste management and contracted work (as in Case C) will always be secondary 

operations to the principal objectives of collecting donated furniture and re-distributing it to 

those in hardship. According to the FRN (2013), its members in 2012/13 re-used 2.7 m items of 

furniture and electrical equipment; an equivalent of 110 000 tonnes of waste. However the 

desire to deliver social and economic benefits can be detrimental to the uptake of sustainability 

practices within the community, as some of them will choose not to seek out work or run their 

                                                           
2 

Based on data from the Charity Finance "Charity Shops Survey" 2013 and Charity Retail 

Association Quarterly Market Analysis 2013 

 
3
 Based on data from the Charity Finance "Charity Shops Survey" 2013 and Charity Retail Association Quarterly 

Market Analysis 2013 
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organisations as a business entity. For example, only Case C produced a marketing strategy and 

business plan. Lack of professionalism (e.g. volunteer fatigue, reliance in many cases on one or 

two key individuals, and a lack of knowledge as to how LAs worked and/or unwillingness to 

work within the constraints imposed by accountability and other public sector requirements) in 

these organisations to put together business cases as well as the absence of more commercial 

approaches to finance will affect their ability to procure funding as well as good quality items.  

5.2 Management Skills and Planning  

The primary goals for such entities may be social, economic and/or environmental, but in order 

to achieve them they need effective financial management and planning. Such financing has 

been undergoing significant innovation and transformation since the government 

retrenchments and fiscal restraints of the 1990s, as well as the 2008-2010 financial crises. 

Donations and fundraising income have declined significantly, investments and endowments 

were hard hit, credit was restricted, grant income declined, while at the same time demand for 

services have increased (Charity Commission, 2009; Salamon et al., 2009).  

The results from the questionnaire survey suggests that there were far less people in F/T 

employment than P/T employment across the three towns in the study. This has a bearing on 

disposable income thus affecting the peoples’ living conditions as well as behavior and 

attitudes. The quality and quantity of donations to the third sector have gone down as people 

are holding onto larger items for longer before getting rid of them.  The questionnaire survey 

results showed that 30 percent of the respondents preferred to buy new items. VCS 

organisations need cash flow to sustain operating costs and if there is no one to buy and no 

items to sell, they will struggle to fund their costs. The development of more niche markets in 

the resource recovery services has led to increased competition amongst such bodies, in terms 

of both items and funding. As recycling and reuse of materials have become more mainstream 

and higher value activities, they have not only attracted private sector waste companies, but 

more and more people are selling items on sites such as eBay, thus increasing competition. The 

level of competition has increased markedly including contracts for kerbside recycling 

collections. Local authorities are focusing on longer term competitively tendered waste services 

contracts. This calls for VCS organisations to engage with big companies and partner as 

subcontractors as with Case C that was contracted to collect bulky waste in one of the towns. 

This has helped to bridge the gap which was left as a result of the removal of council grants.   

In spite of innovative approaches to financing, third sector bodies continue to face limited 

access to capital. Hope perhaps lies in them developing good management skills and planning, 

sustainable business models and networks services. VCS organisations need to develop 

marketing strategies with consideration to penetrating new market segments, tailored to 

compliment not compromise their constitutions and mission statement. The other alternative 
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which might be perceived as contrary to the primary objectives of most of them would be to 

create social ventures and social enterprises that generate streams of revenue, as for example, 

with Cases A and E.  Case A is a Community Interest Company (CIC). Such a structure enables 

legal entities to have greater access to capital (a critical issue for social enterprise) that may 

have been restricted for nonprofits and cooperatives in the past (Phillips and Hebb, 

2010).These ‘new’ organisational structures incorporate the  characteristics of for-profit 

companies (which offer greater operating certainty and flexibility) and those of the not-for-

profit sector by ensuring profits and assets benefit communities rather than private gains, thus 

retaining social and environmental objectives.  

The social enterprise can therefore operate ‘separate’ to the charity and legally with the 

advantage that it can avoid Corporation Tax on donations made. For example, bulky waste 

services will provide environmental benefits in recycling goods while the usable goods will be 

for charity reuse.   

5.3 Capacity and performance of Organisations 

 With the current state of affairs, there is a need to enable greater participation in resource 

recovery service delivery by VCS organisations where they can offer service and community 

benefits outcomes. All interviewed organisations had an average of 2-5 F/T employees. These 

figures concur with what Kendall (2003) found. Sharp and Luckin (2006) noted  that  many VCS 

groups expanded the geographical scope of their operations and changed from small-scale 

localized bodies operating within one LA district, to regionally, or, in a few exceptional cases, 

nationally active bodies. However, despite this trend, the great majority of community waste 

projects remain relatively small in terms of turnover and staffing levels. The average income for 

all surveyed organisations was below £500, 000 per annum. In terms of hard assets, all were 

found to have one or two vans and/or a rented warehouse or store. Their very structures 

prevented them for accessing equity capital. This lack of hard assets restricts available debt 

capital, hence limiting them from taking on LA contracts. According to the Waste and Action 

Resources Programme (WRAP), the weakness stems largely from the small scale and perceived 

instability of many VCS organisations.   One of the interviewed LA (Case H) expressed concern 

about the level of dependability of volunteers to carry out work on a daily basis. 

One possible way of getting round this problem could be for third sector groups to form 

mergers amongst themselves or to subcontract for bulky waste services with private 

companies. Case C was subcontracted by one of the LAs to collect bulky waste. Only three per 

cent of the items they collected were reusable, hence there was not much revenue generated. 

However, the collected items could be used for charity causes, while the revenue generated 

could fund its activities. Alongside service provision, they may also offer an additional 

advantage over other sectors through co-producing other voluntary sector roles, including the 
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provision of non-waste services relating to innovation, advocacy, expressing voluntarism, 

developing leaders and building communities (Kendall, 2003). All of those interviewed provided 

volunteer and training  opportunities for people with learning difficulties, as well as work based 

training opportunities for people associated Government’s ‘ The Big Society’ Work Programme. 

These types of contributions are very unlikely to be made by non-voluntary sector organisations 

when delivering waste services. The development of new services for new markets is a high risk 

if not based on the organisation’s core competencies.  However, these should negate the high 

reliance on grants which have become increasingly difficult to obtain. 

 

5.4 Impact of legislation and government policies  

A combination of regulation, competition, and changes to funding regimes has put the 

voluntary community sector under considerable pressure. Some have gone out of business 

(Sharp and Luckin, 2006), and as contracts and grants expired, more continue to do so. From 

this study all the interviewed LAs and VCS organisations agreed that bulky waste collection was 

not viable, even where charges were made for collections. This is contrary to what was 

portrayed in the 2002 ‘snap survey’ (Sharp and Luckin, 2006). 

Recycling targets for LAs and the Landfill Tax accelerator (DETR, 2000; HM Treasury, 2002) were 

strong regulatory incentives for LAs to improve recycling through purchase or provision. 

Currently at £82/tonne, Landfill Tax made recycling a more attractive option to councils and 

businesses. The review of the Landfill Tax Credit Scheme in 2003 enhanced funding for local 

authority recycling schemes. Some LAs used third sector groups to undertake the collections 

and in return paid contributions (in forms of grants) to the VCS that would cover the costs as is 

the case with LA Case F, and VCS organisation Case C. According to Luckin and Sharp (2003), 

there was considerable growth in the number of established bodies making up the community 

waste sector in the late 1990s. However, despite these incentives, there was a decline in 

numbers after 2002, an indication that there might have been other factors besides policies 

causing this decline. 

According to Newman (2004), while the rules covering ‘best value’ specifically allowed  LAs to 

take account of social and economic benefits in addition to cost in developing tender 

specifications, it was rare that authorities exercised this right . A situation which still exists to 

date. From the interviews, it was evident that LAs felt they were not obliged to support the 

third sector. Local authority, Case H cited lack of professionalism and capacity of VCS 

organisations as reasons they would not take on/contract their services. All the organisations in 

this study complained that councils were reluctant to make payments for the services they 

would have rendered. LAs, however, counter argued that it was difficult to monitor and 
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manage the credits, particularly where there was an element of re-use. This raises questions as 

to the extent to which ‘these’ policies were/are beneficial to community groups. 

The Government Review of Waste Policy in England (Defra, 2011) also includes reference to 

using the Localism Act 2011 (DCLG, 2011) and Big Society policies to “empower local 

communities”. The review promotes a partnership between local communities and allows local 

community stakeholders to participate in the decision making processes regarding 

environmental issues, including waste management. From the surveys, it was evident that not 

all community groups were in a position to compete in the legal tender processes. Community 

rights are aimed at ensuring that the community organisations have a fair chance to bid for 

service contracts. In particular, those interviewed did not have the capital or management 

capacity required to provide waste management services, or even just recycling collections, 

across an entire local authority district, let alone be able to meet the required turnover 

threshold needed. These new rights in the Localism Act will mean that local people can decide 

on which companies should be contracted and if need be, exercise affirmative action towards 

VCS organisation to ensure their survival.  However, with the localism agenda there is a danger 

that the more articulate and better educated interests within the communities will carry more 

weight in planning decisions, and that organised objectors will be able to ‘abuse the process to 

frustrate’ development proposals (Tye, 2012). 

While legislation has promoted recycling and reuse, it has also impacted in a negative way as 

one policy maker (Case F ) puts it as an  ‘’Example of a casualty of a regulation’’,  whereby 

certain items might be in good condition but are rendered unusable because they do not have 

original fire retardant labels attached. As a result, organisations end up incurring high disposal 

cost. Therefore, to maximise on collections and minimise the waste disposal costs, 

manufacturers/designers should be involved in drawing up policies whereby for example, as 

suggested by one respondent, instead of having tags, labels could be engraved or printed onto 

items. 
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5.5 Key Recommendations 

This section will document key recommendations to fulfill objective 3: 

Develop a governance framework that outlines how VCS organisations could build resilience into 

their sustainability practices. 

It was evident during the research that in response to an increased competitive environment, 

VCS organisations had been forced to adopt an organisational sustainability focus in both 

strategic and operational levels of management. It was difficult to single out a factor/s that 

could be considered to be the most critical to the sustainability of the organisations. Different 

types of organisations will have different needs. By addressing the research agenda of 

evaluating the sustainability practices of the third sector, this study aimed to identify the key 

aspects/strategies that are currently missing or need improvement into building resilience in 

the sustainable practices of such groups. 

The following list outlines recommendations for the three key categories of stakeholders, 

namely: the VCS sector, the FRN and Government:  

VCS organisations  

1. Redefining the mission – creating Social Enterprises:  

This is linked to business strategy intent on consolidating on existing market segments 

with consideration to penetrating new segments tailored to compliment not 

compromise organisations’ Mission Statements. 

2. Adopting best practices within the industry such as fundraising, marketing, reacting to 

cuts, planning and communications. Resilient agencies are likely to show good levels of 

trust and communications campaigns which increase awareness in the community. 

3. Innovation and active partnering with private companies to broaden scope for social 

value creation as well as increasing economies of scale and capacity. Where two or 

more organisations are tackling related or unrelated issues, there may be potential for 

collaborations or complimenting each other.  

4. Investing in high impact projects. Shops need to look and ‘feel’ like ‘normal’ high street 

retail shops. Charities need to engage high tech social media while working more closely 

with retailers to share complementary skills sets and services and ensuring better 

quality feedstock material.  

5. Joining umbrella bodies (e.g. FRN, NCVS, Charity Retail Association), to leverage 

resources. 
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Furniture Reuse Network 

6. Needs to do more to explain what value it provides 

7. To take a more active role in brokering/procuring materials , particularly large white 

goods and facilitating the negotiation of large contracts 

8. To provide more seminars on issues such as marketing, contracts and business planning 

9. Provide an online and offline portal of relevant funding opportunities. 

 

 

Government 

10. Establish and promote portals for funding opportunities of all sizes (e.g. training and 

Transition Fund) 

11. Establish a joined-up approach to Local and National Government policies, particularly 

on re-use 

12. Provide opportunities for people to volunteer without benefits being affected 

13. Ensure that the Waste Management Plan for England makes specific mention of 

collection and reuse 

 

6. Conclusion 

Voluntary and Community Sector organisations undertake a range of sustainability practices at 

the community level. However, over the last few decades, the increase in external 

environmental challenges faced by VCS has attracted the attention of researchers. Most studies 

though, have been empirical in examining the embedding of sustainability within the practices 

of VCS bodies. With both local and central Government facing large cuts in funding the issue of 

sustainability is now more important than ever. Lacking within the literature is a broad 

perspective of strategic directions actually taken by VCS agencies as they strive to build 

resilience to satisfy a driving social need. 

 The findings of this study show that these agencies have been forced to adopt an 

organisational sustainability focus in both strategic and operational levels of management. 

Some organisations have adopted innovative and entrepreneurial postures in their operations 

practices, such as trading in High Streets and strategic business opening hours. Generalisations 

can still be made despite sample sizes of the study because of the research tools used. 

Reliability and competence of the informants was ensured resulting in the inherent bias of the 

method contributing to its efficiency thus rendering the method’s robustness even when tested 
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against random probability sampling. Some of the findings were in agreement with other 

research findings mentioned in the literature review and the meta-analysis. 

Nine factors were found to be important for the long- term viability and sustainability of VCS. 

These depended on whether the organisation in question’s main priority was social, economical 

or environmental or a combination of either of the three. The nine most significant factors 

were; Impact of the economy, The market place, Size of the VCS bodies, Number of staff 

employed, Quality and standards, Impact of Government policy changes, Scheme performance, 

Finance and the Charity mentality.  

Economic hardships resulted in reduced funding as well as quality and quantity of donations 

also going down as more people were holding on to larger items for longer periods. This 

resulted in increased competition amongst charities as increase in numbers meant agencies 

were becoming smaller and numerous with small staff compliments thus lacking capacity to 

take on council contracts. Out of the nine factors, four main key factors were identified: The 

approach of the organisations (Charity mentality); management skills and planning; Capacity 

and performance; and the impact of government policies and legislation.  

For furniture and re-use charities, the general consensus was waste management and 

contracted work will always be secondary operations to the principal objectives of collecting 

donated furniture and re-distributing it to those in hardship. According to the FRN, its members 

in 2012/13 re-used 2.7 m items of furniture and electrical equipment; an equivalent of 110 000 

tonnes of waste prevented to be land filled thus contributing to the Government’s sustainability 

agenda. 

Government legislation (e.g. The Public Services Act 2012) and policies in place such as, The 

Government Review of Waste Policy in England (Defra, 2011); promote partnerships between 

local communities and allows local community stakeholders to participate in the decision 

making processes regarding waste management however it was evident due to size and 

competition, that not all community groups were in a position to compete in the legal tender 

processes. In the study waste management tenders and contracts issued by local authorities 

still do not incorporate specific re-use targets and social benefits. Allegations of lack of 

professionalism (e.g. volunteer fatigue, reliance in many cases on one or two key individuals, 

and a lack of knowledge as to how LAs worked and/or unwillingness to work within the 

constraints imposed by accountability and other public sector requirements) within these 

charities to put together business cases as well as the absence of more commercial approaches 

to finance is said to have contributed to their failure to procure contracts, funding as well as 

good quality items (Only one charity amongst the interviewees produced a marketing strategy 

and business plan). 
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It is evident from this that there is a need for a collaborative approach between furniture reuse 

agencies, VCS organisations and policy makers, in order to fulfil the Government’s sustainability 

agenda.  

Recommendations such as redefining the organisation’s mission or core purpose, innovation 

and active partnering with private companies to broaden scope for social value creation and 

joining umbrella bodies in order to increase leverage of resources were drawn up as part of a 

frame work outlining how they could build resilience into their sustainability practices. For FRN, 

evidence suggests a need to explain to VCS the value it provides as well as taking a more active 

role in brokering/procuring materials, particularly large white goods and facilitating the 

negotiation of large contracts. Government and Policy makers need to establish a joined-up 

approach to Local and National Government policies, particularly on re-use, ensuring that 

Waste Management Plan for England makes specific mention of collection and reuse. 

While the findings provide insightful input on the strategies that can be pursued to achieve 

greater organisational sustainability; areas for future studies should assess the impact and 

extend of integrating social value into public sector waste management practices. 
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APPENDIX: 1 
Table 1: Gantt Chart for Proposed Msc Project 

  

 
NAME: JOHN DURURU 
 

      

 
 

      

Task May 2013 June  2013 July  2013 August  2013 September2013 October 2013 

 
Literature review  
 

 
 

     

Finalise aims and objectives  
 

     

Finalise Methods  
 

     

Approval for Ethics and Risk Assessments  
 

     

Conduct Interviews  
 

     

Analysis of data       

 
Develop Framework 
 

      

Write-up of thesis  
 

     

Submission  
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APPENDIX: 2  Questionnaire 
 
 

Introduction 
 

Thank you for agreeing to complete this survey. I am an MSc student at the University 
of Northampton and I am working on a project funded by the Department for Food, 
Environment and Rural affairs (DEFRA) and the Chartered Institution of Wastes 
Management (CIWM) entitled: 
‘Voluntary and Community Sector organisations and the sustainable 
consumption and production agenda in the UK’  
 
It is important that you answer as many questions as possible for comparison 
purposes. This will help me have a more accurate view of the public’s view on 
sustainability of Voluntary and Community Sector organisations. 
 
The research aims to examine the consumption and production practices of the 
voluntary and community sector in the UK and develop a governance framework for 
how these organisations could best build greater resilience into these practices, in 
future. The results are for academic purposes only and at no point in the survey are 
details required that could identify you.  
 
It should take you no more than about 10 minutes to compete and all responses are 
strictly confidential.  
 
If you require further information about this questionnaire, please do not hesitate to get 
in touch. Your contact for the study is:  
Dr. Terry Tudor: Research Team Co-ordinator  
Postal address: School of Science and Technology  
University of Northampton  
St George’s Avenue  
Northampton, NN2 6JD  
United Kingdom  
Telephone: +44 (01604) 893372  
Fax: +44 (01392) 893071  
E-mail: terry.tudor@northampton.ac.uk  
 
Feedback is an important part of any research exercise and so if you’d like to know 
what the results of this study are and the conclusions the researcher’s reach, then 
please write your name and address in the space provided below and we’ll make sure 
you receive written feedback.  
Name ____________________________  
Address 
________________________________________________________________  
E-mail __________________________________________________________ 
  

mailto:terry.tudor@northampton.ac.uk


52 
 

 

Questionnaire 
 

1. Generic questions 
         
Do you recycle?                         
      Yes 
        
      No     
 
Do you reuse your shopping bags 
 or food containers? 
      Yes     
 
      No        
 
Have you ever bought any thing 
 from a charity shop? 
      Yes           
    
      No        

 

2. Shopping at furniture reuse shops 
 
Do you use furniture reuse shops  
to either take your unwanted things 
or to shop from? 
      Yes     
 
      No     
 
 

If yes, which of the following are the main reasons why?  
 
They provide good value: Strongly agree   agree   neutral   disagree   strongly disagree  
 
 
It helps the environment: Strongly agree   agree   neutral   disagree   strongly disagree 
 
 
Its near to where I live   :  Strongly agree  agree   neutral   disagree   strongly  disagree 
 
 

How did you find out about the shop?  Local newspaper   website   family/friend   walked/drove pass it 

 



53 
 

 
 
What kind of items would you donate/buy at the shops? -------------------------------------------- 
 
How often? ------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 

If no, which of the following are the main reasons why? 
I’m not aware of any shops in my local area             :Strongly agree   agree   neutral   disagree   stronglydisagree 

 
 
The things in a reuse shop are not of a good quality :Strongly agree  agree  neutral  disagree    stronglydisagree 

 

 
I prefer to buy new items        :Strongly agree  agree   neutral  disagree    stronglydisagree 

 
 
 

What would encourage you to shop at a furniture reuse shop? 
If I knew what it sold                                                      : Strongly agree agree  neutral   disagree     stronglydisagree 

 
 

If I was convinced that the things were of a good quality 
                                                                                            : Strongly agree agree  neutral  disagree      stronglydisagree 

 
 
 

When you dispose of a sofa what’s your  1st thought? 
                                                                                             : Retail takeback throwaway       Tip       Charity 
 
 

3. General environmental attitudes and beliefs 
 
The amount of things I buy and consume has an impact on the environment 
                                                                                            : Strongly agree  agree  neutral  disagree     stronglydisagree 

 
 
When I shop, I buy things based on how much they cost 
                                                                                             : Strongly agree agree  neutral  disagree    stronglydisagree 
 

 
 
When I shop, I buy things based on quality                 : Strongly agree agree  neutral  disagree    stronglydisagree 
 

 
 
Looking after the environment is other people’s job, not mine 
                                                                                             : Strongly agree agree  neutral  disagree    stronglydisagree 
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4. Socio-demographics 
 
Gender                                                                                   Male  Female 
 

       
 

Which age range do you fall into? 
                                    <15years old  16 – 30years old  31 – 45years old  46 – 60years old  61 – 75years old  >76years old 

 
 

Which of the following best describes your livelihood? 
                                  Student /retired  working full time  working part time  unemployed  
 

Which of the following best describes your house?  
                                                     Terrace           detached       semi-detached                flat         mobile  rented  owned 
 

On average, what is the annual income of your household? 
                                         <£10,000    £10, 000 – 20,000   £20,000 – 30,000    £30,000 – 50, 000   >£50,000 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



55 
 

APPENDIX: 3 INVITATION LETTERS 
 

School of Science and Technology 

The University of Northampton 

      St George‟s Avenue 

      Northampton 

      NN2 6JD 

      

        

XXXX 2013 

 

Dear XXXXX, 

 

I am an MSc student at the University of Northampton and I am working on a project funded by 

the Department for Food, Environment and Rural affairs (DEFRA) and the Chartered Institution 

of Wastes Management (CIWM) entitled: 

„Voluntary and Community Sector organisations and the sustainable consumption and 

production agenda in the UK‟  

The study aims to examine the consumption and production practices of the voluntary and 

community sector in the UK and develop a governance framework for how these organisations 

could best build greater resilience into these practices, in future. My supervisors are Dr Terry 

Tudor and Prof Margaret Bates from the University of Northampton, as well as Mr Craig 

Anderson from the Furniture Reuse Network. 

 

I am writing to invite you to take part in an interview to discuss various aspects of the work of 

VCS organisations.  Given your role and responsibilities within xxxxx, I feel that you will be 

able to make a valuable contribution to the success of the study.   

 

The interview should last for no more than around one hour. Before hand you will be sent a 

Participant Information Sheet (that provides details on the project), consent form and the 

interview schedule. You are free at any stage to opt out of the study. At the end of the project, a 

report compiling all of the key findings will be written. The results (which will be anonymised) 

will also be written up for wider dissemination in academic and industry fora.  

 

I look forward to hearing from you to arrange a mutually agreeable time and place to conduct the 

interview. If you wish further information about the project please feel free to contact the lead 

researcher Dr Terry Tudor at the contacts given below. 

 

Yours sincerely 

John Dururu 

 

 

 

Terry Tudor -  Tel: 01604 893372; Email: terry.tudor@northampton.ac.uk  

 

mailto:terry.tudor@northampton.ac.uk
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Participant Information Sheet (interviews) 
 

Part 1: 

 

Study title: Voluntary and Community Sector organisations and the sustainable 

consumption and production agenda in the UK 

 

You are being invited to participate in an MSc research project that examines how best resilience 

could be built into the practices of Community Sector (VCS) organisations in the UK, and how 

these practices could be made more sustainable. Please take the time to read the following 

information carefully. You may contact the Principal Investigator (Dr Terry Tudor), at the 

contacts below for further information. 

 

What is the purpose of the study? 

 

The study aims to develop a framework of strategies to enable these VCS organisations to most 

effectively continue to facilitate sustainable practices within the community. For example, what 

are the barriers and drivers for the uptake of sustainability practices within the agencies? What 

are the capacity needs which would enable them to effectively promote such practices? What is 

the level of awareness and knowledge amongst individuals within the agencies? 

 

Why have I been chosen? 

 

You have been chosen to participate in this study because through your job you play a vital role 

in the development of sustainability policies and practices within VCS organisations in the UK. 

Your contribution to the outcomes of the study is therefore valuable.  

 

Do I have to take part? 

 

No. You are free to decide whether or not you wish to participate. If you do so, you will be given 

this information sheet to keep and be asked to sign a consent form. You are still free to opt out at 

any time if you so desire, and without giving a reason. 

 

What will happen to me if I take part? 

 

If you do decide to participate in the study you will be asked to take part in an interview. It 

should last for around one hour. Notes will be taken through-out and a request to audio-tape the 

interview made in order to check for points of accuracy. Direct quotes maybe taken from the 

tapes, if deem necessary. In the reporting of any quotes, sources will be anonymised through the 

use of codes rather than any personal details. No names will be used in any reports. Where it is 

necessary, job function will be used. Express permission will be sought in this case, and any 

reference that could be used to potentially identify a site or individual will be shown to verify 

that you are happy for this to form part of any reporting. Any audio recordings and full 

transcripts will be destroyed within three years of the project being completed. 
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Expenses and payments 

 

There are no payments of any kind for participating in this study. 

 

What do I have to do? 

 

You have received this participant information sheet, consent form and interview schedule 

because you have indicated that would be willing to take part in the study. Please read this sheet, 

as well as the interview schedule to ensure that you are fully aware of what is required. Please 

read, complete, sign and return the consent form. Once the consent form has been received, you 

will be contacted to arrange a mutually convenient time, date and venue between you and the 

researcher for the interview.  

 

What is the drug, device or procedure that is being tested? 

 

An interview will be conducted with you. There are no medications being tested. 

  

What are the other possible disadvantages and risks of taking part? 

 

Taking part in the research will take no more than around one hour of your time. No personal 

data are being sought. The findings will be anonymised.  

 

What are the possible benefits of taking part? 

 

Participants will have the opportunity to play a significant role in the development of strategies 

for enhancing the policies and practices of VCS organisations in the UK. 

 

What happens when the study finishes? 

 

When all of the data has been collated and analysed, a report for the funders (the Department for 

Food, Environment and Rural affairs (DEFRA) and the Chartered Institution of Wastes 

Management (CIWM)) will be compiled. In addition, academic and industry publications will be 

written, as well as national seminar presentations. All information will be publically available, 

for example, via the funders‟ websites.  

 

What if there is a problem? 

 

If you have any complaints, please feel free to contact the PI at the contacts given below.  

 

Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential? 

 

No personal details are required for the interviews. All information about your participation in 

this study will be kept confidential. Details are included in Part 2. 
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Contact details: 

 

If you require any further information please contact: 

 

Dr Terry Tudor 

School of Science and Technology 

University of Northampton 

St George‟s Avenue 

Northampton 

NN2 6JD 

Tel: 01604 893372 

Email: terry.tudor@northampton.ac.uk 

 

This completes Part 1 of the Information Sheet. 

 

If the information in Part 1 has interested you and you are considering participation, 

please continue to read the additional information in Part 2 before making any decision. 

 

What if relevant new information becomes available? 

 

Any new information/guidance/findings will be taken into consideration during the project and 

maybe referred to, but will not affect the schedule of this study. 

 

What will happen if I don‟t want to carry on with the study? 

 

If you decide that you no longer wish to participate please inform the PI as soon as possible and 

any information related to you will be destroyed and not included in any reporting of the study. 

 

Harm 

 

In the event that you are harmed during the research and this is due to negligence on the part of 

someone within the project team then you may have grounds for legal compensation against the 

University of Northampton, but you may have to pay your own legal costs. 

 

Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential? 

 

No personal information is required from participants in this study, although with your 

permission, your contribution may be identified by your role within the organisation. If this 

means that you could be identified personally then we can agree a way to refer to the data in a 

manner that maintains your anonymity. 

 

All notes and audio recordings will be held on a pass word only computer and stored in a locked 

filing cabinet at the University of Northampton. All data collection sheets and any audio 

recordings will be destroyed within three years of project completion. 
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What will happen to the results of the research study? 

 

The information that you provide maybe discussed with you to ensure that it accurately reflects 

your views. Key findings maybe submitted to appropriate academic and industry journals and 

conferences. No reference will be made to specific organisations or individuals in the reporting 

of any findings. 

 

Who is organising and funding the research? 

 

The University of Northampton is the lead institution within the project team and the study is 

being funded by DEFRA and the CIWM. 

 

Who has reviewed the study? 

 

The overall approaches have been reviewed by the Ethics Committee of the School of Science 

and Technology, at the University of Northampton, as well as independent reviewers by the 

funders. 

 

If you wish to participate in this research please complete one of the enclosed consent forms 

and return it to me in the enclosed stamped addressed envelope. Please retain this 

participant information sheet and one copy of the consent form for your own records. I will 

contact you to make arrangements to conduct the interview at a mutually convenient time. 

 

Thank you very much for taking the time to read this sheet. 
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CONSENT FORM (interviews) 
Title of Project: 

Voluntary and Community Sector organisations and the sustainable consumption and production 

agenda in the UK 

 

Name of student: 

John Dururu 

 

Name of lead researcher: 

Dr Terry Tudor  

 

  Please tick in the boxes 

1. I confirm that I have read and understood the Participant Information Leaflet 

dated March 2013 (Version 1) for the above study. 

 

   

2.  I understand that my participation is voluntary and I am free to withdraw at any 

time 

 

   

3. 

  

I understand that the information I disclose may be utilised in an anonymised 

format in the final report, as well as academic/industry publications and seminar 

presentations 

 

   

4.  I understand that the interview will be audio recorded  

   

5.  I understand that the study may not directly improve the sustainability of 

practices within the voluntary and community sector 

 

   

6.  

 

 

I am willing to participate in this research  

 

________________________ ________________ ____________________ 

Name of Participant  Date Signature 

 

 

_________________________ ________________ ____________________ 
Researcher   Date  Signature 

 

 

Once completed, please keep one copy and return the original to: 

 

Dr Terry Tudor 

School of Science and Technology, 

University of Northampton. Northampton. NN2 6JD 
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APPENDIX: 4  

VCS organisations‟ questions 

 

Capacity 

 

What category/items of furniture do you primarily collect? 

 

What is the geographical range of your collection? i.e. from how wide a range do you collect? 

 

Approximately how many tonnes of furniture does your organisation manage (i.e. collect and 

sell) within a given year? 

 

Within the next year and five years, how many tonnes would you like to be managing? 

 

What are the key resources that you would require in order to manage ... tonnes within a year and 

... tonnes within five years? 

 

Scheme performance 

 

Has the economic recession impacted upon your business/servives, and if so, how? 

 

What key performance indicators do you measure the performance/objectives of your scheme? 

 

On average, how much do you turnover annually? 

 

- <£50,000 

- £50,000 – 100,000 
- £100,000 – 250,000 
- >£250, 000 

How do you keep your records? 

 

Quality standards 

 

How do you ensure the quality standards and added value of the products you sell? 

 

Does your organisation undertake any refurbishment/repair activities? 

 

Management skills and planning 

 

How many full time and voluntary staff do you have?   

 

How do you ensure that you and your staff get the opportunity to regularly update your 

knowledge and skills sets? 

 

Do you plan your future activities based on a detailed strategic/business plan? 

 

In future, which reuse/recycling activities do you envisage the organisation getting into and why?  
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What Government/council initiatives/policies have you found to be most beneficial/restrictive? 

 

How are Government/council contracts conducted in your area? 

 

What measures could Government/your council implement to ensure your long term viability? 

 

Partnership 

 

Are you a member of any networks? 

 

Do you work in partnership with any other organisation? If so, what is the nature of the 

partnership? 

 

Do you perform any related activities as an organisation? (e.g. as a community centre, or adult 

learning facility) 

 

Innovation 

 

Do you believe that being innovative plays any significant role in the viability of your 

organisation? If so, in what way? 

 

How do you sell/market your items? (e.g. via a shop, a website, a van, a combination of the 

above) 

 

Do you use any form of technology to either collect or sell your items? (e.g. a website, 

Facebook, Twitter)  
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Policy makers‟ questions 

 

1. What are some of the key Government initiatives that have been put in place 
to encourage the 3Rs (reduce/reuse/recycling) amongst the general public, in 

England/the UK? 
 

2. What role(s) are voluntary and community sector (VCS) organisations 
supposed to play in this? 

 

3. Approximately what is market contribution of VCS organisations, in 

England/the UK, in terms of financial value and diversion tonnages? 
 

4. What support mechanisms are there to support them in this role? 
 

5. How are furniture reuse VCS organisations contracted (e.g. via tenders, 

subcontracted via other organisations)? 
 

6. Generally, are these contracts short, medium or long term? 
 

7. What might be some of the key issues that would impact upon the long-term 

survival of VCS organisations? 
 

8. Which of the factors below, if any would you consider to be key to the long 
term viability of VCS organisations: 

 

- Capacity 
- Partnerships 

- Innovation 
- Scheme performance 

- Quality standards 
- Management skills and planning 
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APPENDIX: 5 Interview Transcripts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Voice file name: Interview 1 

Key: 
I:  Interviewer 

R:   Respondent 

R2:  Respondent 2 

s.l.  sounds like 
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I: The first question is on the category or items of furniture you primarily collect. 

   

R: Essentially we collect almost any household furniture or household item apart from gas 

appliances and microwaves.  Anything that‟s suitable for reuse; the reason we don‟t collect gas 

and microwaves is the testing and the fact that it costs more to test a microwave than we could 

get for it, so we don‟t have facilities, whereas white goods as in fridges, freezers, cookers; 

electrical ones, we can test those, function test them and safety test them and we‟re all approved 

for that, so we can offer a safe product. So that covers beds/dining room furniture/suites etc. I 

mean there‟s so downstairs you can have a look, but there‟s all sorts of things: exercise bikes, 

office furniture, mirrors, bric-a-brac, pictures, tea-towels. 

 

R2: Essentially, there‟s not a lot, if it‟s in your house there‟s not a lot that we wouldn‟t 

collect. So everything essentially, the only thing we wouldn‟t collect, as Janet said, are the things 

like microwaves, certain electrical items and any gas appliances because of the intrinsic danger 

in testing them, and microwaves because as Janet says they are too expensive to test. Other than 

that, as long as it‟s in a reusable condition, i.e. it‟s not a pile of wood, we‟ll take anything, 

because the easiest way we look at it, and the way we say to people when they ask us what we 

want is: “Well, if you‟ve got it in your house, somebody else might want it in their house.” 

That‟s the easiest thing, from a teaspoon to a 3-piece-suite, or the biggest item in your house and 

everything in between, and bizarre objects.  

 

 We only usually say no to things that are either quite often electrical items that are so old 

that nobody‟s ever going to want them.  

 

R: But we do take small electrical things like that for recycling, but they wouldn‟t be for 

reuse. 

 

R2: We do get bizarre things in, and people asking for strange things. “Yes, I bought this in 

1937 and the handle has fallen off, have you got a handle that will match it?” It doesn‟t always 

work like that; everything is the easiest answer. 

 

I: And the geographical area you cover is it just Bedfordshire?   

   

R: Essentially it‟s Central Bedfordshire; you‟re aware of Luton and Bedford being separate 

to Central Bedfordshire. We‟re really Central Bedfordshire but do collect and sell to Luton as 

well, because we have a lot of customers come from Luton being just up the road, because we‟ve 

got this side and we‟ve got Biggleswade as well. But then Biggleswade we get customers coming 

from Cambridge and Hertfordshire sometimes. 

 

R2: So yes essentially it is Central Bedfordshire or Central Bedfordshire Project, then the 

areas that touch that close by so: Bedford, Luton, Hertfordshire, Cambridgeshire. And 

occasionally we touch into Buckinghamshire but not very often, because we‟re not far from 

Buckinghamshire, in fact Buckinghamshire is probably only- 

 

R: Yes, the other side of Leighton Buzzard is Buckinghamshire. 
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R2: So we will touch into the edges of that, but the core is Central Bedfordshire. And we 

always say Central Bedfordshire, despite the fact that we still think it‟s Bedfordshire and 

everybody else calls it that, but because we talk to the local authorities they get, and you 

probably come across this, they get very sensitive about, “No, we‟re Central Bedfordshire. 

They‟re Luton and they‟re Bedford and we‟re not even in the same…”  

 

R: But we do have customers, we have customers from Newcastle have come and bought, 

not big pieces of furniture, they tend to be visiting somebody in the area and they come along, 

and we‟ve also got customers in Cornwall that have been here visiting people, they‟ve come 

along and bought, but again, not big pieces furniture because we don‟t deliver there, it wouldn‟t 

be worth it. And London we have sometimes, you know if friends come and visit and they come 

and shop here, but essentially it‟s Central Beds. 

 

R2: It‟s Central Bedfordshire. I mean on our bit we just say „Central Bedfordshire and 

Surrounding Areas‟ and that‟s the easiest way, that‟s how we describe it. 

 

I: And areas around Luton or Dunstable, or Central Bedfordshire and Biggleswade – 

is there any difference, in terms of items and quantity?   

 

R2: Yes, there is.  If very briefly, if I go back to the beginning of when we set up the project, 

Kathy and I worked at a furniture project in Luton, we went to set up the project in Biggleswade; 

we spoke to a lot of people and the consensus, the view was that why set up a furniture project 

where we did, because the view was that it was a fairly affluent area – Luton not, Dunstable not, 

Houghton Regis, but where we went it was. And it is true that where we are in Biggleswade we 

are surrounded by very affluent small towns and villages, and the middle of Central Bedfordshire 

does have lots of, you know from here, the bits that aren‟t the huge conurbation that is Luton and 

Dunstable, there are some very wealthy places, and just outside Dunstable, because all the rich 

people move out of town, that‟s what they do. I mean we moved out. That is the general view – 

the fact is that as you probably know from what you‟ve done and what you‟ve seen that there 

will always be areas of deprivation and areas of need in every town, even the most wealthy 

towns, there‟s always somebody that‟s poorer than everybody else, and I think that‟s mainly the 

village that I live in. There‟s Range Rovers and Bentley‟s where I live- 

 

R: And your old car! 

 

R2: Yes, I pull in with my car they ask me to move on! But anyway, there is a difference; the 

customers that we get in this shop are different from … not, on the whole there is the same 

customers but we tend to get more people from the villages there and here because we‟re right 

next door to Luton we get more people that are in need, let‟s say. So yes there‟s a definite 

difference between … we do see a difference, we‟ll go back to the question about there is a 

difference in the geographical area. 

 

I: And the items as well?   

   

R2: In the items definitely; we will get, and again we were talking about this recently and at 

DEFRA as well on Monday, that we will get a 6-month, and we have had a 6-month old leather 



67 
 

suite donated to us because the person who had bought it, the lady of the house, decided it was 

the wrong colour. It was brand new, it was thousands of pounds worth of leather suite, it was the 

wrong colour so she gave it to us and went and bought a new one. We don‟t get that every day in 

Luton, or Dunstable, or even every year, that is a rare occurrence but that gives you an example 

of the level of things people give.  

 

 And quite often some of the quality, and again we will get given things like occasional or 

dining suites that we know that are worth a lot of money but we can‟t sell them for what they‟re 

worth, because we know the market, we know they will sit there. If we say that‟s worth £500, 

and put £500, it will still be there in 6 months‟ time or a year‟s time, but we get given them 

because people have got the money to buy them in the first place. They go, “Oh, I‟ve got some 

more now.” So yes, we do get a breadth of quality of items, although going back to the quality, 

we‟ll still only take to a certain standard; we get offered a lot of rubbish but we won‟t take it. 

The furniture has to meet a minimum standard, not necessarily in the fact that it cost £1,000, but 

a minimum standard in the terms of it‟s good, bad or otherwise; it‟s a good piece of furniture it‟s 

still useable, that‟s fine. The fact that it might only have cost £50 it‟s still worth … so the quality 

does vary across the county.  

 

And we can sometimes tell where things have come from. If you walked into a shop, you know I 

could go down there and say, “I bet that came from the other shop.” And that is a bit of 

generalisation; there is good and bad in both areas. 

 

R: I do think sometimes in Biggleswade people can afford to buy for example a nice 

occasional table because it is very nice and it looks nice rather than because they need a table. 

 

R2: Things are changing now and this might come out later on in some of your other 

questions, but we had customers and we would describe customers as those that needed to shop 

with us, and those that wanted to shop with us. The ones that want have usually got some money, 

they‟re just looking for either a bargain, because everybody likes a bargain, or something to fit a 

certain hole or an old piece of furniture or something like that, so they‟re looking for something 

specific. But people that need to come to us are the people that have got nothing, that need some 

furniture, that need a bed, that need something to sit on. People that want are not necessarily 

always looking for the beds and things like that, they‟ve already got all those things it‟s just 

something nice to go in the corner over there or something nice for their holiday home or 

something like that.  

 

 Having said that the differential is dropping now, we‟re getting more people that need to 

come to us, which goes back to your later question about the economy, that‟s definitely made a 

difference. 

 

I: And it terms of quantities, how do you quantify the amount you collect in a year; do 

you quantify it in terms of items or in tonnage?  

 

R2: Tonnage; both, we track every single item that comes through our door. We have a 

software package on our system; we run a piece of software called „Palace‟ which you may or 

may not have come across with other projects. We use „Palace‟ so we literally know the history 
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of every single item. I can tell you where this table came from, when it was collected; possibly 

even who collected it and obviously I know where its current location is – so yes, so if you take 

the story of a piece of furniture: you phone me up, you say you‟ve got a 3-piece-suite, I say, 

“What‟s your name? What‟s your address?” I put you on the computer, we book a van job in. 

The van comes in, the van picks the stuff up, it brings it back; it may need cleaning, it will be 

cleaned. A stock label will put on it. 

 

R: Behind you on that chair. 

 

R2: That‟s a typical stock label, individual unique number, unique barcode, the pricing and a 

description of what it is, every single item that comes through our door.  Oh, sorry every single 

item of furniture will be stocked-in; smaller items although they come in they don‟t get barcodes. 

If it‟s worth a pound it isn‟t going to get something like that on it, but we still know of its 

existence. 

 

R: It gets logged as „bric-a-brac‟ or something, you know, a box of „bric-a-brac‟ a bag of 

„bric-a-brac‟, but the weights we use, the tonnages are FRN, have you heard of FRN Furniture 

Reuse Network? They are like given weights, you know average weights. 

 

R2: The standard average weights that most other projects use, so that‟s how we track it. So 

we track the tonnage, the track the items; we can tell you how many items we collected, we can 

tell you the tonnage of them, because „Palace‟ will tell us the history. So when the table came in, 

when it went out, who bought it, how much, how long it sat in the shop for etc. 

  

I: Approximately how many times do you collect for the 2 centres?   

   

R2: We collect roughly about 30 tonnes a month, give or take, but on average about 30 tonnes 

a month.  

 

I: For both places?  

 

R2: Between the 2 sites. 

 

R: We‟ve had currently up until the last week or so, couple of weeks, we‟ve had like one 

van working between the 2 sites, but we will come onto that; we‟ve recently employed another 

driver so we are actually increasing the number of days we‟re going out collecting, so it‟s likely 

that tonnage will rise, because there is the demand there. 

 

I: Because you‟ve got the 2 places and your 2 places are completely different, I have 

some interest in really trying to find out which one brings in more, the Biggleswade or-? 

    

R2: Biggleswade brings in more money and the simple reason for that is it‟s been there 5 ½ 

years; it‟s established, it‟s well-known. This, we‟ve been in this building- 

 

R: Middle of September. 
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R2: -But this site is catching up very quickly in terms of income generation this site is 

catching up with Biggleswade. Biggleswade has always done more because everybody knows 

about it, not everybody but if you‟ve got 5 years‟ of reputation or 6 months‟, then one is going to 

do more. What this site has is that it‟s bigger but also we‟re right next door to the largest 

concentration of people in Bedfordshire and Luton; there‟s 200,00+ people there; in the rest of 

the county they are all spread out. So Biggleswade is working to the spread out bit, and here 

we‟re working to 300,000 people within- 

 

R: 5 miles. 

 

R2: 5 miles. 

 

R: Well, 10 miles. 

 

I: Here you might have 200,000-300,000 within 5 miles, but the input, the amount of 

stuff you collect, do you collect more from-?  

 

R2: We collect more from Biggleswade. We collect more and we sell more, but again that is 

down to the fact that we are established there; more people know about us. So despite we‟ve got 

a bigger potential market here, not all of those people know about it yet. By the end of the year a 

lot more of those people will know about us, and in terms of business and your question about 

business strategy and plans right at the end, our aim for this site, for this year, is that it will 

overtake Biggleswade, that is our strategic objective, one of the many, but one of our strategic 

objectives for the next, for this 12-month period is that this site will overtake the other; because it 

needs to, because it costs a lot to run a building this big. 

 

R: And this showroom is bigger. 

 

R2: It‟s double the size of the other showroom, although we have more room over there 

because we have 3 buildings, we have a warehouse as well. 

 

I: Within the next year and 5 years, how many tonnes would you like to be managing? 

   

R2: Tonnes? 

 

I: Yes.  

 

R2: I think I‟ve put- 

 

R: You‟ve put 400 tonnes, at least within 12 months. And 600 tonnes plus within 5 years, 

and we believe that‟s eminently achievable, just because of the growth we‟ve seen here and 

because of the demand, we know there‟s demand. 

 

I: And will this be within your capacity or are you expecting to expand as well? 
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R2: We may well expand, but based on the capacity that we have right now we should be able 

to handle that. The only expansion we may look to in terms of additional asset would be possibly 

another van, but a bigger van, certainly to handle the larger volumes; there are other reasons for 

that as well, if for no other reason if we‟ve got 2 sites it‟s easier to move a lot of furniture 

between the 2 sites in one larger van than 2 journeys in a smaller van. 

 

 We are running 2 vans right now with 2 crews, if we had a third van then the crew to run 

that as well. Other than that the sites that we have and the space that we have should be able to 

handle that sort of increase in volume. Like I said the Biggleswade site, the shop itself is about a 

half to a third of the size of the one here, but what we do have is a warehouse exactly the same 

size over there that can hold a lot more stock than it‟s currently holding. We have another 

building there that is offices and training rooms as well. And here, I don‟t know how long you 

spent walking through the shop, it looks quite full but it‟s not; we know we can get a lot more in 

here – it‟s spread out quite generously down there and it‟s all at one level as well, so for instance 

sofas we can rack them so you cut down straight away 50% of the … so you put, instead of 

having it laid out across the corner you just stack them  up, and then you can get twice as many 

in the same bit. But we don‟t need to do that here because we‟ve got lots of flat space. As time 

goes on we will go upwards and we will get more creative about using the space, right now we 

just spread it out.  

 

R: Because we only had the one van between the 2 sites, and we‟ve only just employed 

another van driver crew, so that‟s why we‟ve just … so we can get more stuff in. 

 

R2: And partly although we‟ve filled this space in 6 months we came from a smaller shop, 

that‟s part of the growth plans anyway, we wouldn‟t move here if we weren‟t going to grow. 

Despite the fact that we got what we had, but the plan is we have to grow, the building and all 

the costs that come with it are greater than where we were before, so we have to grow – we will 

grow, that‟s our plan, and we are. 

 

I: And the key resources that you require to manage your-  

 

R2: Which would be again the assets would be staff front. 

 

R: Yes, another van crew and a bigger van. 

 

R2: Just basically a van and its crew. You know if we went into the details we would be able 

to come up with other things, but generally speaking we have most of the other things in place; 

we may need one or two bits and pieces of smaller things, but the biggest thing we would need 

would be the capacity to bring more in, and to bring more in you need the vehicle and to get it 

out. Although we‟re very good at making the vehicles we have, work, which is why, although we 

have 2 vans we had 1 crew and used them random 5 or 6 days a week and that‟s what we do. 

Some organisations that we know have a fleet of 5 or 6 vans but they‟re not all working all the 

time, which is just a waste of time and money then. 

 

I: And utilisation.   
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R2: So we try and go the other way, and then when we‟ve got to the point of right, we 

definitely have a need for another one then we‟ll take it on. 

 

R: Also, having the 2 vans gave us the option if there was perhaps a company wanted to 

donate a large amount, for example Paul drives a van, shop staff drive a van, General Manager 

drives a van. As well as the van being out on the road collecting they can go and do that with the 

second van, so they can step in and people are flexible. 

 

R2: Probably lots of other projects do the same, it‟s a necessity thing – we don‟t have the 

luxury of having staff that we don‟t need, that sounds … we‟ve both worked in … because we‟re 

a community interest company, I don‟t know if you‟re aware we‟re a CIC, not a charity, we 

cover our costs from the business that we do. We don‟t have other people propping us up, we 

don‟t have grant funding, we‟re not awash with my, we run like a business. This shop has to 

make enough money to pay the staff, its rent, its £2,000 a month gas bill, it has to make that 

money to pay it out. No-body else is giving us the money so we will only ever have what we 

need. We have enough staff to do what we need to do, but the staff that we have are very 

flexible, like I say I have this notionally luxury of sitting here in my office but if Simon who 

briefly came in then he was our General Manager he was off sick yesterday, now if he had been 

off sick today I would have been working in the shop. 

 

R: And the lady who works in the shop would have been out on the vans. 

 

R2: I would have been out on a van. 

 

R: If you didn‟t have a bad back. 

 

R2: If I didn‟t have a dodgy back. But, the curse of working in a furniture project, but yes 

that‟s what we do, we don‟t have assets that are not doing anything, our assets: people and 

physical items do the job they do, when we need another one we‟ll get one.  

 

I: So what you‟re saying is you need to strike a balance on the number of people you 

employ and what you get and the income you get?  

 

R2: Yes, we‟re not going to have people … you know, most of our staff and I‟m going to pick 

on Janet here, in some way will bring something into the business, either by working in the shop 

or bringing stuff in. Janet is, sounds terrible, Janet is luxury, but a necessary luxury. Janet is our 

Communications Manager but Janet‟s job is to make us grow by marketing us and announcing 

our presence to the world, so as we grow because of what Janet does then she is contributing to 

the business, but Janet actually doesn‟t do anything else … well, Janet does occasionally go and 

work in the shop when we‟re really desperate. Not that she can‟t run the shop but she‟s not paid 

to do that, she‟d get chased away, that‟s not what she‟s supposed do; she has a specific role; we 

all have specific roles.  

 

 We won‟t employ staff just because we, you know, if somebody said, “Oh, we‟ll give 

you a grant of £20,000 for a van driver.” We would say, “Thank you, but we don‟t need one.” 

We‟re not just going to take somebody‟s money, take a van driver on and then go, “Well, wait to 
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see what we need.” That‟s not what we do. We might say, “A project down the road needs a van 

driver and some money, go and give it to them.” We won‟t take and use what we don‟t need, 

because that‟s sort our ethos. 

 

I: On your scheme performance has the recession has an impact on the business 

positive or negative?   

   

R: We‟ve actually grown. We think this is, although people are hanging onto furniture 

longer, obviously because of the economy, because we‟ve been running a DEFRA community 

challenge over the last 12 months that‟s helped us increase our marketing and go to communities 

and parish councils and town councils and go to places locally and get them involved in helping 

to get their residents on board to donate and/or buy furniture, and that‟s helped us grow. 

 

 So it‟s actually good news – we‟ve actually employed several people in the last year, as 

well as me, a van driver, another warehouse staff, shop assistant and somebody else, so, we‟ve 

employed more people in the last 12 months than we had, which does buck the current trend. 

Also more people are wanting more stuff for less – money is tight – so they are trying to get the 

most for they can for their money, which you can understand, it‟s very hard, things are very 

expensive. 

 

R2: Simon will probably come up in a minute because I‟m going to kick them out. 

 

R: And also even employed people are finding it difficult, so employed people are buying 

reused items, if their hours are cut, wages are cut, salaries aren‟t going up, costs are going up. 

Something we do that not all organisations do we offer 2 level pricing, so you will see on the 

label there are 2 prices and that‟s a standard and a supported. And the reason for that the 

percentages are going to change slightly next month, but the reason for that is to help people on 

low incomes and that‟s not just people on benefits, that‟s people on Working Tax Credits; 

because we actually appreciate that a lot of the time if you‟re working but you‟re on minimum 

wage or not much more you can be no better off than somebody on benefits, so they get 

supported membership and so do elderly people. And then if you‟re not on low income you pay 

the standard price. 

 

 We run as a membership scheme because we‟re trading on an industrial estate and it has 

an impact on our rates, i.e. it saves us a fortune. But it‟s a pound to join as a standard member, 

that pound we don‟t keep it goes to a hardship fund. And as a supported member it‟s free, we just 

need a proof of income, so it‟s not prohibitive; most people can afford a pound a year to join 

because they‟ve saved more than that with one visit. And that‟s quite unusual. 

 

 I think the 2 pricing and the software, the level of monitoring we‟ve got and data 

collection with our software are 2 of our big USPs.  Because the main 2 points of our company 

is: to provide affordable furniture for people whether they are on low incomes or not, and the 

other one is to divert bulky waste from landfill and they both fit in, so that‟s what we do. 

Economic recession – what else have we got, Paul? 
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R2: Well, just essentially what you‟ve said that anecdotally speaking to lots of other projects 

nationally, the furniture reuse projects, some of their donations are down and as Janet says are 

donations are rising. The donations and the customers are rising, maybe not at the same pace, but 

they‟re certainly keeping up to meet the demand right now, but we definitely need more 

donations. And there is as I said earlier on, there are more people now coming in out of 

necessity. People are getting more conscious about what they spend their money on, so looking 

for better value. But also there are more people that don‟t even have, that just don‟t have the 

choice to say, “Well, I‟ll save a bit here.” Because they don‟t have anything to save, so the 

number of people that are actually coming in that have got next to nothing, or nothing, is rising 

and that we know will carry on rising as of this month, because without getting into the politics 

of it or anything like that, since the social reform changes this month that the government have 

brought in that‟s having an effect and we are getting referral clients on a daily basis now, where 

we weren‟t getting them on a daily basis. Referral clients are clients are basically we have our 

normal customers, so the customers that come in that are eligible for the standard price; 

supported price being anybody on benefits. And a referral client is somebody that may come 

from some department within a social services department, so it could be domestic violence or 

whatever it is, but somebody has been sent to us by an agency saying, the agency are maybe 

going to pay for the furniture: “This person has been rehoused; they‟ve got absolutely nothing 

apart from the clothes they‟re standing up in, and they need „X, Y & Z‟ can you provide it?” And 

we will, “Yes. And who is paying for it?” 

 

 Because again going back to the, much as we would like to, the fact that we are a CIC 

and we have to run like a business, much as we would love to give everybody in need a free 

piece of furniture or a free house of furniture, we would probably last a month. All the money 

would be gone and we have given it all away and, “I‟m sorry landlord we can‟t…” so yes, we 

would probably last a month and that‟s literally just to empty the building. We can‟t do that, so 

somebody has to pay. 

 

 But the number of people that are coming to us that literally have nothing is rising, from 

1 or 2 a week to at least 1 a day. 

 

R: And also agencies that do sign up, such as Social Services etc. get a special discount and 

we quite often throw in things. You know if they buy a bed we will throw in a duvet, pillow, 

covers and a few kitchen utensils etc. in with it. We do occasionally also give furniture away, but 

we can‟t afford to give furniture to everybody who needs it. 

 

R2: If we‟ve got something that‟s been sitting around a while and yes, (inaudible 00:32:16) 

you can have that as well, because we appreciate people‟s situations. And at the end of the day 

sometimes we do feel like we need to, and we are a socially minded business as well so we do, 

do the extra, go the little extra with; we just can‟t do it for everybody and all the time, but we 

will always do what we can when we can. 

 

 Economy is definitely having an effect on us; more people coming through the door with 

less money and we get a lot of people the prices are too high or this or that or the other but we 

have to price them as we see fit. 
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I: That‟s one of the reasons why a lot of people I was asking on the street the pricing in 

some of the reuse centres is too high, it‟s almost comparable to what is in the shops.  

R: We‟re aware of that. 

 

R2: We‟re aware and we get told that. In fact on the back of this DEFRA thing we did an 

online survey 3 weeks ago and some of the points were along those lines. There are a number of 

reasons for that, in our case why the prices are what they are, we know the value of things we 

know what they are worth, and we know what the market will sustain. We‟re not there to rip 

people off, we‟re there to sell the items at a reasonable price because at the end of the day we 

have a business to run; we‟re not here to make a profit, that‟s it, but we have to make enough 

money to actually be here tomorrow. 

 

 A lot of people have this concept that you‟re given something, all the furniture is given to 

us, it‟s free, so why can‟t you give it away? Well, that‟s not quite how business works, because 

we could show them how much it costs to rent a building this big, how much the gas bill is, not 

that it‟s relevant necessarily to this. But our gas bill in January to heat this building was £2,500 

for one month. So you have to sell a lot of furniture to pay that gas bill, and we do appreciate the 

fact that people have got not a lot of money. I mean I‟m not, you know, I‟m not wealthy the fact 

I‟m a Director and Kathy‟s a Director. We could both leave here and get better jobs paying us a 

lot more, we don‟t do it for that reason. We get paid yes, but we could go elsewhere and earn 

more. So we‟re in the same sort of situation, we appreciate why they would say that, but at the 

same time, and sometimes yes they are comparable and quite often it might be 10 years old and it 

will still be standing where it is in another 10 years and the one that they‟ve just bought from 

Argos for the same price will not be lasting the year out, but they don‟t always appreciate that 

always. 

 

 The price is a reasonable price, and if you put it side by side with something they‟ll go, 

“Look at that. And look at that.” But we get the same. And again people are always looking for a 

bargain and if you are desperate and I‟ve got 50p and I want a 3-piece-suite – so we do get that, 

not all the time, that is easily balanced out and more so by the people saying, “This is fantastic. 

Oh, that‟s a bargain.” There‟s more people to say that to us than the ones that go, “That‟s a rip 

off.” We get more of the positive than the negative, but then we‟re nice people as well. 

 

I: So on an average what‟s your turnover for the 2 places?   

   

R2: Furniture sales across the 2 sites for the last 12 months of unpublished accounts is about 

£380,000, our overall turnover is higher than that but furniture sales is about £380,000.  

 

I: For both places?  

 

R2: Across both places. 

 

R: But then this hasn‟t been open for a year, this site. 

 

I: You said this one has been opened since September?   
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R2: September 13
th

 we opened here 2012.  We did have another shop in Dunstable, a smaller 

shop which was about a fifth if not less than the size of this; in fact our bric-a-brac section is 

about the same size-  

 

I: I‟ve been to that one.  

 

R2: Right, so you will know that … we closed that and we had no site in Dunstable for 

(inaudible; over-talking 00:37:35) we shut that one down and then spent some time getting this 

ready, or Simon spent a lot of time getting this place ready. 

 

R: Spent weeks here painting. 

 

I: And your record-keeping I take it, it‟s purely like a commercial business?   

   

R2: Yes. 

 

R: That‟s one of our strengths actually. 

 

R2: We are run a commercial organisation, we have to. And that‟s one of the reasons we are a 

CIC, we will live and die by our own … we won‟t be relying on somebody else‟s money, 

somebody else‟s way of doing things; we do what we do the way we do it. And though we say it 

ourselves we‟ve proven that our way of doing things works. 

 

R: Because funding is great, I mean DEFRA funding has helped us with marketing, but a lot 

of reuse companies rely almost solely on funding and that‟s not sustainable in the long-term. You 

have to be able to make money otherwise you‟re just constantly using up company resources.  

 

R2: There are other projects, and I won‟t name names, there are other projects that are of a 

comparable size to us, possibly slightly smaller now, that have got more staff, more vehicles; 

turnover probably slightly more than us, but their costs are greater than their income, we know 

their costs are greater than their income. But because they are part of a larger charitable 

organisation they are propped up by that, so we can‟t be and won‟t be. And as Janet says we will 

get grant income; if our van died tomorrow we haven‟t got enough money to buy a new van, so 

we might go to somebody and say, “Can we have a grant for a new van?” but that‟s specifically 

for that purpose, it‟s not to pay Janet‟s wages. None of our staff‟s wages are paid by anybody 

outside, they are paid by the business. If we had a very specific need for somebody to do a very 

specific task then we may get some money to do that, but in terms of the core business that‟s 

how we do it, because that‟s like a proper business and that‟s how you sustain a business; we‟ve 

built the business to be sustainable.  

 

We have good times and we have bad times like every business. We have had some sort of … 

well, the 2 Directors, Kathy and I we left salaried positions and it took us 8 months to get paid 

again, from the point of being my last salary to the point of being paid again was 8 months; with 

Kathy it was longer because she had left earlier and she was doing the preliminary works and 

doing a bit of consultancy work to bring some money in for herself. But from the point of me 

leaving my previous job to my first pay cheque here it was 8 months. 
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R: And that‟s choosing to leave, it‟s not being made redundant, so it shows the commitment. 

 

R2: We didn‟t know that was going to happen though. My wife would not have let me do it if 

I had said that because I left my job in September and I said, “Oh, don‟t worry by Christmas I‟ll 

be back earning the same sort of money again.” Although I was earning money it took 2 years 

just to get back to the salary that I had left, and then it took me another 2 years, Kathy and I, to 

move beyond that, and not a lot beyond it but at least to reward a little bit. And our value, 

although we say it ourselves, we think our value in the marketplace out there to another 

organisation is infinitely more than we get here, but a lot of the other staff know that as well, but 

that‟s the good thing about a lot of our staff that want to work here. 

R: Yes, it‟s not just a job to be honest, I didn‟t come here just for a job, I had a job anyway 

that I liked, but half the staff here know Paul and Kathy anyway, and they know what we‟re all 

about and they actually want to be involved in this sort of project, and that makes a hell of a 

difference because people really put their best into it and it does make a difference. And I think 

as well as the 2 other USPs I mentioned, I think staff and their commitment is crucial, vital 

throughout. 

 

R2: Of our current full-time staff Kathy and I worked in the past with half of them in other 

organisations. We have brought staff in that we know have the same ethos, belief and 

importantly, the ability to do the job that we want them to do – we went looking for Janet! 

 

R: You didn‟t have to look very far. 

 

R2: We didn‟t have to look very far, but we did actually … Janet was headhunted. We knew 

we needed somebody to fit a certain position and we knew the person out there that would fit 

what we did and so we ended up getting the right person, but we prompted her to apply for the 

job.  And the staff value that as well the fact that we value them. 

 

I: Moving onto quality standards, she did mention briefly how you do, but how do you 

ensure your quality standards and if you add any value to the projects yourself how do you 

go about it?  

 

R2: In terms of quality then from a general legal, compliance level we have to comply legally 

with everything so you‟ve got things like Sales of Goods Act, Trade Descriptions; we comply 

with the lot. That‟s if you like the minimum quality standard is to comply with the lot. And we‟re 

also, and again Janet may have said, that we‟re Trading Standards approved; we are certainly the 

only organisation of our type in Bedfordshire that are Trading Standards approved, and we were 

the first furniture reuse project nationally to be Trading Standards approved; there are others now 

but we were the first one to have a Trading Standards approved – all our paperwork has been 

across the local Trading Standards, so we‟ve got the Trading Standards. If you look on Central 

Beds Trading Standards under „used goods‟ there is only one company – us. So that‟s another 

quality standard that we work towards. 

 

 In terms of the business side of things you‟ve heard about the FRN, we are an approved 

reuse centre; we‟re an ARC. We pass our standards, and again it sounds like we‟re always 
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bigging ourselves up, the assessor said we‟re in the top 5% in terms of our operating standards 

and the way we do things, the top 5% of furniture projects nationally; we passed at the highest 

level. We could have got higher, we could have got one or 2 things better but we didn‟t actually 

do those things or in certain areas we couldn‟t have got better than we did because we weren‟t 

doing certain things. He said we passed at a very high standard; our practices, our way of doing 

things, so from a quality point of view. 

 

 In terms of the actual furniture, the actual things that we get then we set our standards, 

I‟m going to say we set our standards very high, we do set our standards very high; we don‟t set 

them in the highest sense that we will only take the best furniture in the world, we are only going 

to have G Plan and Ercol, but the standard has to be, and we say this to people, it‟s quite simple – 

“Would you have it in your house?” and if somebody says, “Well, I wouldn‟t.” “Well why are 

you picking it up to give it to somebody else if you wouldn‟t have it?” And it‟s a simple thing. 

Or other times we will say to them, “If you‟re not sure and you think you have to ask me or 

Kathy or Simon whether we should pick it up, then you‟ve answered the question because you 

think it‟s not quite good enough.” So we tell them. We do have things that you look at and you 

go, “Well, that‟s not … that‟s a bit…” but then we‟ve got a breadth of people wanting things for 

different reasons and different price points, so we will have a £5 dining table downstairs, but it‟s 

still functional; it might not be the nicest dining table in the world but it will still have all the 

right number of legs and it will be sturdy, but it may not be pretty. 

 

 What we won‟t pick up is somebody that says, “Well, it‟s a fantastic table,” and it might 

be fantastic, “but one of the legs is broken, you can fix that.” No, we can‟t, or we could but what 

we won‟t do going back to adding something to an item is we will clean them, we will polish 

things, what we won‟t do is spend vast amounts of time repairing because it‟s not cost effective. 

If you spend an hour of somebody‟s time fixing a table that value has to be added onto the cost 

of the table. So if it‟s cost you £20 to fix it and the table was going to be £40 you‟ve got to add 

another £20 on – is somebody actually going to give you £60 for that table when if you‟d left it 

as it was you might have got £40 for it and saved an hour of somebody‟s time; so we‟re realistic 

about repairs. 

 

 If something‟s missing a handle, if this comes in with a handle missing and we have a 

matching handle that‟s 5 minutes, literally, that‟s worth it because it‟s cost pennies to fix. So we 

know where we will go with adding value to an item. Little things – we‟ve got some fancy 

polish, not your normal everyday household polish, we have fancy polish that 5 minutes of that 

on something will bring a piece of furniture, not every piece of furniture, but bring a nice dark 

piece of wood back to looking fantastic. We‟re not being sneaky about it, we will just give it a 

damn good polish that it probably hasn‟t had for years, and you go, “Oh, there you go, that‟s not 

necessarily going to put the price up but it will sell twice as quick.”  

 

 Suites/soft furnishings, we have 2, I don‟t know again maybe you wouldn‟t have noticed, 

because if you came straight through the shop, on both sites we have industrial cleaning 

machines for cleaning the suites; the same machine on both sites, it‟s about a £2,000 bit of kit, 

but they are worth making the investment, and it‟s good for the customer as well that we will 

clean the suites, it‟s a soil extraction, a vacuum cleaner, it pumps water in, sucks it out, clean the 

suites, that adds something on. One of our latest members of staff who we took on 2 weeks ago, 
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he‟s only part-time but he‟s got learning disabilities, we‟ve trained him how to use the machine 

and we‟ve given him so many hours a week to do that and that‟s what he‟s paid to do, and he 

does a fantastic job at it, and the suites come out clean, but that does add value and we know that 

that‟s definitely worth it. There‟s nothing worse than sitting on a smelly, dirty suite; it might look 

pretty but that‟s why we do it, so in that case we‟ll add value or we‟ll do some work on it, but 

like you said if somebody comes in and it‟s going to involve hours of time then it‟s not worth it, 

it‟s just economically not viable. 

 

I: On my survey that I was doing on the street one of the questions was on how people 

donate and what their views towards donating furniture, and some were raising the point 

that, “Oh, the organisations they expect too much from us.” Or, “If you phone them they 

want to know the fire regulation and all that.”   

   

R: Yes, we know it can put people off, but unfortunately fire regulations are a legal 

requirement anyway, and also we need to know it‟s in good condition because if we take a suite 

that‟s not we then have to pay commercial rates to dispose of it, and that‟s not only the time and 

the effort and the petrol taking it there and loading it, that‟s the actual cost of taking a van and 

paying for its disposal. 

 

R2: I suppose that is a time thing and it is an education thing; people don‟t understand you 

say, “It‟s the legal compliance on a 3-piece-suite,” we can‟t get beyond legal compliance; we 

can‟t do anything about that. We can advise them what to do and we will always try and do so. 

“I‟ve got a 3-piece-suite.” “Has it got a fire level?” “No, sorry.” “Right, unfortunately we can‟t 

take it but what you can do is „A, B, C, etc.‟ we could suggest options to them, so we could say, 

“Well you could give it to your next door neighbour, you can freely give it away to somebody 

you know as an individual member of the public you can do that. You can put in Free-Cycle or 

Freegle,” we‟ll give them that. So we suggest ways around it for them. Even though we‟re saying 

no, we try and say no in a slightly positive way, rather than just going, “No thank you. 

Goodbye.” We try and at least try and explain to them why we can‟t take it. And the one thing 

that our staff know to say on the phone that it‟s always down to the van crew. We always say, 

even if you went to John Lewis yesterday, bought a new 3-piece-suite and it‟s still in its shrink-

wrap and it‟s sitting in your house, never been unwrapped, never been touched, we will still not 

say 100% that we will pick it up until we‟ve got there and seen it, we say that to everybody. 

 

 It costs us commercial rates to get rid of it; it‟s time, it‟s money.  Yes, we know we‟re 

getting something for nothing, but actually giving us something for nothing has cost us £40 or 

£50 for you thinking you‟ve done us a favour – you haven‟t, you‟ve cost us money. The flip side 

of it as well is people just want to get rid of their, and excuse my language, their shit, because if 

we come along and take it away for free they haven‟t paid the local authority £30 or £40 to come 

and collect it for them. And quite often that‟s why they are getting annoyed, and we get angry 

people, not because they want to give us a piece of furniture, or not because they want to help 

people less fortunate themselves, they‟re really annoyed because they know they‟ve got a pile of 

rubbish that they don‟t want to pay to take away, that‟s why they‟re annoyed and they blame us 

for it. “Well, no, if it‟s rubbish and you don‟t want it,” you know. 
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R: There is also a slight misconception with some people, they actually feel, “Well, if 

somebody‟s got nothing they should be grateful for it,” because we know. But unfortunately, 

even if people have nothing there‟s still a certain standard and we know just through years of 

experience whether it will be suitable for anyone, and if it‟s not suitable for anyone we can‟t take 

it, it is a point beyond which it doesn‟t matter if they haven‟t got anything they still won‟t want 

that. Even to be given it, even if we put it out, because we do put things out „free to collector‟ at 

the front sometimes or at the back, and the same at Biggleswade, you know free, but people 

won‟t want it free if it‟s rubbish anyway. 

 

R2: It‟s a perception and an education thing. People think that we‟re doing this, and you 

know, the line, “It will do somebody a turn. Somebody will be grateful for it.” 

 

R: No they won‟t! 

 

R2: Once they‟ve said, “I‟m sure somebody will be grateful for it,” you know what you‟re 

expecting to see when you get there in the van. They have actually, without them telling you it, 

or when you say, “Is it in reusable condition?” and it takes them a second or two to then think 

about it, and go, “Well, yes, I‟m still using it.” Or something like that you think, “No, it‟s not.” 

And this is one thing about our van crew, they are very good and it is hard; and I‟ve done the van 

stuff a lot and it is one of the hardest jobs we actually have, our van crew, because you go to 

somebody‟s house and you go in and there‟s their pride and joy, this thing that they think they‟ve 

lovingly cared for, for the last 20 years and you‟re basically going, “That‟s crap.” But basically 

that‟s what you‟re doing, you‟re going to somebody‟s house and telling them their furniture is 

rubbish, and then you have to leave, back away to the door. 

 

R: But no, you have to do it nicely. 

 

R2: But our van crew are very good. Having said that in the past, and we‟ll all done it, and the 

van crew have done it and I‟ve done it, there‟s some person and you know that they need to get 

rid of it and you‟ve gone, “Oh, yes, I‟m sure it will be fine. I‟m sure a little bit of work on that.” 

And you know full well you‟re just going to take it outside and throw it on the back of the van, 

as soon as you get back you throw it away 

 

R: And you‟re going to be in trouble! 

 

R2: But when they do it they get in trouble, they do occasionally go, “There was this poor 

little man…” but no, people just think they‟re giving something for nothing, and it is the free 

dumping. A good example is we worked with IKEA about a year ago, maybe a bit more than 

that. IKEA have been rolling out this project nationally, and it‟s still running with a lot of other 

projects but we were working with the Milton Keynes IKEA. The idea was that you bought a 

piece of furniture from IKEA, you could pay them £15 and they would take away your old 

furniture – well that‟s cheap collection. So basically the IKEA people would say, “Oh, have you 

got a bed at home, is it reusable?” “Oh, yes it‟s fine. I just want a new one.” “Okay then, you 

take this bag, your new mattress or you old one and put it in this bag, and then when the van 

comes round to deliver your new one they will take away the old one and that will be £15.” So 

brilliant, and that offer went and they started to do with the customers – now if this was me and I 
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inform the local authority and you go, “Sorry, it‟s going to cost me £45 to get rid of my old 

rubbish? Well, IKEA said they can do it for £15. Right, okay thank you.”  

 

 So the van crew come along and pick it up, because they‟re not our van crew, they‟re 

IKEA‟s, and they don‟t really know what they‟re doing, they‟ve just been told, “Deliver that and 

pick something up.” We went along and I happened to be on the van the first time and went to 

collect; they went to IKEA to a warehouse near IKEA where all the stuff comes in, we opened 

this container, yes, it wasn‟t the nicest experience I‟ve ever had – it was full of soggy mattresses, 

stained mattresses, of say, and in this particular incidence it was mainly mattresses; there were 

other things, but of the say 30 mattresses probably, if we said there was 30 in there, only 2 were 

possibly reusable, but they weren‟t reusable because they‟d been shoved in with the dirty ones so 

they‟d become contaminated as well. 

 

 Now, some of the staining on the mattresses, if it had been me I would had taken it and 

burned it in the garden, but someone has put it in a transparent bag and given it to the guy who 

has taken it away.  So we kicked that one into touch, not quite as simple as that, but we‟d 

basically got a van full of stuff we have to throw away; it‟s cost us money. But people were 

going, as you would, or I would, if you thought, “Well, if I get rid of this for a third of the price I 

can rid of it there. Yes, there you go.” So yes, it‟s that concept in going back to what people do 

and give you things; it‟s an easy way to get rid of rubbish. 

 

I: And shops like IKEA don‟t they give you like factory damaged items for resale?  

 

R2: We have had things from other organisations, not with IKEA, and this goes back to the 

FRN. The FRN are brokering nationally on things, and we have had the odd thing from IKEA 

but like we said we don‟t do that project, so there would have been certain things, so within the 

collection from IKEA there was ex-shop display things, and things like that, but they were in the 

lesser part of, you know if we thought there was more of them and less of the rubbish we would 

have thought one balances out the other, but it wasn‟t, it was more than the good. 

 

 What we are now and what we will start doing is that we are now, and again, there are 

other projects nationally, this is another FRN brokered thing, we‟re working with John Lewis, 

and we will be getting stuff from 3 John Lewis branches regionally: East Anglia, Cambridge, 

Peterborough and Ipswich. 

 

R: They won‟t be John Lewis items, but the customers who buy new John Lewis sofas will 

be getting their old sofas, and we are hoping that they‟re going to be nice. 

 

R2: We have gained from other people‟s experience and the way we look at it that if you go 

into John Lewis to buy a piece of furniture and you‟re going to spend £X thousand for a piece of 

furniture at John Lewis, the one that you‟re getting rid of is probably not that bad really.  I quite 

often go into John Lewis and look at the furniture and then come back out again. So that‟s sort of 

started now; we had a small delivery of stuff on Monday but it was only the stuff that they 

happened to have, but that‟s something they are going to be rolling out, so every time they sell a 

suite, so we‟ll get the stuff from their warehouses, bring it back here. But again, the good thing 

about that is some of it will be stuff where people have bought they‟ve given back their old one, 
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but also as we‟ve discovered is that sometimes it could be ex-display, or it could be a customer 

return of something, that they buy something and they get it in the house and John Lewis being 

John Lewis and being very flexible about a lot of these things, and it‟s not quite right, or it‟s the 

wrong colour and they just send it back, so it‟s practically brand new, and that will come back 

into the same stream. Or if it‟s got a slight rip on it or something like that in a corner, which if 

you‟ve spent £2,000 you don‟t want that- 

 

R: Or a broken leg. 

 

R2: -or a broken leg, to us that‟s fine, we can still get rid of it, because you know it‟s got a rip 

in the corner but it‟s still brand new. So there will be a lot of that as well, so we‟re hoping that 

the standard will be very high. And pilot projects nationally have shown that to be, so we‟re 

really hopeful on that. And that will mean that we will have a better offer for our customer base 

as well, which is good for our people that they can get better; so some of our customers there‟s 

stuff that they would never have dreamt of being able to get. 

 

R: And it also sort of illustrates commercial companies recognising the importance of their 

corporate social responsibility, and the fact that generally people are becoming more 

environmentally aware, they‟re offering their customers this option, which helps them become 

more „green‟ because otherwise they have to do something with these sofas if they‟re picking 

them up. So it helps John Lewis, it helps their customers and it helps us and our customers. 

 

I: I have seen new stuff in some of the shops.   

   

R: We do have some new things, we have new beds and mattresses but we buy new 

bedframes and mattresses in to offer, partly because we don‟t have … we could always do with 

more mattresses but that‟s because we‟re so fussy about the ones we take, they have to 

practically pristine. We‟ll have a look around the shop on the way out and we‟ll see the condition 

of the mattresses that we‟re selling as reuse, so it gives another option for people, if they do want 

to buy a new mattress, even with a reused frame, or a new frame and also occasionally we just 

get new items either given to us, donated from shops end of line. We had an offer last year, just a 

one-off on little coffee makers, where somebody was selling to reuse; they had a lot and we 

bought them really cheap and selling them new, but generally speaking it‟s reuse really. 

 

I: Alright thank you. Moving onto your management skills and planning, my first 

question would be: how many full-time and voluntary staff do you have?  

 

R: 11 full-time; 11 part-time.  That‟s increased from last year, that‟s currently. And we‟ve 

got about 25 volunteers across both sites. And one of the things we do with volunteers is we 

actually offer supported volunteering places. A lot of organisations can‟t or won‟t because 

sometimes people need a little bit of help to volunteer; a little bit more supervision, all sorts of 

reasons or whatever, or they may not have worked for a long time and might be very nervous. So 

we offer supported employment and supported volunteering, so some of our employees have 

different difficulties and so forth. Some of the volunteers are long-term; some are short-term 

placements, and the reason for having short-term placements is that we can then offer that place 

to somebody else, because otherwise if we have one, it not blocks it up, but it means that a lot of 
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people can come in and start volunteering with us that haven‟t volunteered anywhere before. 

And I think that‟s all part of our social commitment. Most of our volunteers are great, actually be 

lost without them actually. 

 

I: I went to Bristol and for the lunch the gentleman from the Furniture Reuse Network 

took me to a restaurant.   

   

R2: Was that Craig?  

 

I: Craig, yes. Which is literally run by most of the people in there are physically or 

mentally challenged, but it‟s a well-run-  

 

R: Come and see us in a few years- 

I: -restaurant.   

   

R: -and see what we‟ve got. 

 

I: And you can actually see the benefit it‟s giving to those people.  

 

R: We‟ve seen blossom when they come here. Seriously they come here and they do 

blossom. 

 

R2: We have a simple, fairly simple way of looking at people and the jobs that they do. We 

will give people permanent jobs, or we will give people, or take people on, or retain them let‟s 

say, because we never know initially when they come through the door, but we will retain our 

staff and keep them with us, staff full-time and part-time, on an ability to do a job, not a 

disability not to do something. So, if somebody‟s disabled because of a learning disability,  like 

the guy who is cleaning the suites, well he might not be able to write a report to DEFRA, or sit 

and talk to you, but he can clean the suites. And it‟s just finding what he can do and giving him 

the skills and the tools to do that. So we haven‟t looked at him and said, “Oh, he‟s disabled he 

can‟t do anything.” We‟ve said, “Here‟s a job can you do that?” “Yes, I can do that.” “Right, off 

you go then.” So we haven‟t prejudged on anything before that. 

 

 It doesn‟t always work out, we‟ve had people that come in that are supposed to do a job 

and it doesn‟t quite work out because we‟ve been told they have a certain skill set and it hasn‟t 

worked out, but what we have done is by moving them around and shuffling them we might have 

found the right skill or right application for those skills that they do have, that nobody ever 

thought of doing with them before. And we don‟t always get it right but then nobody does, and 

everybody who says they do are either lying to you or lying to themselves. 

 

 If people can‟t do something we won‟t keep them hanging on and we will be honest. I am 

specifically talking about people with learning disabilities or other disabilities, we will treat them 

as we would expect, as you or I would expect to be treated, and treat them fairly. And we won‟t 

just say, “Oh, we‟ll keep him going, we‟ll find him something to do, because it‟s good.” We 

won‟t do that, we will say, “Well, look, it just isn‟t working, we don‟t have the job for you, 

unfortunately we are going to have to let you go.” So we will be honest with you, in the same 
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way we will be honest with you; we won‟t treat anybody any different, we treat them exactly the 

same; the approach may be slightly different but we will say, “You‟re great at doing that,” or 

“you‟re not great at doing that.” But be fair and honest with that and our people that have 

learning disabilities are not necessarily accompanied on a daily basis, but are supported by a 

social worker or another support worker, so we would liaise with them, and say, “Look, this isn‟t 

working out,” or “that‟s not working out.” Or, “We want to reduce this,” or “we want to it like 

that.” But we‟ll be honest and straight and we won‟t just keep people …  

 

Again, it goes back to way back about how we run as a business; it would be morally wrong as  

well. If somebody gave us £500,000 to employ lots of disabled people but just keep them doing 

something we would say, “Thank you, but keep your £500,000 we would actually rather do 

something proper with them, than just keep…”- 

 

I: Keep them for the sake of keeping them.   

   

R2: Yes, that‟s not right.  

 

I: Do you have any training programmes for your staff?  

 

R2: We train everybody in-house on the skills that they are supposed to have to perform their 

duty, or should have to perform their duty. Anything that requires a legal compliance, so for 

instance our electrical testers all have to pass a qualification to do that, a PAT test qualification, 

as an example. We constantly remind people of the right and the wrong way to do the jobs that 

they‟re doing. 

 

R: Yes, I mean some staff have been on customer service last year and they went on 

assertiveness training to help them communicate with customers, and also donators as to what 

they want. We did first aid almost all the staff- 

 

R2: 90% of the staff. 

 

R: -were first aid trained last year. 

 

R2: But we did work in very close partnership with the local college; we‟ve always worked 

with the local college; we‟ve put staff through NVQ‟s, we don‟t make it compulsory, but where 

we can we‟ll make qualifications available to people. They need to work to our own standards 

but we say these things are available. Right now we are working another company that are going 

to do some of our training for us, a recently established company, who happen to share our 

building. There‟s one member of staff down there and she lives in our building, but going 

forward it will be her and her company she comes from. She actually used to work at the college 

we  used to partner with, so she was one of our key liaison people but she doesn‟t work there 

now. So she lives in an office downstairs in our building, but she will perform our training, so 

she will now source training, either do it herself, physically standing up in front of people and 

training them, or sourcing training for us through other means, so going forwards that‟s what 

we‟re doing. 
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 Like I say, we‟ve partnered with that company to offer our training. We can do what we 

can do in-house, but we recognise that what we‟re good at is selling second-hand furniture, and 

where other people are better at doing things then use people that are better at doing things. So 

that‟s what we do and we constantly evolve; we constantly move forward. We like to think we 

set standards as well as following standards. People like, I mean Kathy the other Director used to 

be the Vice-Chair of the FRN. And if you mentioned Kathy to Craig … Kathy used to be 

technically Craig‟s boss because she was on the Board. Kathy came out of the Board of FRN, 

she‟s been on the Board for years, and Kathy is known nationally, Craig will sometimes phone 

Kathy up for advice and guidance, or the other members of the Board. Kathy is still regularly, 

almost on a weekly basis is communicating with the Board at the FRN, not on a Board level but 

on a fact of, “Oh, we‟re doing this or that in our project. What do you think?” Because she‟s 

known nationally as an expert in what she does, and we are, so from a development point of view 

and a staff and moving people forward, we think we set our bar pretty high and so if the staff can 

perform to the same levels that we can … between Kathy and I we‟ve got 20 odd years of 

experience. I‟ve been working in the reused furniture, reused sector for about 13 years now and 

Kathy‟s been in it for, well almost about the same length of time; I started before you, only 

months though. But so between use we‟ve got a lot of experience, we‟ve both run other projects, 

we‟ve both managed other organisations. 

 

 From a training point of view we will say how we want it and then cascade that down to 

the rest of the staff. And from a vocational  point of view, proper qualifications, we will just 

bring in experts and say, “This person needs to be trained to this standard.” 

 

I: Do you have any future reuse or recycling activities besides what you‟re doing now? 

  

R2: Future  - I‟ll let Janet do that one. 

 

R: We‟ve got loads, one thing we are starting, or we‟ve sort of started is a resource 

centre/scrap store where we‟re getting in all sorts of things: paper, card, material, fabric, games, 

sheets, blank mugs; anything that can be used in arts, crafts and play for community groups and 

schools. And the idea is to have a large corner of the shop downstairs, what we‟ve got so far is 

stacked up here, but downstairs so that groups can come in and actually use things like that 

which we‟ve done. 

 

 We are also actually looking, not for the reuse, but we are looking towards a community 

café at some point in the future as well, which Paul‟s done a lot of research on planning for. It‟s 

really just to expand the 2-plant operations where we are, and add the resource centre, and to be 

involved with community groups, you know supporting them etc.   

 

I: What government or council initiatives or policies have you found to be most 

beneficial or restrictive so far?  

 

R2: Well, I think sort of local government, or it‟s national government and local government, 

the welfare reform is having potentially a huge impact on us. Where what were Community Care 

Grants and things like that were sort of, although delivered locally but managed nationally; the 

fund was managed nationally, and now that the post of money for those things like what were 
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Community Care Grants has gone to a council level, we are finding that 1) there‟s less money 

straight away, and 2) the local authorities seem to be very confused over how they‟re going to do 

this, and how they‟re going to distribute the money and who‟s going to be eligible for money and 

who‟s not going to be eligible for money. Kathy worked on this again, nationally, she worked 

with the Department of Work and Pensions on the welfare reform in her capacity with FRN and 

also as somebody who has been known for knowing what they‟re talking about. She‟s been 

working on this for 2 years on and off with other agencies.  

 

Our local authority in Central Bedfordshire, I suppose the easiest thing to say and the very 

shortest thing to say is they don‟t know what they‟re doing. We have been speaking to them 

about us working with them on certain furniture provision; they have a budget of a few hundred 

thousand pounds. 

 

R:   £300,000. 

 

R2: They‟ve got a budget of about £300,000 for these grants and to help people. And we‟ve 

said, “Well, you could do it this way and you can do it that way.” Some local authorities have 

just given the budget to a local furniture project to manage and send the money; distribute the 

furniture against the budget. Central Beds are going to go down a tendering route; they don‟t 

actually know what they‟re doing, they‟re already a month into this and are not quite certain 

what they‟re doing. They‟re running a sort of system; they‟re sort of using us but not quite. I 

think basically what they‟re doing is they‟re looking for the cheapest and easiest way out, so if 

somebody comes to them and says, “I need a bed.” They will just send the person to Argos and 

tell them to get a bed, which is an easy hit for them, it‟s not cost-effective and the customer will 

probably not get the best product that they need.   And in the past what they would have done 

is said, “Well you need a bed from Argos, there‟s £100.” The money will invariably never get 

anywhere near Argos. 

 

R: And they still haven‟t got a bed! 

 

R2: And they still haven‟t got a bed. So we‟ve come up with all sorts of suggestions as to how 

it could be managed and there haven‟t, for want of a better word, signed up with us and taken our 

offer on board. And to be perfectly honestly and they‟re thinking, “Oh, £300,000.” It‟s not 

necessarily a money-making thing for us, it‟s just we‟re looking at the best service for the 

customer and the best use of what is public money.  If they‟ve got £300,000 we‟re not looking at 

that as, “Ooo, that‟s £300,000 we could earn,” because it would just be £300,000 worth of sales. 

We have not made £300,000, it would just be, or it may not be, we may actually not lose money 

on it but if they gave us £300,000 we may get £400,000 worth of stock, because coming back to 

the way we do things that‟s … but we would just say, “This is the best way of using public way. 

This is the quickest and easiest way to work it for you and the person that needs it.” And they 

didn‟t want to go down that route. 

 We were slightly annoyed because we had put a lot of work into it. And again, yes it 

benefits us as a business, but it‟s bigger and what we do is bigger than us, it‟s about the people 

that we serve. It saves you time, it saves you money; that person gets exactly what they want – 

everybody‟s happy. They don‟t want to do that. They keep coming up with all sorts of reasons for 

doing it. 
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R: But saying that, they‟ve referred quite a few people this month here to buy items. 

R2: Yes, they‟re coming in through the back door but secretly they‟re just using the service 

that‟s already there, without engaging with us on a service level agreement type basis, they‟re 

still using our service on an individual customer basis, which is again, it‟s still not cost-effective 

for anybody. If we set a standard and this is what we want and work to it, but they‟re not, they 

just think, well I don‟t know what they think. And similar with Luton Borough Council, we 

talked to Luton Borough Council on a similar way – they were looking to run it in a different 

way, but we spoke to them. 

 Now the problem, again without going into politics too much, some of the reasons for 

some of these decisions have come down to politics, local politics. Luton Borough Council 

despite possibly wanting to work with us, we‟re not in Luton, we‟re in a different unitary 

inaudible authority, so they‟ve engaged with a project that is in their unitary authority. They may 

well offer exactly the same service as us but why ask us in the first place, it just wasted our time. 

When for political reasons, possibly, they‟ve gone inside. And again we would be doing it to 

make sure the customer gets what they want, that‟s the bottom line. But it‟s just annoying to us 

that you‟ve messed everybody around when you didn‟t actually need to, just do what you were 

going to do, but like I said I‟m trying not to … you‟ve hit on a bit of a, I‟m trying to keep my … 

because this is something that has really … and it‟s just a well that Kathy‟s not here now, because 

if you think I‟m clearly annoyed by this, I‟ve only spent maybe 10% of the time that‟s gone into 

it I have spent on it. Janet‟s maybe put in another 20% but 70% of it Kathy‟s put the time in, so 

between us it‟s just been a complete waste of our time, because if were to go back to where we 

worked before people were still using our service but they asked us to come up with all sorts of 

fancy schemes and then gone back, and they still don‟t know what they‟re doing; they‟re only 

using it because it exists, and if it didn‟t exist in its current form, our system of doing things they 

would still be running around like headless chickens. 

R: Or they would be buying new stuff for people, which really works out very expensive and 

it‟s not fair, because ultimately they‟re going to run out of money and not be able to help as many 

as people, so that means there are going to be people that aren‟t going to be helped, although 

some people will end up with new stuff. 

I: I do volunteer at the food bank at times.   

   

R: In Dunstable?  

 

I: Luton.  

 

R: In Luton – ah, that‟s very interesting, we will come onto food later. 

 

I: Luton food bank, because like last Friday, last Friday was distribution and we did 

carry some stuff to Lewsey Farm and 2 hours we were just sitting there, we ended up 

packing the stuff back and going back.   

   

R: Really? 

 

I: Yes. Because the lady who is in charge had said we were expecting about 9-10 

referrals from the Council, but no-one pushed up.  
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R: Oh, we‟ve had plenty from . 

 

R2: That‟s another perfect example of again left and right hand and the Council and the food 

banks. I don‟t know if you know of our involvement in the food bank. 

 

R: No, he doesn‟t. 

 

I: No.   

   

R2: We spoke to Luton Borough Council about providing food, and Janet will fill you in on 

the reason for this in a minute. But we were engaged in again, a contractual discussion with 

Luton Borough Council about providing food banks, food parcel service to Luton residents.  And 

we got quite a way down, in fact we had the meeting and we had the contract in front of us, and 

Kathy and I were going to sign the contract to provide a service, it was only for a short period of 

time. Because we were sort of informed that the Luton food bank couldn‟t run the service, and 

we were asked if we could. Then Kathy spoke to the Luton food bank and they said yes of course 

we could, but they didn‟t talk to us or whatever. So we said, “Well, why are we doing it then?” 

and we didn‟t.  

 

R: We said to Luton Council, “You should go back to Luton food bank.” 

 

R2: So that‟s again not knowing and people in departments not talking to each other or the 

right people. So you get an idea of where we‟ve been tearing our hair out over the last few 

months because that‟s a perfect example of what went wrong. So you‟ve got a project in your 

own town that could do this, yes you‟re talking to one in a town next door in a different local 

authority about doing it, that‟s a bit silly, because your furniture you‟ve talked to us about but 

you‟ve gone in town, but your food you‟ve gone out. So have you got 2 or 3 different people 

dealing with this? And it‟s like, “So, just go back and talk to yourself.” It made perfect sense to 

us for the Luton food bank to do it but how much time have they wasted to get to the sort of, well 

not even, it was beyond the 11
th

 hour almost. 

 

 So we know, and your frustration of food people yes, tell us about that? 

 

R: We‟re part of the Bedfordshire Food Aid Network, but I‟ll come onto that afterwards, 

because it‟s slightly separate from the furniture reuse. There is some symbiosis because quite 

often it‟s the same people that are in need of both, and with the local welfare reforms and people 

coming through that way quite often it‟s the same people. So we‟re home for Bedfordshire Food 

Aid Network, but that‟s really for Central Bedfordshire, although we have provided food parcels 

for people in Luton occasionally, it‟s not something we do on a regular basis, but this is a while 

back. So yes that‟s food aid; I‟ll come onto that at the end because it is separate. 

 

I: What measures could government or councils implement to ensure your long-term 

viability?  

 

R2: Leave us alone. 
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R: I think they should look, personally, I think they should look at local authorities, which is 

what the FRN recommended, look at partnering with local community groups/charities and CICs 

 about bulky waste for example, bulky waste collection, because currently the Council 

have a bulky waste collection and they pay commercial rates for it, and we believe we could do it 

cheaper and they would benefit because they would then have a source of good white goods for 

local people that need them, because that‟s something we‟re always short of is white goods. 

Because quite often people don‟t change their fridge, freezer or cooker until it‟s like „caput‟ so 

we always need those, but some people do and currently a commercial company collects those 

and does whatever. Whereas if they used a community based company the profits get put back 

into the community and the goods come back into the community. So when the Council need to 

house somebody they would have access to goods, rather than have to go out and buy them. 

 

I: Coming onto partnership – are you a member of any network?  

 

R: FRN is the main one. 

 

R2: Depends on what you count. I mean we have the Social Enterprise Mark, the Food Aid 

Network is ours, so we‟re part of that.  

 

R: We were informally actually, not official partnerships with loads of Social Services, 

Probation, Homelessness Department at the Council and all the integrated offender management, 

and some neighbourhood centres and Sure Start centres as well, because they quite often, they‟re 

at the ground level and quite often families in need they will come across them, so it‟s sort of 

informal partnerships with them where they can refer people and get discounts etc. we can help 

them out. 

 

I: Okay.  Do you have the ARC sign in your shop; are you accredited for furniture? 

  

R2: The ARC. 

 

R: That‟s the one Paul was on about earlier. 

 

R2: Whether it‟s up there or not, it‟s probably still stuck on the old shop window, but yes we 

have. And those logos are all on our things like our letterheads and our website, so yes, we have 

the ARC. 

 

I: Do you perform any related activities as an organisation, for example a community 

centre or other learning facilities?   

   

R: No. Well, the Food Aid Network sort of ties in and we, as Paul mentioned about the other 

company coming in offering careers advice and training, that‟s like literally in the last few 

weeks, so we‟re hoping to build on that. Because again a lot of clients and the people who come 

in would benefit from that. 

 

I: Moving onto the last section – innovation. Do you believe that being innovative plays 

a significant role in the viability of the organisation, if so, in what way?  
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R: Have to try different things all the time to see what works. Probably one of the ways 

we‟re most innovative is the way we collect – it sounds a bit „Big Brother‟ – we have a lot of 

data about what we get where we‟re getting it from and why people are donating, and also 

working with DEFRA we‟ve got a lot of survey results of what people think of reuse and their 

attitudes, why they choose not to reuse, which is the thing, some of things you said about 

donating, about people feel there‟s too many restrictions; essentially some people think we 

should just be grateful. And we try and adapt to fit – we‟ve had community days, I‟ve gone out 

to local communities and the village hall for the day, or I‟ve spoken to local groups and Parish 

Councils about what they can do and they‟ve spread the word. Because quite often I can tell 

people but if I get a few key people in the community, almost as ambassadors and they 

understand what we do, I‟ve got them down, I‟ve shown them what we do, what we offer and 

then they‟re talking to people so when they come across somebody who says they need this or 

that, they can be passed onto here or they know what we do or they know that we‟ve got 

volunteering opportunities etc.  

 

 I‟m not sure what else innovatively we‟ve done. It‟s probably closer working with 

communities and community groups. 

 

I: And how do you sell your … I know you have a website? 

 

R: Yes. Currently we‟re not selling on the web; we‟ve got a website and we‟ve got 

Facebook as well; I don‟t know if you‟re a fan of Facebook but it‟s quite popular with some of 

our customers; so don‟t use it. And we use that, we put things up on Facebook pictures every 

day, hopefully, I haven‟t looked today, there‟s pictures up of … yes, there are some. Right, yes 

they‟ve commented so there are some.  Our website‟s recently only just been updated and we 

haven‟t finished updating it, that‟s what our General Manager was doing, who is doing 

everything else as well. But essentially at the moment we‟re just selling in the shop – people can 

phone up and buy over the phone, but quite often they want to come in and see.  We have sold 

items through eBay on occasion as well, specific items – we had a lot of vintage china at our 

Biggleswade site; you know these really nice cups and saucers, they‟re quite in at the moment, 

we had a lot of those and we sold quite a lot of those through eBay. And odd things through 

eBay if you get a specific item that may not sell in the shop. 

 

I: Basically that‟s it. 

 

R: Okay.  I‟ll give you a quick tour and if you want to talk about Food Aid Network? 

 

I: We can talk about it. 

 

R: Well, the Food Aid Network is an initiative we set up, with some support from CVC, 

which we‟re more than matching. And essentially the idea of the Food Aid Network, because 

there were a lot of food parcel providers in Central Bedfordshire, most of them are related to a 

faith group or a church, but not all of them. A lot of them you have to go and get vouchers and 

you can only have so many vouchers for a limited period of time, which is great because the idea 

is that somebody if they‟ve got a low income they should be able to get it sorted, so they 
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shouldn‟t need food vouchers or food parcels long-term, but that‟s not actually quite so, some 

people do, for various reasons, maybe they‟ve got into debt, maybe they‟ve taken on too much 

HP; because there are some companies in town that will sell you a television and you can pay for 

it £5 a week, but a £300 television ends up costing you God knows how much. You know the 

ones I mean? 

 

I: Yes. 

 

R: And I know it‟s tempting for people because it looks lovely; it‟s a brand new TV, and it‟s 

only £5 or £7 a week or whatever, but actually if you‟ve got that, and then you‟ve got a new sofa 

because you wanted to a new sofa and then there‟s something else, and then you‟ve got a 

catalogue, because you can‟t send your kids to school without good trainers or whatever, it all 

adds up, so even though you‟re getting the income which you should be able to manage on you 

can‟t manage anymore, and so people do end up needing food for longer. And also food parcel 

providers, essentially, like you, they‟re volunteers, which is brilliant because without them they 

would be lost. Bu they don‟t really have time; it‟s difficult for a small group to go and get collect 

enough and enough variety of stuff to keep them going. And for example, coming up to 

Christmas there was just a dearth, we had several projects that were trying to do hampers; one of 

them were trying to do 150, 180 hampers and they didn‟t have enough to make up more than 30 

hampers on their own, because they‟re volunteers, they haven‟t got the time. They‟re in their 

own little cars, now there‟s a limit to what they can go and collect in the car, whereas like in 

Biggleswade there‟s a big Jordan‟s factory who make cereal, now it was over a year ago but they 

phone dup and said, “Oh, we‟ve got „X‟ pallets of cereal, they need to be collected by the end of 

the week. They‟re not out of date but we need the space; they‟re sample; they‟re end of line, can 

you come and collect them and store them?” And we can get a van out, store them and then the 

food parcel providers can come and help themselves. 

  

 Same with we had agreements with different supermarkets or different collection points 

and we can collect a large quantity of food, store it and the food parcel providers can come and 

get what they need and then distribute it to the people who need it in their area. And Central 

Beds are working with us because they also need to monitor and have an idea of who is getting 

food parcels and why people are getting food parcels, is there a specific reason? And they need 

to be able to demonstrate this fact, so we‟re able to collate all that data again and monitor that. 

 

I: You collect for free? 

 

R: Central Beds did give us some money to help fund a co-ordinator and some of the costs, 

but it‟s not a nominal amount, it‟s appreciated, but essentially pre is paying, subsidising the rest. 

But you see we have a community interest company; it‟s something we believe in and it‟s 

helping the community in need, so that money has probably gone. But it‟s not just a question of 

money really, it‟s a question that a lot of … you know, we‟re working with Social Services, 

Probation; somebody comes out of prison quite often they‟ve got nothing, essentially they should 

come out with something but sometimes it doesn‟t always work out like that. And what‟s the 

worst thing – Friday evening, Friday afternoon, get the call from Probation, half-past 4, “I‟ve got 

a chap here, we‟ve just got him a flat, he‟s got no bed, can you sort that out? But he‟s also got no 

food, can you do anything before the weekend for him?” Now, if you leave somebody over the 
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weekend with nothing what are they going to do? Well, go and get into trouble, not necessarily 

but we know this happens, and that‟s the worst thing because if you‟re out and you‟ve got 

nothing, you think, well, people have said to me, “Thank you, because at least in prison I knew 

that I had food and somewhere to stay.” And that reflects badly on society when they‟re better 

off, they feel safer and looked after in prison.  

 

 We do some deliveries of food parcels and we‟re trying to partner with food parcel 

providers and we‟ve got people like the Salvation Army and the NEED project. The NEED 

project tend to operate in north and mid-Beds, and the Salvation Army are all over and there‟s 

Leighton Buzzard Homelessness we‟ve been working with as well. And if they don‟t have food 

they can come and get it from us, and then we can refer people; the Council want a central point 

where they can say, “This person needs this, this,” and quite often food and furniture and then 

we‟ll refer to a food parcel provider, and if necessary we will deliver the food to them. 

 

I: So you feel diversification is essential for sustainability of the project? 

 

R: I don‟t feel that the food parcel/Food Aid Network is necessary for our sustainability 

because it isn‟t an income generating thing, that‟s more social conscience sort of thing. 

 

I: Social responsibility. 

 

R: Yes, exactly. But it ties in because it‟s the same people. You know if people are coming 

here to get furniture and household goods, we can also give them a food parcel if necessary, 

rather than having to go somewhere else, not that there‟s anything wrong with it. And also we 

just have, as an organisation we have more resources to be able to approach shops. Because you 

see some of the shops are being approached by several food parcel providers all saying, “We do 

this, we do this, can you help us with food?” And they‟re all great but it‟s hard to know which 

ones to help, and we‟ll say we‟ll give it out to the organisations. The Salvation Army I 

mentioned they took enough food from us before Christmas, they came back and loaded up their 

cars, over 100 parcels they made up with what we‟d collected and we‟d had donated. 

 

 The Food Aid is a social responsibility, it‟s not a money-making exercise, because you 

can‟t make money from providing food parcels; I mean we don‟t cover our costs but that‟s by the 

by. We did have a Food Aid Network co-ordinator, who unfortunately isn‟t here at the moment. I 

made up a  food parcel, there‟s one, I don‟t think it‟s been collected yet, downstairs for  a chap 

who has slipped through the net, and essentially he‟s got £10 a week to live, and he‟s got a lot of 

other problems which makes it more difficult for him sometimes to be more economical with 

food. And it is a bad reflection on society that in this day and age people are struggling to pay 

their bills and feed themselves, but that‟s the way it is. It‟s not poverty, perhaps at home you 

know people with real, real poverty. I mean it‟s a different level of poverty, but it‟s still there. 

 

 And again, the food we get in is donated, companies – Asda have been great, Milk-and-

More, they sent a lorry down, a lorry pulls up outside, masses of stuff; loaded high, pallet of 

milk, pallet of sugar, you can‟t beat that and that‟s a commercial company doing that. 

 

I: Okay, that‟s good. 
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R: So, that‟s it. 

 

I: Thank you very much. 

 

R: I hope you‟ve got enough. If you need anything else do come back to us. I‟m sure you 

will. 

 

I: Oh yes, I will.  Thank you so much. It‟s been very informative and thank you for 

affording me your time. 
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I: I would like to start by thanking you for giving me the opportunity to interview you. 

R: No problem.  

I: Especially after the mishap. 

R: Yes not to worry. 

I: Thank you so much.  May we start off there with the first question on what category items 

of furniture you primarily collect? 

R: Well everything really from household furniture, office furniture not so much because we don‟t 

tend to sell it, it doesn‟t tend to sell very well.  So we tend not to collect that.  But sofas, chairs, tables, 

beds, mattresses if they are clean and wall units, sideboards, bedroom furniture, just about everything 

really. 

I: On the items you collect do you have a target group for your customers? 

R: No not really no.  If somebody rings us up and say they have got a wardrobe and a sofa, providing 

the sofa has got all the safety labels we will go and get it.  

I: Okay. 

R: Because the way we work here, we have got this facility here, but we have got two furniture 

shops, one in Bletchley and one in Stony Stratford, so we feed those shops from here, so we supply them 

with furniture from here.  They get their own donations as well but not so much so we tend to supply 

those shops as well. 

I: And who are the group of people in the social group who mostly donate? 

R: What who donate ? 

I: Yes.  Where do you get most of your furniture from? 

R: Very difficult really to say.  We did do some research a couple of years ago and I am just trying 

to think of the...I think that the main people that we got them from were sort of...one of the categories was 

blue collar and I suppose what you could loosely term middle class I would say.  People don‟t donate as 

much as they did because what we used to find is people would change their furniture and give us their 

old furniture.  So we have noticed over the years since the economic situation is as it is that the overall 

quality of donations has gone down slightly. 

I: What is the geographical range of your collections? 

R: Mainly in Milton Keynes.  We will go over the border into Leighton Buzzard or into south 

Northamptonshire so the counties that surround Milton Keynes we will venture over there if we think it is 

something worth getting.  We wouldn‟t go to Leighton Buzzard to pick up a coffee table for example.  

But if somebody said I have got a three piece suite, a bed and a wardrobe then we would probably go and 

collect that.  Failing that what we will do is if somebody rings from one of those areas, particularly in 



95 
 

Bedfordshire, there is a reuse place in Dunstable called Preen and we give them their number and say 

„well we won‟t come and collect it but here is Preen‟s number they would probably have it‟. 

I: Okay.  

R: So we do work with other people slightly. 

I: Alright.  And certain places I have gone to they have indicated that in some of the well to do 

areas you might be called to get maybe a sofa which is almost like brand new but the person doesn‟t 

like the colour and it is ridiculously expensive.  Do you often get such experiences? 

R: Not as often as we would like but yes we do, yes we do get people like that.  Before the downturn 

in the economy we used to get that a lot but of course people are not...they are a bit more careful now.  

People would change their furniture more often so they don‟t do that so much now with the economic 

situation being what it is. 

I: Alright.  And your tonnage? 

R: Yes I don‟t actually know that but I just worked it out roughly and I reckon it is probably 

somewhere between 1,500 and 2,000 tonnes a year.  

I: 2,000 tonnes okay. 

R: Yes.  Now that might be a conservative estimate I am not sure. 

I: And you said 1,500 to 2,000. 

R: 1,500 to 2,000 I reckon.  We don‟t weigh it so we don‟t -. 

I: - You don‟t use the furniture re-user tables? 

R: No, because strictly speaking we are not a reuse place that is not our main function.  Our main 

function, because we are part of Age UK Milton Keynes, our main function is to raise funds for charity.  

We try and be as green as we can and we do take things obviously...it is difficult because there is an 

element of reuse in what we do but that is not why we do it. 

I: Oh right. 

R: We don‟t do it to keep furniture out of landfill put it that way.  It is sort of a by product if you 

like. 

I: Alright.  So you are more on the social side rather than the economic side?  Because I have 

been to Preen and I think they serve the community but they are more on the economic side.  If it 

was not profitable for them they wouldn‟t do it. 

R: We are the same, we are the same, we wouldn‟t do it.  If somebody rings up with a piece of 

furniture we always ask a few questions, what sort of condition is it in?  If it is soft furnishings has it got 

its fire labels, if it hasn‟t we can‟t take it anyway by law.  But we always say that when the driver and the 

van gets there and the crew, it is at the driver‟s discretion.  So if a driver...somebody say for example they 
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had a leather sofa, we would tell them it is at the driver‟s discretion.  If when the driver got there it was all 

scratched because they had let their dog go on it then we would say no I am sorry we can‟t take it and we 

wouldn‟t take it.  We are not a refuse service really is what I am saying. 

I: Oh yes because at times it would end up being expensive for you to dispose of -. 

R: - That‟s right although we are getting more of that because our local council at one time if you 

had an old sofa you could put it out at the front of your property and the council would come and take it 

away, they now charge for that.  So we are getting a few people that try and get us to take that old sofa 

away because they don‟t want to pay the council.  And they say to us „oh but the council will charge me‟ 

and we say „yes and so will we‟.   

I: That is something else.  And within the next year and five years how many times would 

you...are you expecting growth or are you envisaging growth? 

R: We are hoping, we always hope for growth so I would hope in the next five years we would be 

handling probably 2,500 tonnes I would hope.   

I: Okay.   

R: In addition to furniture that we collect we also get given furniture from people like Argos and 

Tesco.  Because Argos have their main...just a few blocks away they have the place where they 

photograph all the items for their catalogue.  And when they have finished photographing them they often 

give us a ring and say „we have got half a dozen sofas can you come and get them?‟  

I: That‟s good. 

R: Which is good for us, but they do share that around.  Because just down the road from here there 

is another charity called Willen Hospice and they give things to them as well.  

I: And which type of furniture do you think you would be concentrating on or you would be 

getting more of based on the kind of sales you are having right now?  Do you think would it be 

more on the bulky stuff or white goods? 

R: White goods move very quickly.  We have got a company that we work with in Milton Keynes.  

If we get white goods donated, if it doesn‟t work, they will come and take it away, they will repair it if 

they can.  We pay them a fee for repairing it and then we put it out on the shop floor.  But we are always 

being asked for fridges and washing machines so they move very quickly. 

I: You talked of the appliances being fixed elsewhere.  Are you a member of a furniture 

network? 

R: No.  We used to be but we stopped. 

I: So you don‟t have any seal of approval or accreditation that...or maybe those guys who 

repair them ? 

R: Yes they are accredited and we do give a three month warranty on everything, on every electrical 

appliance.  But we have got two electricians of our own who repair and test electricals. 
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I: Right, moving onto the next one.  What are the key resources that you would require in 

order to manage your tonnage now and in future? 

R: Yes I suppose the main thing would probably be transport.  And we are actually at the moment 

looking at renewing our bands because they are getting a bit old.  So that would be transport would be the 

main.  

I: Transport. 

R: Yes. 

I: And staff? 

R: And staff yes.   

I: Is it on the marketing side or -? 

R: - No it would be on sort of the -. 

I: - Administration? 

R: No it would actually be on the collection and delivery, so shop floor really. 

I: And how has the recession impacted on the -? 

R: - Well as I mentioned earlier really quality of donations, that is the main thing we have noticed 

and probably quantity to a lesser extent.  Although we still have...we have got two vans and two van 

crews and they are on the road six days a week.  They have got so many delivery slots and so many 

collection slots every day and most of those are full up all the time so the vans are constantly on the road.  

I am not surprised they are worn out really, not to mention the staff.   

I: You talked of the quality going down.  Have you noticed a change in the attitude of people 

coming in to get the furniture or whatever goods they buy? 

R: Apart from the store we have got eight other shops, two of them sell furniture and the others just 

sell clothing.  And one of the things we have noticed with the economic downturn is we are beginning to 

see people that we have probably not seen before.  Now we took a decision about three years ago that we 

were going to rebrand our shops and particularly in the shops that we have branded...because when you 

walk into them they don‟t actually look like how most people would imagine a charity shop to look.  And 

we have noticed there are people coming in that have probably never been in a charity shop before so 

people are...in some ways the recession has been good for us in terms of customers.  It is just on the other 

side of that coin not been so good on donations. 

I: And what are the key performance indicators ?  

R: Well the key indicator that I am judged on from above is income.  Because the way the charity 

works, if I don‟t bring in the income that is budgeted for this year then somewhere down the line a service 

will have to stop.  So if I miss my income targets we will stop doing something and people who were 



98 
 

providing those services would be made redundant.  So the charity relies very heavily on its retail 

operation to fund support for older people.   

I: And just income? 

R: Well yes that is about it really.  We don‟t measure ourselves on how many tonnes we keep out of 

landfill or anything like that because obviously most of the stuff that we collect doesn‟t end up in landfill 

anyway so we don‟t really measure it. 

I: So what would you think plays a key role in the success of your organisation, donations or 

the people who buy? 

R: Well they are linked really.  Our main philosophy is is that we obviously need to make money for 

the charity so we can provide the services but on the other side of that we want people to have a good 

experience and we want them to get a bargain.  And as far as myself and other colleagues are concerned, 

if you go into any of our shops the kind of service that you get in that shop should be no different than 

you would get in an ordinary high street shop, if anything it should be better.  And I think it is better 

because in some of our shops for example we have got elderly people who come into the shop and I know 

in one of our shops we have got an old lady who comes in and she sits down and they make her a cup of 

tea.  Now you wouldn‟t get that in Marks & Spencer.  

I: Oh yes you would have to go to their restaurant.   

R: But that is probably her only social contact that week.  So you could say well what is the shop 

doing making cups of tea for people but as a charity it is kind of what we do is we look out for people.  

One of my colleagues was telling me yesterday one of our receptionists at our head office, she was 

speaking to an elderly lady and she was 91 and it was her birthday that day but she wasn‟t going to see 

anybody.  So our receptionist sang happy birthday to her over the phone and then took her round a 

birthday card.  And I thought I really like working for an organisation that is prepared to do that...that is 

getting off the point because it is nothing to do with reusing furniture. 

I: Anyway that was good.  Well the next one was on your average turnover. 

R: Yes.  Our average turnover just here is about £400,000 a year. 

I: £400,000 a year, that is quite good.  And how do you keep your records? 

R: Because we do gift aid we have got quite a sophisticated till and that will produce reports for us. 

I: Since you said you were part of the furniture reuse network because I think they have their 

type of...their one system of recording. 

R: Yes they do yes but we don‟t.  We can print out a report at the end of the quarter or the end of the 

year and it will tell us how much income we have taken on various items and how many we have sold. 

I: That‟s good.  And on the quality standards we did touch on that didn‟t we? 

R: Yes.  Well obviously we are governed by Trading Standards which we adhere to very closely.  

And like I said to you we make it very clear to people that if it is not saleable we won‟t take it.  The only 
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exception to that...I say that but the only exception to that is because we work with a company over in 

Cambridgeshire who takes all our scrap metal and they take all our scrap electricals which they pay us 

for.  So if somebody has got say a fridge or a TV that doesn‟t work we will still take it because we can get 

money for it.  But I have been over and had a look at their operation and if you take a television for 

example they will strip it in ten minutes and everything will go for reuse, even the glass screen, 

apparently that is crushed and made into bricks.  It all goes to China of course as everything does these 

days.  So yes on the recycling side we try and recycle everything as much as we can, books, clothing, 

everything. 

I: And on your items you talked about the company fixing the electricals or whatever goods 

are not functioning. 

R: Yes. 

I: Do you have a system of tracking the stuff you would have sold or sales barcodes? 

R: Yes.  And if we sell a television of course we have got to write out a form and send it to the 

Government, if we sell a television because they will then pick that up to make sure that person buys a 

TV licence, so yes but we do.  Everything that our electricians test is numbered.  So if somebody let‟s 

say...for our sake as well as anybody else, but if somebody bought a table lamp and it was tested and they 

took the sticker off and put it on a heater and brought it back and said „I bought this heater it doesn‟t 

work‟ we can track that back and say „well actually no that number doesn‟t refer to a heater it refers to a 

lamp‟.  And we have had people do that.  You would be amazed what the public get up to. 

I: You mentioned working with Argos and which other retailer? 

R: Tesco. 

I: Tesco.  Certain places I have been to they have been mentioning where people buy stuff, say 

maybe they would have been slightly damaged and they had donated to you or like you say an ex 

display and then people take them to the shop and say „I bought this here‟.  Do you have your own 

system to track that? 

R: We do.  Because of our till system every different item has a different code, so a chair will have a 

different code from a table.  So the first thing we would say „well where is your receipt?‟  And again if 

they brought back a chair and say „well this is damaged and here is my receipt‟ we can tell by the code 

well no actually this is a table so you didn‟t actually buy this here, so we can tell. 

I: And on your management and staff.  How many full time and volunteer staff? 

R: We have got just downstairs in this thing we have got three full time and 34 part time.  And in 

addition to that we have got about six volunteers and we also take people to give us a hand we get people 

who have been given community service orders, so they have to do so many hours doing voluntary work.  

And some of them will come here and work here so we take them as well.  They are usually people that 

have had driving offences or something like that so we don‟t get burglars or anything like that.   

I: And out of people you...especially from who are being rehabilitated, are there any chances 

of them or have you taken up any of the people you have been working with? 
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R: Yes I think we have.  We have had a couple that have stayed on as volunteers.  Because some of 

them are working so they have to come here at weekends to work off the hours.  And we did actually have 

one guy that came to us and he stayed on as a volunteer and we did end up giving him a job but 

unfortunately we sacked him six months later for stealing fuel and then he was given more community 

service.  And they rang up and asked us if we wanted him and we said „no I don‟t think so thank you‟.  

And we had somebody else I think who came to us on community service and then carried on as a 

volunteer and then when a job came up he applied for it and we gave it to him. 

I: So do you actually have a programme for rehabilitation of volunteers? 

R: Not really no.  We obviously have mandatory training for volunteers because it is almost like a 

factory environment so they have to go through an induction and things like that. 

I: The basic health and safety stuff. 

R: Yes exactly and lifting and this sort of thing.   

I: And how do you ensure that you and your staff get the opportunity to regularly update 

your knowledge and skills? 

R: Well we carry out annual appraisals and one of the things that we do during the annual appraisals 

is we do...if they feel there is any training they need or if we feel there is any training they need we will 

put together a training plan for them.  Or sometimes if legislation changes we might have to do courses 

for people. 

I: And do you plan your future activities based on a business plan? 

R: Yes we do.  I produce a business plan which then feeds into a business plan for the charity.  But 

yes we do and we review it every quarter and update it.  So sometimes by the third quarter the business 

plan looks a lot different than it did at the beginning of the first quarter but you have to adapt it according 

to what your needs are.  But yes we do have a detailed business plan. 

I: You mentioned the fridges which you sent to those guys and any other reuse or recycling 

activities you think you might get into? 

R: Well at the moment we recycle electrics, we recycle metal, we recycle books, we recycle clothing 

and bedding and that sort of thing, what else do we recycle?  We recycle...we will take...people give us 

ink cartridges, we recycle those.  We recycle jewellery, watches, phones, coins, stamps. 

I: That is quite a lot!  

R: Yes. 

I: That‟s good.  And any Government or council policies or initiatives which you have found 

to be beneficial or restrictive to your operation? 

R: Well it has just changed but we do gift aid and they have changed the rules slightly now but the 

gift aid rules before were quite restrictive.  Because when you sell something that has been gift aided you 

have to write to the donor and offer them the money so you have effectively acted as a selling agent and it 
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is very time consuming, but they have changed it now.  So if somebody gave us a chair, if it sells for 

under £100 we don‟t have to write to them, it is just assumed that they have given you the money.  So that 

is an improvement. 

I: And on the negative? 

R: Well yes the negative I don‟t know really.  I am sure there are negative aspects but...sometimes 

you do wonder about some of the health and safety regulations whether they are absolutely necessary.  

But it is just one of those things we have to live with unfortunately. 

I: And are you involved in any Government or council contracts? 

R: Not contracts no. 

I: Not contracts. 

R: No. 

I: Because some reuse organisations they are contracted to provide furniture for those guys 

who go to the council seeking for assistance. 

R: Yes.  What you mean people that are on low incomes? 

I: Yes. 

R: Well we used to have an organisation that was part of us called Furniture First and that is exactly 

what they did and the council used to give us funding but they stopped the funding.  So unfortunately we 

had three people worked in Furniture First and we had to make them redundant because the council 

stopped funding it.  And people used to come and they could only access Furniture First through a referral 

from their case worker and sometimes they would get furniture for nothing or sometimes they would get 

it very cheap, but they don‟t now.  If they come here they have to pay the same price as everybody else 

which is a great shame really. 

I: And some organisations have taken up on the food issue with the council.  Are you -? 

R: - No I am not aware of that.  What do they do? 

I: They collect for food banks. 

R: Oh I see no we don‟t do that. 

I: You don‟t do that? 

R: No. 

I: What measures could the Government or your council implement to ensure your long term 

viability, what do you think the council should assist in? 

R: Oh gosh. 
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I: In the long term stay?  

R: That is difficult.  I know there was talk at one time that charities might lose their rate relief.  So I 

guess I would ask them not to implement that because it would affect our long term viability I think.  It 

would certainly affect our ability to do what we do as a charity because it would eat quite substantially 

into our income.  But I can‟t think of anything that the Government -. 

I: - Do you think if the council was to give you referrals would that impact on your income or 

it makes no difference? 

R: It wouldn‟t make any difference because we have had case workers from the council come up 

here.  They stopped funding furniture first and then thought that we were going to carry on giving them 

free furniture.  It came as a bit of a shock when we said well no actually we won‟t because you closed 

Furniture First so I am afraid it is your problem.  And I know that councils are in a difficult position 

because they are having their funding cut so they can‟t carry on funding everything.  I used to work for a 

council so I know how they work, they pull the funding and they expect everything to carry on as normal.  

So we have had to tell them I am sorry that is not the case here. 

I: Moving onto partnership.  You said you are not a member of a furniture reuse network.  

Any organisation you are affiliated to? 

R: Yes the Charity Retail Association we belong to, we found that.  We used to belong to FRN but 

we didn‟t feel we were getting anything out of it really whereas the Charity Retail Association we have 

found that very useful. 

I: What could be the difference in the benefits you had? 

R: Well I suppose because my role is to look after here and the shops as well but the Charity Retail 

Association the support that they give and the advice they give is...I find it very useful.  And the other 

thing I find about them is they are very inclusive.  So they put on quite a few seminars and things about 

specific issues.  The FRN I found to be a bit...what can I say?  I found them to be a bit dictatorial in a way 

because they would come and inspect you once a year and it was like having an exam really.  And I 

suppose we just didn‟t like that aspect of it and I didn‟t...I don‟t know I just found them a bit of a stuffy 

organisation. 

I: Maybe they were trying to maintain standards. 

R: Yes they could well be and that is fine but I just think the way they went about that was quite 

bureaucratic and I think we have got enough to deal with with councils and Government without 

belonging to an organisation that is going to be as bureaucratic.  But no I take what you are saying, yes I 

think they are trying to maintain standards.  But I also found...I went to their annual seminar and it was 

almost entirely geared for social enterprise organisations and we are not a social enterprise organisation.  

And I just didn‟t get anything out of it at all, I just felt...and it was quite expensive.  I am sure, well I am 

positive we could learn something from them because you can learn something from everybody, but we 

didn‟t feel it was worth continuing with our membership so we withdrew membership. 

I: Okay.  And from the Charity Retail Association do you also get technical advice? 
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R: Yes and there is a helpline so if you have got any queries you can get on the helpline and they 

have also got a helpline for Human Resource problems and they have also got a helpline for legal 

problems.  And what I have found, in the same year I went to both conferences.  And whereas the FRN 

one I didn‟t find the least bit helpful, the CRA one I found extremely helpful because it was full of good 

practical advice. 

I: Okay.  Do you perform any related activities as an organisation, say community centre or 

adult learning or do you have an affiliation with such groups?  

R: Well yes.  As a charity we obviously are involved in partnership working with lots of other 

organisations, people like Mind and people like that because we provide day care and things like that.  We 

have also just set up just across the road actually in partnership is Men in Sheds which is basically a huge 

workshop where wives can send their men to get them out from under their feet.  So it is for older men 

who want to do something practical but may not have a shed of their own.  So we have got work benches 

and leads and that sort of thing and they can go along there and they can do their hobby but also have 

social interaction with other men there.  And it is something that started in Australia and it was found that 

when men retired they found it much more difficult to cope than women did.  Because especially that 

generation women run the house and they found that men were at a bit of a loose end and it was having an 

effect on their mental health.  And in fact there was something on the news today about people retiring 

and they say after the initial first or two months when it is like a holiday, after that people‟s mental health 

tends to deteriorate.  So it is really to combat that. 

I: Yes actually the Jeremy Vine show was covering this, as I was driving I was listening to that 

and people had got various stories on retirement. 

R: Yes.  I know because funnily enough my brother who is older than me, he recently gave up 

working, he was only part time.  But he has almost become a recluse and it is not good, it is not good.   

I: So at least they have somewhere to interact. 

R: Yes and the other thing is we run...again this is what we fund here, we run lunch clubs for people.  

So people that can‟t get out of the house we provide services that if people are housebound we will do 

their shopping for them or we will go and do housework for them or do their garden for them and all that 

sort of thing.  So really our charity provides...to put it in a nutshell we provide practical help to help older 

people remain independent and that is really what we are there for.   

I: That‟s good.  And on innovation which is the last section do you believe that being 

innovative plays any significant role in the viability of your organisation? 

R: Absolutely.   

I: And what are some of the things you have done? 

R: Well one of the things we are doing at the moment, not in the furniture store but in one of our 

shops.  We have got a shop in Stony Stratford which sells furniture but it also sells clothing.  But one of 

the big things that is all the rage at the moment is vintage and retro clothing.  So we have got a room 

upstairs and we are turning that into a vintage and retro shop so we are sort of getting on that bandwagon.  
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And other things like we have over the last three years since I have been here, this used to be a 

strictly...we used to open 9:00am until 4:00pm every day Monday to Saturday but we would never open 

on bank holidays.  So we have changed that so we are open seven days a week now apart from Christmas 

and Easter.  And now with the summer coming up we will also open one late night until 8:00pm so that 

people that are working during the day can come.  Basically what we try and do is respond to what the 

customer needs.   

I: Yes.  And besides selling from the floor do you do any sales elsewhere? 

R: Well we put items on the website and we also...this answers your next one as well really, we also 

put items on Facebook and Twitter, we do Facebook and Twitter on a daily basis. 

I: And if you sell on the website do you yourselves, are you getting more from your website or 

from the floor? 

R: Oh more from the floor yes.  We don‟t actually sell on the website yet. 

I: Oh you are just advertising. 

R: We just really tell people that we are here and this is what we have got this week, some of the 

things we have got this week.  We are going to be selling on EBAY.  And one of the things I want to do 

on our website is I want to do a click and reserve.  So if people see something on the website they can 

click on it and we will reserve it for them.  But obviously that is going to require some resources because 

we are going to have to update the photographs more often, possibly on a daily basis.  So there is a time 

implication there. 

I: If it brings the money. 

R: I know but I am sure my wife would like to see me occasionally.  

I: Oh yes.  Thank you very much. 

R: You are very welcome.  Do you want to have a look around downstairs? 

I: Yes sure. 

R: Okay no problem. 

I: Thank you so much for the time. 

R: No problem at all John. 

I: Once I finish if you want a copy of my -. 

R: - I would be interested yes.  Are you taking a waste management degree or something? 

I: Yes I am studying waste management yes. 

R: Right okay, because my daughter went to Northampton University. 
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I: Oh that‟s good, when was that? 

R: Oh how old is she now?  She is 20, how old is she now? 
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R: If you keep them confidential, we‟re happy for you to have a copy of these.  

 

I: I will, definitely.  

 

R: It gives you an idea of how this charity has gone from being worried how many teabags it buys to 

running a business and getting funding in, which has helped us completely transform the way that we do 

things. The end result though, as far as the public are concerned, is that „it‟s business as usual‟ but for us 

it has been quite a lot of change. 

 

I: Challenges as well I guess.   

   

R: Yes, absolutely. I mean the reason for that is because we used to be supported quite generously, 

and quite rightly I think, by numerous grants from various quarters, and from the NHS and the County 

Council and they have all dried up and we need to find out how we can bridge that sudden catastrophic 

loss in funding.  We got to hear about this Transition Fund which was a Government initiative, its 

objective was to get charities like us to think strategically and put in place measures that would help us 

bridge that gap. And the „carrot‟ for engaging this programme was that the Government would give us 

50% of the identifiable loss of grant support, so the other 50% could be, hopefully with activities 

identified in here, be bridged at least up until the financial year, that 50%, but that ensuing years we 

would obviously be looking at bridging it 100%.  

 

I: That‟s the essence of my research actually.  

 

R: Is it? 

 

I: Yes. Trying to find out how we can sustain the charity and voluntary community 

organisations.  

 

R: Oh, right. Okay, well in that term, in that point I will tell you what … are these double-sided? 

Yes, all double-sided isn‟t it.  Well, we can copy these afterwards, but just concentrate on the questioning 

for now if you like. 

 

I: Thank you.  

 

R: Because it‟s important that Celia‟s in on this, because bless her, she had to put up with all the 

frantic activity that was going on to try and stay alive; keep us going. 

 

I: I guess we should start.  

 

R: And what course is it you‟re doing again? 

 

I: I‟m doing waste management.  

 

R: Waste management. 
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I: Yes. So trying to see how organisations like yours are contributing towards reduction in 

sending things to the landfill.  

 

R: Okay. Well, we do it in 2 primary ways: the first one is the way that we‟ve always done it, and 

that is that Daventry Contact is quite a unique charity, in that it collects household furniture and goods 

like bedroom furniture, living room furniture, kitchen appliances like washing machines and things of that 

nature, we bring it all back here, because it‟s effectively a gigantic warehouse. We make sure it‟s all in 

good order; we make minor repairs where necessary; all the electrical goods are electrically tested and 

then performance tested, and then cleaned. Those together with furniture like sofas and beds and 

wardrobes and things of that nature we then give those to people who are in extreme financial hardship, in 

poverty.   

 

Now as a result of doing that, clearly, the goods that people have wanted to get rid of are people who are 

in more fortunate circumstances, so they‟re getting rid of things because they‟ve seen something in 

Habitat that they like and they don‟t want their sofa anymore that they‟ve for 5 years, there‟s nothing 

wrong with it but they just don‟t want it. And depending on how knowledgeable that particular resident 

happens to be, their first thought might have been, “Oh, I‟ll ring the Council and see if they will just pick 

it up; get rid of it for me.” But through the grapevine through many years of doing this work people have 

got, not everybody, but people have got to know what this charity does. So they will say to themselves, “I 

don‟t want this sofa anymore. I know just the charity that could do with this.” And before other more 

established charities like the British Heart Foundation and Air Ambulance etc. whereas before they got 

onto this bandwagon of setting up shops and collecting goods to put in their shops they put them in shops 

to actually sell to raise money for the primary work they do. 

 

The primary work we do is to give people furniture that they can‟t afford to buy, even in a charity shop. 

So, you might talk of somebody who‟s been homeless and been put into unfurnished accommodation by a 

Housing Association in collaboration with the District Council, say. And those unfurnished flats or 

whatever they are, we will get a call from for example, Bromford Housing, or Social Services, informing 

us that there‟s somebody in desperate need of these things. They don‟t have to tell us they‟ve got no 

money because we don‟t charge anyway. But because we don‟t charge the clients that we help 

specifically are those in poverty and don‟t have the financial resources to buy these things. So we give the 

furniture to them and by doing that it‟s ending up in homes instead of landfill. 

 

Now, because of that we used to get a thematic partnership grant from Northamptonshire County Council, 

and it was quite a sizeable grant, it was 5 figures, nearly.  And that reflected a percentage of the monetary 

value of having to avoid processing waste in landfill, or recycling depots. And because we save the 

County Council quite a lot of money by doing that it would give us a cut if you like; call that a cut, a 

grant. Even that‟s dried up; we don‟t even get that now. So they have kept all the money, which just adds 

to the challenge of finding out where we bridge the financial side of it to keep doing what we‟re doing, 

because we‟re quite determined to continue doing what we‟re doing; we‟ve been doing it since 1988, so 

we‟re 25 years on the go, and we are hoping that we will carry on for at least another 25 years. 
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So that‟s the first side of the charity, and then with the loss of all these grants … we were actually 

approached by Daventry District Council to run a pilot scheme, a bulky waste pilot scheme. Now, the 

reason why we were asked to do this was because the District Council recognised that there was a dual 

benefit for each of us if we got involved in providing this service. As far as the District Council was 

concerned, they sought out and wanted us to run a pilot scheme for them, basically at cost, at no profit. 

That we would tell them what was actually needed in terms of 1) in the service in terms of cost, without 

profit and the benefit to us what that they anticipated that we would be able to recover from bulky waste 

per se something in the region of between 12% and 20% of goods that they reckoned as a gut feeling was 

collected on a weekly basis or a monthly basis.  12% to 20% of it could be reusable and if we were in a 

position collect the data and present it statistically, whether that was the case or not, or how much of that 

was the case, then they would give us a free issue van to as well to run the service. I mean from our point 

of view they would have had to have done that anyway, certainly when they‟re expecting us to run it at 

cost. 

 

So, we were happy to give it a shot and to see what would happen. They explained that there‟s not only a 

landfill collection depot but there‟s also recycling centres for things like timber and things like metal, and 

fridges and the like which only licensed operators were allowed to gain entry into and dispose of these 

items, to maximise recycling per se. So, obviously the licences came with the vehicle and all the rest of it. 

It‟s really interesting that that year that we ran the pilot scheme we had been able to statistically 

demonstrate that only 3.7% of all the goods that we‟d collected from bulky waste was reusable; not the 

12% to 20% that they anticipated might have been the case, and there were fundamental reasons for that.

 We can only redistribute goods to people‟s accommodation, if those goods comply with current 

fire regulations. So, things like beds and sofas had to have a fire label on them. The mattresses had to 

have fire labels on them. Now, a lot of them didn‟t have the labels on, because people had ripped them 

off. Because people had ripped them off because they don‟t like these flappy things dangling out, by law 

we cannot pass them on. And also, obviously with bulky waste being by definition, waste, a lot of the 

things that we‟d collected like sofas and mattresses were so badly torn or stained even if they had a fire 

label on them you couldn‟t reuse them. 

 

So that combination and the net effect was that the reusable stuff was nothing like the magnitude that they 

thought might be the case – that was very interesting statistical information to gather for them. But we 

were also able to demonstrate what the percentage splits were to say for example scrap metal and the 

landfill depot and the other recycling depots like Brownes Road for example; I think in Northampton it‟s 

Sixfields is the equivalent; we got the landfill depot here, SITA the equivalent at Northampton is 

Bracknell‟s. And you‟ve got AMR metal recycling depot, which when we‟re talking about scrap metal 

you would be looking at washing machines basically and dishwashers and stuff of that nature. Any items 

that had like fridges and freezers, the refrigerant that‟s embedded in the coil recirculation system at the 

back of them have, well, may or may not have ozone depleting properties, but they‟re of a chemical 

nature whereby they‟ve got to be purged of all chemicals in a licensed way and that‟s the reason why you 

can‟t take those to scrap metal, you have to take them to a recycling depot where the chemicals are purged 

off, but you‟ve not got the item to take back to  recycle metal after that, they do that. 

 

So, bulky waste is all about picking items up from residential houses, recycling and reusing as much as is 

physically possible, and then the rest is unavoidably designated for landfill. Now we ran that as a pilot 
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scheme for a year, so happy were they with us in running that pilot scheme that they were considering 

maybe appointing us to run a proper bulky waste service if you like, but events overtook them a little bit. 

Bulky waste was going to form a very small portion of residential bin collections and part-maintenance 

that‟s part of one enormous contract, jointly put together by Daventry District Council and Northampton 

Borough Council. Now, because we‟re a charity there was no way we were allowed to bid for any of that, 

because the bulky waste was part of that package, it wasn‟t separated out.  

 

So we were faced with this situation of having run the pilot scheme successfully, which obviously gave us 

the skills base and the competency base to run the service, and then stuff with nowhere to go – the 

Government Transition Fund to the rescue!  So, those are the 2 aspects of waste collection and 

redistribution, into people‟s houses or the bulky waste side which is recycling as much as we can. 

 

I: You have answered basically my first question on the types of furniture you collect.  Now, 

on the second one, the geographical range of your collection?   

 

R: „Oh deep and wide, deep and wide‟ as the hymn goes!  We cover 257 square miles in the district 

of Daventry on the bulky waste side, and we cover 31 square miles in the Northampton Borough area, 

that‟s just bulky waste. So that‟s nearly 300 square miles.  What I need to explain to you, maybe it‟s a 

question further down, but it‟s probably appropriate to mention it now, we were able to market ourselves 

as a tangible selection for the successful bidder of this joint contract to run the bulky waste service for 

whoever was successful. And oddly enough during the tender process our existence was a pretty closely 

guarded secret wasn‟t it? One consortium that was bidding actually found out about us and came to visit 

us and asked us if we would put a business plan together that they could consider if they want, whether 

they would appoint us or not. We put a business case together and the good news was that if they won the 

contract we would definitely be awarded the order to carry out a bulky waste service for them. They 

didn‟t get it, someone else did and that someone else was then and only then told about our existence.  

 

A charity would tick social return on investment boxes for them if they appointed a charity to carry out 

bulky waste for them, so they knocked on our door as well, and said, “Would you put a business case 

together?” and said, “we‟ve got one. Have a look at it and tell us what you think.” They tried to squeeze 

us; we were able to renegotiate with them on the price of that because there were some underlying 

assumptions in that business case which they were able to answer fully and more comprehensively which 

would allow us to more accurately adjust our figures, but at the same time, there were unknowns which 

we weren‟t prepared to absorb at a risk; we were happy for them to absorb at risk but there was no way 

we were going to. And on that basis the renegotiation on price was not as far as they would have liked it 

to have gone, but we stuck to our guns because we believed it to be right; we knew we were right, as well 

as one can be and sure enough they shook hands with us and basically said, “You‟ve got a deal.”  

 

The deal was that, “We want you to run the bulky waste service for the District of Daventry; we want you 

to run the bulky waste service for the Northampton Borough. Sign here.” And we said, “Hang on a 

minute, because we know how Daventry works, but we don‟t know how Northampton works. And what 

we do know about Northampton we would need 2 teams to run the Daventry District and Northampton 

team. In order to conglomerate our service into a one team, 5-day-a-week operation, there would be some 

drastic changes needed and agreed with Northampton Borough before we‟re prepared to take it on.” 
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Because in local Government, the bureaucratic way in which local Government operates, sadly, is void of 

any common sense or any need to do things in a cost-effective, efficient way. I know they would deny 

that but in terms of actually running operations and not just sort of virtual paper trail linked to some sort 

of a concept, this is real vehicles on the road, people turning up for work, putting the uniforms on and 

going out, they don‟t really have much of a clue how to run one of those things really efficiently and 

appropriately, but we do and we knew from the way that Northampton Borough ran it, it was totally 

inefficient, but if they insisted it was run that way, boy would we be in trouble if we said we could do it 

with one team, 5 days a week. 

 

So, the consortium desperately wanted a solution to this and what we said was, “Well, look, because we 

know what we‟re talking about, we‟ll drive the negotiations on your behalf; we‟ll set the meetings up, but 

when push comes to shove this needs to be an agreement between Northampton Borough and yourselves 

because obviously we don‟t have a contract with them; we‟d have a contract with you but not with them.” 

So we did all the donkey work, we did all the mathematical analysis of what we could accommodate as a 

maximum and then compared that with the statistical information that would result if the changes 

happened. It was that easy, we could cut down visits to residential properties in the Northampton Borough 

by two thirds. 

 

I: How were you going to do that?  

 

R: I‟ll tell you later. But those changes had to be agreed and implemented by the Northampton 

Borough Council itself in order for us to allow us to do it the way that we identified it should be done. It‟s 

a very difficult thing to do because what you don‟t want to do is go to someone and say, “Your system is 

completely rubbish,” and you‟re actually talking to the person who invented it and it doesn‟t go down too 

well. So we say, “We‟ve done an awful lot of number crunching and we think that we could do it if we 

did it this way we could do it in less time, cover more properties in a given day, the net result of which 

your customers become more informed on what allotted day their collections are made.” Because it used 

to be in Northampton Borough a resident would ring and ask for an item to be … they might have 3 

items, they might have a sofa, a washing machine and a fridge, and because those 3 fall into 3 different 

categories, 3 different trucks would go out and pick each waste item type on different days and take it to 

that depot. And we said, “No, if you collect all 3 at the same time and then distribute them to the depots, 

you don‟t have to visit that property 3 times in that week, just the once.” So, there you go, it‟s answered 

the question. 

 

 But local Government bureaucrats don‟t like change because they‟re so risk averse. And if you 

offer them change that benefits them they will fight you on it. Why will they fight you on it? Because the 

culture of local Government says, “Well, we‟ve always done it this way.” “Yes, but if you change it.” 

“Yes, but we don‟t have to change it because we‟ve always done it this way.” Trying to persuade 

somebody with that mind-set is possible, but it‟s not easy.  But you‟re at a greater chance of success in 

reaching agreement to change if it‟s a driver for the contract to be run successfully, and all Northampton 

Borough want is their contract running successfully. We‟ve divested it all out to external companies but at 

the end of the day the buck stops with us, because the resident rings the Council, “Can you pick up my 3 

items?” The Council say, “Yes.” It‟s booked and if it‟s not collected the Council get it in their ear, “This 

Council‟s rubbish, they were supposed to pick my 3 things up and they didn‟t.” Obviously they get on the 
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phone and say to the consortium, “You didn‟t pick this client‟s items up.” And they say, “Well sorry, you 

didn‟t send us the rota.” 

 

 So the Council are obliged, legally, to maintain responsibility for it all, even though they‟ve 

divested it to external bodies, and then that external body in itself has entered into a contract with us to do 

that bit that they‟re really not all that interested in; they‟re happy doing residential bins, they‟re happy 

doing part-maintenance and other bits and pieces that are sort of related to that, but they don‟t really want 

to do bulky waste because it‟s relatively a small part of the contract; they want to concentrate on the rest 

of it. So our determination from the off is that if we do it well we‟ll build a reputation for them. If they‟ve 

got a good reputation for bulky waste, so does the Council. So the Council have got to be interested to 

make this work, and make it work better. So you can imagine that you used to ring Northampton Borough 

and say, “I‟ve got my washing machine, I‟ve got my fridge and I‟ve got my sofa, and no longer do I have 

to get these different items out and wait for them to be collected on different days. Now I can ring the 

Council and it doesn‟t matter what I‟ve got, they will even tell me what day those 3 items will be 

collected.” 

 

 So, it‟s more convenient for the customer; it‟s easier to organise from the Council, and it‟s simple 

for us because we thought of it. 

 

I: So the type of items you collect it‟s either rubbish or good stuff?  

 

R: A small proportion of it on the bulky waste side is good stuff; a lot of it is damaged, irreparably 

damaged. Or with things like sofas and things it‟s badly stained or it‟s badly torn, so it‟s compromised the 

fire integrity of it. 96% of everything that we collect is either recycled or goes to landfill. 

 

I: Okay. And your tonnage you collect how much do you think … you collect over here or  

envisage to collect in a year?  

 

R: Over to my assistant.  We‟ve just done them for this financial year haven‟t we? We run it on a 

financial year which runs from the 1
st
 April to the end of March the following year. 

 

R2: Did you want it for the charity or the bulky waste? 

 

R: Bulky waste, or the charity or both? 

 

I: Can you give me both?  

 

R: So for 2012/2013, which was 1
st
 April 2012 to 31

st
 March 2013. 

 

R2: On the Daventry District side for bulky waste, shall I just add them together?  

 

R: No. 

 

R2: Okay, that was 65 tonnes. 
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I: 65 tonnes?   

 

R2: Yes. 

 

R: For Daventry District Council. 

 

R2: And then for Northampton Borough Council it was- 

 

R: More like 90 wasn‟t it? 

 

R2: 110. 

 

R: And in those totals we‟ve got all the categories of what was recycled and everything so we know 

the exact percentages of everything. 

 

I: So within the next 5 years how many tonnes do you think you will be managing,  or it 

depends on the contract? 

 

R: Well, we‟re quite fortunate in a way because the consortiums contract from when they started it 

was for 7 years, so because we‟ve got the bulky waste contract with them we‟ve actually got a contract 

that takes us right up to the end of May 2018. 

 

I: So you envisage that you will be handling bigger tonnage?  

 

R: We don‟t have the previous year‟s statistics for the Northampton Borough because we weren‟t 

running it then, we were just running the District of Daventry. But, can we have a look at the… as you 

can see we keep all the records. 

 

R2: 75 tonnes. 

 

R: 75 tonnes. And that compares with 65 tonnes, so it‟s gone down in the District of Daventry. But 

as you well know statistics go up and down and it kind of does a bit like that and they you draw a 

correlation line through it all, so although it‟s gone down it might go up next year. 

 

I: And what are the key resources you would require to manage?  

 

R: What are the key resources? Before I answer that, let‟s just give you the tonnages of what the 

charity avoided going to landfill. 

 

R2: 31. 

 

R: 31 tonnes. 
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I: Okay. That‟s in the previous year?   

 

R: That‟s in this year just gone.  Did you want the year before? 

 

I: If you can. 

 

R2: 31.  

 

R: 31 tonnes, so it‟s steady.  We used to have higher statistics than that because we used to recycle 

quite a bit as well as part of the charity side, particularly with the pilot scheme and prior to that as well, 

but when we did the bulky waste everything that we had to recycle in the end formed part of the bulky 

waste statistics if you like. So, the weights that you‟ve got there is a true reflection of what actually 

happened.  

 

 For us key resources: obviously man-power, and vehicles.  

 

I: Everyone says that.  

 

R: Yes, and good cash-flow. Daily and weekly planning – if you plan what has to be done it‟s easier 

to assess what resources you need to implement it. So the first thing we do is we put a plan together and 

then we build the resources to implement that plan. So, in terms of the bulky waste schedule we do run it 

with one team, we do run it for 5 days a week and we have an accompaniment of a driver, a driving 

supervisor and what we call „operatives‟. The operatives‟ jobs is to load and unload. The driving 

supervisor‟s job is to drive and supervise the operatives in doing it. But obviously the key resources is: 

man-power, vehicles and cash-flow. 

 

I: You‟ve got a different set-up to what I‟ve seen from other places, because you‟ve got the 

bulky waste section. In other charities they go out and it‟s up to the driver‟s discretion to pick up 

the furniture.  

 

R: Well there would be a reason for that – they don‟t have a formal contract with a contractor. 

Because initially, you see this is the reason why the District Council wanted us to run a pilot scheme, 

because they were convinced it would be worth our while doing it for nothing and the statistical 

information demonstrated that there was no way was it ever going to be worth the resources to capture at 

best, 4%, you just wouldn‟t do it. Because what‟s 4% of whatever it was? 

 

I: 65.  

 

R: Well, we‟ll take the previous year‟s was it 75? 

 

I: You said 65 and 110 was for Northampton.  
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R: That 110 was for Northampton, and the 65 was for Daventry District. But the previous year‟s was 

75. Celia‟s just pulling that up for us. So, the tonnage that the charity could reuse was about 3 tonnes, 3 

tonnes out of 75 and the percentage is? 

 

R2: 3.95% 

 

R: 3.95%, so 4%. So, as you can see you‟re cherry picking 4% and yet you‟re travelling in an 

extortionate geographical area to get 4%. Financially it doesn‟t make sense and because we demonstrated 

that there had been no incentive for any charity to do bulky waste free of charge, it would have to be a 

paid service. So, you either pay us direct or hopefully we get to work for a contractor who won a tender. 

But before this whole tender process happened what I can tell you is, is that Daventry District Council 

knew they had work on their hands if we were going to be prepared to run it for them on a commercial 

basis, because we couldn‟t afford to run it on our cost, what would be the point?  Everything we get 

exactly matches pound for pound the cost of running the service – what‟s the point of it? No point.  

You‟ve got a statutory requirement, by law, to provide this bulky waste service, for which the general tax 

payer has already paid the vast majority of it and then you‟re charging a notional amount to actually 

demarcate those who want bulky waste service collecting or not.   

 

But the true cost of running a bulky waste service is never publicised, and we knew that the true cost of 

running it was far more than what they suggested was the, „at cost‟. Because what they didn‟t 

accommodate with the at cost were the team members that they had there on salaries running it; their 

costs weren‟t included on the at costs. So, we knew that the back office staff weren‟t included in the at 

cost, and in fact when we talk about receiving money to cover our costs it didn‟t meet all our costs.  We 

agreed a minor adjustment to bridge that gap between what it was costing us to run it and what they were 

giving us. I mean can you imagine it, it would be bad press making a charity pay for your services. So, we 

made it clear to them that, “If you want us to do it, and we‟re quite happy to do it, because we know we‟re 

actually good at it, that it is actually going to cost you a lot more than your at cost figure and at that point 

they said, “Well, you‟re not going to believe this, but the whole thing‟s going out to tender.”  

 

So when you‟re talking about how much you want for the service, that‟s obviously something that you‟d 

have to give to a consortium that might entertain taking you on as a sub-contractor. And the good news is 

that you‟re dealing with commercial people who have got their feet on the ground and their heads are not 

in the cloud, and they know what the true costs of running a service is. So when we pile a lot more money 

onto what we wanted to run it, they didn‟t batter an eyelid; they knew that we were talking their language 

and that we could understand each other. 

 

I: Okay, so on average on your turnover, just a range?   

 

R: Now that‟s telling isn‟t it, because that‟s commercially sensitive information which I haven‟t had 

the Board of Directors or the Trustees‟ permission to divulge to you. So I would just say to you that what 

it does do- 

 

I: Is it over £250,000 or less than £250,000?  
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R: Oh, it‟s less than £250,000.   

 

I: Because I‟ve got a range here.  

 

R: Let‟s have a look at the range.  Where‟s your pen? Okay. 

 

I: Thank you.   

 

R: So it‟s not big bucks, but it‟s net. 

 

I: Okay.  

 

R: Now, what we did was my job was to persuade the Board of Trustees that we need to set up a 

company to run bulky waste, because it‟s a „horse and cart‟ situation. You see, you can‟t say to a 

commercial company that you‟re wanting to do business with, “Give us the cart and then we‟ll get the 

horse.” Because they will just say, “No. We‟re looking for people who have got horses, who can pull our 

cart.” So we had to have a horse and the horse was generating a limited company with a legitimate set-up 

with real people ready to run the service – now that‟s quite a risky thing to do. But, if you set up a limited 

company whatever assets you invest into it don‟t affect the charity‟s assets because the charity‟s assets are 

then protected because your bulky waste activity is then through a limited company, protects the charity 

because if at worse the whole thing went pear-shaped and this set-up became liable for a lot of money, not 

one penny of that money that this set-up is liable for can come from the charity, so it protects the charity‟s 

assets.  

 

 The other reason for doing this is any limited company can donate to a charity up to a certain 

amount, the Government say, and that amount is not subject to Corporation Tax. If a company says, “I‟m 

not giving my money to charity; I‟m not giving any of it to charity,” then everything they make is 

hammered 30% Corporation Tax. But if you get another company that says, “Well, we ought to give to 

charity really, we‟ll donate say £10,000.” Everything they make will be subject to Corporation Tax, 

except that £10,000 that they‟ve given. So we‟ve set up the business not to give 10% or 50% of the 

surpluses generated but in fact 100%, so it means that everything that this Limited Company makes is 

donated to the charity; it is not subject to Corporation Tax; the charity has benefited pound for pound 

everything the Limited Company has made, and has its assets protected.  

 

I: That‟s good.  

 

R: I know. And that‟s what we‟ve done, and we call it Daventry Contact Social Enterprise Ltd, and 

it‟s obviously incorporated here and this is where we operate from. So the charity and the social enterprise 

both operate from here. And Celia and myself we manage the operations of the charity and the business, 

so each side has got us for half-price if you like. 

 

I: And the quality standards; you mentioned that you have people who look at the items – are 

you registered with DEFRA and they have their  ARC with the Furniture Reuse Network. 
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R: Yes, we are registered with the FRN – The Furniture Reuse Network. We have a membership 

with them; we‟ve been on their registers since day dot. 

 

I: Yes, but are you accredited with them; do you have their stamp?   

 

R: As a member we can identify ourselves as FRN accredited, yes. Because to be an FRN member 

you have to report everything that you‟ve collected and everything that you‟ve reused; in fact it‟s quite a 

lot of information that they ask for, which if you don‟t provide it to them they will refuse you 

membership. 

 

I: Okay, because the last people I interviewed they actually pulled out because of what you‟ve 

just said – they ask for too much information.  

 

R: It was a lot. We did goose marches around the building to try and establish its area sort of thing, 

so they did ask for a lot of information, which if you don‟t have to hand, you would be struggling to 

complete the form. Fortunately for us we‟re very well organised and all the information that was required 

on that form, with only one exception, was readily to hand. And things like: income, number of people, 

volunteers, the nature of your operation, how much is recycled, how much is reused, the types of 

community members that benefit from the service that you provide – all this kind of stuff we had to hand, 

because as you can see, we keep very good electronic records, which you know Celia obviously has a big 

hand in that in making sure that that‟s kept up to date and relevant, so that at a moment we can pull out 

figures that are needed by these sort of people, so.  

 

I: But do you find joining the FRN an advantage; or a disadvantage to your operations?  

 

R: We found it a major advantage. And in fact this touches on the marketing strategy and marketing 

plan that emanated from that strategy, as a result of the FRN activities that we engaged in.  I think that the 

FRN it‟s the equivalent of the professional body, which if you like, for want of a better word, „governs‟ 

what happens in our industry. So they are almost like a wealth of information; they‟re like a library of 

what‟s going on in the furniture reuse industry if we can call it that, or voluntary sector, voluntary third 

sector.  To the point that they have people like, they have marketing development managers. So, from our 

point of view the FRN was someone that we wanted to do business with in formulating a specific strategy 

that will give us the best possible fighting chance of identifying money generating activities. And the 

FRN are really on the ball in this respect. Because I actually secured the services of their marketing 

development manager, Helen Middleton, who is based in Manchester, because of the particular level of 

cover which I identified that they offered that we needed to make this strategy work, I was impressed that 

they actually had that level of expertise to hand. They‟re not just information gatherers; they have got 

people switched on into marketing; they have got people switched on to operational opportunities for 

charities that might not have even thought about them. We at least have thought about them, and when 

she came and visited us she pretty much rubber-stamped everything we wanted to do and gave us a few 

pointers as to how we could approach those, in a way that was inextricably linked with the importance of 

FRN membership. 

 

I: There‟s a Charity Retailers Association-   
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R: No, we‟re not. Because we‟re not into retail; we don‟t sell anything. 

 

I: You don‟t sell anything?   

 

R: No.  And that‟s the reason, so we don‟t have a charity shop because we‟re not selling anything, 

and what I‟ll do is just at this jecture, if you‟re happy to pause the recording – let‟s carry on. So, the 

transition fund that we applied for that we got enabled us to spend quite a bit of time putting together a 

strategy for trying to bridge this gap of all the funding that we lost; we‟re going to give you a copy of 

these documents so that you can read them at your leisure.  We‟ve got an executive summary at the front 

of it, so we‟ve got here: „The marketing strategy‟s aim and objectives include; promoting the charity to 

one, to be competently equipped as a caring organisation that attracts new public service commissions for 

the disadvantaged, through the provision of training support programmes.‟ So we were looking at 

providing training. „Reinforce our organisation as an altruistic one; to attract support by way of attracting 

new grants, for acquiring, produce and obtain goods for the benefit of people in need, reducing poverty. 

Create a non-executive directorate social enterprise. Promoted manage for the purpose of engaging in 

diversification commercial activities, that complement that work of the charity. And annually donate 

surpluses generated, free of Corporation Tax.‟ So that‟s in the strategy document. 

 

 „And then the creation of the social enterprise takes a first priority because of the key benefits that 

it presents.‟ So you‟ve heard of the (s.l. Pareto rule 00:56:02), perhaps. I was able to identify that of all 

the things that we could do that would benefit the charity that a specific 20% of all of those would 

generate 80% of the equivalent of the lost grants in the first year, and that‟s why they had to be a priority. 

So if you like it‟s a 5-year plan, but the first year and that‟s why they had to be a priority. So if you like 

it‟s a 5-year plan, but the first year it‟s to generate 80% with that first 20% and that basically is what‟s 

happened. 

 

 „A commercial business with a social enterprise status has the ability to transfer operating 

surpluses as a tax efficient donation to the charity. The social enterprise can bid for commercial sub-

contracts, and engage with private sector companies, awarded with delivery of public service contracts. 

Develop a good viable business that can grow in whatever direction opportunities arise, either in 

partnership with other commercial organisations or joint ventures. Be financially independent, that isn‟t 

reliant on public grant funding. Have non-executive Directors that can be any or all of the Trustees of the 

charity,‟ and that‟s what‟s happened. „Generating a social enterprise in the current economic climate is 

one of only two options a charity has in providing a viable business model.‟ And it goes on and on.   

  

 The reason why it‟s called a marketing strategy is because in business studies it‟s identifying 

what market you want to be in that then governs what your business strategy should be, that‟s why it‟s 

actually that way round, and from the marketing strategy what emerges from that is the business strategy, 

and that business strategy was linked to what was called „transition fund activity plan‟. And from that 

plan we were then able to identify service growth strategies. So the transition fund activity plan isn‟t itself 

in here in the strategy document, but it is in the marketing plan, because what comes out of the marketing 

strategy is this is what we need to do, and then the plan is this is how we‟re going to do it. So, the plan 

cross-references with the strategy document, it says so.  And in that plan we‟ve acknowledged the input 
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that we‟ve specifically had from the Furniture Reuse Network, which is what brought me onto this, and as 

you can see from the list that‟s in here we‟ve had about half a dozen inputs. 

 

 There‟s the Transition Fund Activity Plan; these were the objectives that we felt we needed to 

concentrate on, that would best maximise the impact of having the Transition Fund, should we be 

awarded it. And because we were awarded it that activity plan that we put in our bid to get the grant then 

just fell out of that and came into the marketing plan if you like. But what emerges from that are the 

service growth strategies which are 4 key areas: cash-cows, problem-child … so we‟re looking at existing 

services for existing markets, existing services for new markets, new services for existing markets and 

new service diversification for new markets, and we identified the bulky waste service as an existing 

service for new markets. Because we‟d run the pilot scheme the existing market was doing it for the 

Daventry District Council. The new markets gave us the, because we had the skill and competency base 

to do it, we could continue doing it for Daventry District Council for the contractor but additionally the 

new market would be to do it for the Northampton Borough Council; which ordinarily we would never 

ever consider doing. 

 

 Because there are charities that work in different geographical areas of Northampton Borough, 

per se, I don‟t mind blowing the trumpet of this charity because I think the work it does is outstanding and 

it‟s a great privilege to be working for it and I personally have been greatly encouraged by the calibre of 

people who have served on the Board of Trustees and have come into this organisation because it‟s been 

an absolute joy; a very proactive, outward looking people, who are not risk averse by any means, and not 

afraid to stick their head above the parapet and see what‟s going on. And as a result of that I would say 

that this charity has uniquely been positioned to really go for this stuff, because a lot of other charities 

would be scared, I think, to venture into this sort of stuff, to the point that they wouldn‟t even apply for a 

Government Transition Fund. 

 

I: My next question would be centred on the Transition Fund, because the way we‟re going 

there‟s less and less funds coming from the Government, so in the event that you don‟t get such 

funds, how do you think you would move forward?  

 

R: Well I would say that if you rewind and listen to some of the answers that I‟ve given to some of 

the questions posed already, I‟ve inadvertently if you like sort of touched on this to a large extent, but to 

answer your question simply, what I would say is that it‟s very, very difficult for charities out there. If we 

hadn‟t had done what we have done, we would probably have had to lock the door and go home and cease 

to exist, it‟s as simple as that. 

 

 I think the Board of Trustees would not have allowed that to have happened; that they would have 

got together a band of merry-men and women who were happy to do everything that was necessary, 

totally unpaid and on a volunteer basis, and even then would struggle to raise some funds that would go to 

offset simple operating running costs, because it‟s pretty desperate out there. 

 

I: Yes, because that‟s why some of the charities, what I was getting from some of the other 

charities is that they have to sell in order to survive.  
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R: Absolutely and I can totally understand that. In fact we did seriously contemplate, and actually 

did for a relatively small period of time, start pricing items in the belief that the only way this charity 

could survive is to actually start putting a price tag on some of the items. It was pretty obvious within a 

short space of time that that wasn‟t going to work because of the people that we were helping. So the 

main question is: do we carry on helping the people that we‟ve always helped or do we try and help a 

completely different category of person who can afford to part with cash from their pocket? And that I 

think cut across everything this charity stood for, and would not have been allowed to have happened. 

 

I: Okay. It would have been a different story altogether.  

 

R: It would have been a different story altogether, and what I would say is that there‟s been a lot of 

brave people on the Board of Trustees and here who have said, “Well, let‟s stick to what we were set up 

for and let‟s see what we can do to get some money in.” And the Transition Fund was instrumental in 

giving me the time and others to actually put the phone down if you like and start looking at what could 

be done. And what emanated from that was the marketing strategy and the plan that we‟d put together 

was able to identify a small number of money income potential opportunities. So, if you can spend 20% 

of your time generating 80% of what you‟ve lost, that‟s time well spent. Once you‟ve secured that you 

can concentrate on the other bits, which are going to take longer to gain, but our objective is within this 5-

year plan that at the end of it we will be engaging in everything that‟s necessary to cover all our costs. 

 

I: How many full-time staff and voluntary staff do you have here?  

 

R: Right, the charity has 2 employees and officially up to 20 volunteers that can be called on for 

various reasons.   

 

I: Do you provide training?  

 

R: Yes. 

 

I: And does this go to the volunteers as well or just your permanent staff?  

 

R: To answer the question, first of all there‟s a duty of care and obligation as employers to provide 

training for people that‟s necessary for them to conduct their daily activities in a safe and appropriate 

way, so things like manual handling and that sort of thing is pretty much read as something that we need 

to do. But not all that long ago it came to my attention that there was something called „The Future Jobs 

Fund‟, I don‟t know if you‟ve heard of that? 

 

I: No.  

 

R: Well in Northamptonshire, well throughout the whole country in fact, the Government have an 

initiative called The Future Jobs Fund, and that was geared towards people who had been out of work for 

6 months or more, who needed some work based experience and training that would make them more 

employable, after the 6 months. Even though the organisation taking them off for that 6 months might not 

actually be in a position to employ them for financial reasons, the Future Jobs Fund allowed that 
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organisation to be reimbursed the costs of taking them on for 6 months, which covered their remuneration 

on the national minimum wage, I think it was for 25 hours a week; in addition there would be some 

formal training. And the formal training under The Future Jobs Fund could be NVQ or life skills training, 

who you bring people in to do the life skills training, but actually we were able to demonstrate that we 

were capable of doing the life skills training ourselves, that was accepted and endorsed. And we took on 3 

people for 6 months on the Future Jobs Fund, and that drove the need to train and that was a good thing 

for us because we had people here who were capable of doing it and here was an opportunity where they 

were needed to do it, and at the end of that 6 months so good at it were we that I basically said, “Look, we 

can‟t take these 3 people on, we‟re not financially in a position to do that, but we‟re quite capable of 

providing another 3 a 6-month placement to go through the same programme and hopefully benefit them 

the same as the previous 3.” And that was agreed that we were able to do that, so we actually had 2 6-

month blocks of 3 people going through that programme. 

 

 And at the end of that programme we were supposed to give them every opportunity to apply for 

another job, so we would show them, sorry I‟m not meaning to sound condescending at all, but because a 

lot of the young people who we had met and interviewed to be part of the Future Jobs Fund training – 

bright cookies, so you could see that they were biting their lip and desperately trying not to say, “Of 

course I know how to do that.” But in context to that we would show them how to letter write, put a CV 

together, apply for a job and that kind of stuff. And because of this activity through the Transition Fund 

and the implementation of our marketing strategy and plan we were actually able to, because of this 

commercial contract that we‟d got, suddenly be in a position to afford to keep someone on. So we took 

Celia on when she finished the Future Job Funds Scheme – and we‟ll just pick on you, seeing you‟re here. 

 

R2: Why change the habits of a lifetime!   

 

R: Well absolutely Celia! We were very keen for Celia to do formal NVQ training in Business and 

Administration and to her credit she accepted the challenge and has successfully gone through that; Level 

2 apprenticeship. And Celia knows a good thing when she sees it and she saw the opportunity to go onto 

Level 3 and she took that on as well didn‟t you? So, willingly and without any need to persuade 

whatsoever, and I‟m pleased to report that Celia is on the brink of completing her Level 3 in Business and 

Administration. So, we‟ve got a young lass who‟s clever and bright, who for whatever circumstances 

wasn‟t in employment, hadn‟t been for several months and I think was on the verge of maybe thinking, 

“Oh, blow this, I think I‟ll go to university.” When this opportunity came along and she decided to run 

with us instead of going on a different course. You would have to ask her herself what she thinks of that 

now, but I can tell you from my point of view she‟s a high achiever and she‟s pretty damn good to have 

around because she‟s got the administration side of things pretty nailed and she attends meeting and she‟ll 

assist me; we‟ve done presentations; she‟s taken minutes at the charity‟s AGM – there‟s a lot of good 

stuff that she does now that she couldn‟t have done when she first joined us, so a real asset to the charity. 

 

 And she‟s not the only one, we took on Jamie, who was pretty aimless and going nowhere and 

doing nothing. And Jamie was the worst person we interviewed, and we were really pleased that he was 

the worst; you weren‟t the worst by the way, just thought I would clarify that. He was the worst because 

he had the greater potential for life change and make something of himself if we gave him the opportunity 

that we had available for him. And when we finished the interviews we actually called him back and he 
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was utterly surprised to be given the chance to join us under The Future Jobs Scheme. And as a result of 

that he‟s gone from strength to strength as well. And you think that we‟ve done that for 6 people and out 

of those 6 people we would have quite happily kept 3 of them, but we‟ve managed to keep hold of 2 of 

those 3 that we would have been happy to have retained. 

 

 And we also have, this is the other side of the charity now, is that when we have these 

catastrophic cuts in grant, no longer could the charity sustain the remunerations that the other paid staff 

were on, but by generating the business and actually bringing in a genuine income as a result of carrying 

out that business, they were simply transferred over by agreement onto the business side, so they‟re now 

on the business side payroll earning proper money, and getting proper training as well, because she‟s done 

Business and Administration; there‟s 2 lads in there who we‟ve had on through learning difficulties, both 

of those despite their learning difficulties have successfully completed their Level 2 in Warehouse and 

Storage apprenticeship – I‟m going to show you some certificates before you leave. 

 

 And Jamie, who I‟ve mentioned, said to me, “If they can do it I know I can do it. Can I go on it?” 

So we‟ve signed him up to go onto the Level 2 Apprenticeship training as well, and we could never have 

done that when he first came. So, we‟re really pleased that the training environment that we‟ve provided 

here, it‟s pretty simple, it‟s basic, it‟s fairly laid-back but it‟s fairly support give, and we find in an 

environment like that, people excel. 

 

 Can you ask her a question now? 

 

I: How are you finding it here?  

 

R2: Good. It‟s really good, I enjoy it and it‟s hard work but with a smile, so it‟s okay. 

 

R: I‟ll pay you later! 

 

I: What Government or Council initiatives or policies have you found to be the most beneficial 

or restrictive in your operations? 

 

R: Well let‟s start on the positives, the Government recognised that charities would probably be on 

the brunt end of cuts that they were going to impose on Councils. Take Northamptonshire County Council 

for example, Councillor Kirkbride announced that the Government short-funding of the Council meant 

that the Council had to look at making a 30% reduction in costs across the board, and that was more than 

likely to affect some of the grants as well. And she thought that it would affect them to the tune of maybe 

30%-50%, it actually affected them 100%, because obviously you don‟t want to see your relative go out 

on the street. So, instead of driving cost-efficiency savings, which I know where they could make the 

savings, but they‟ve not asked me. They‟ve kept the money instead and kept people on. Quite frankly 

you‟d have to ask them what they do and they would probably struggle to answer the question but they 

get paid and they‟re happy. 

 

 Because the Government recognised that might be the case they were prepared to offer substantial 

grants up to the equivalent of 50% of grant loss. So we‟ve talked about the Transition Fund; well done 
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Government for doing that, and not just leaving us high and dry but at least giving us a fighting chance to 

maybe do something about the predicament they knew we‟d be in – now to me that gets a big tick. 

 

I: With the Localism Act?   

 

R: I would say the local Government have acted with a lot of negligence and ignorance of what is 

actually going on in our communities and the effect that their decision-making in cutting grants to 

charities like us would have on those very communities they claim to support and are interested in. I‟m 

afraid the rhetoric does not meet the reality. There‟s a lot of political rhetoric that goes on and it means 

not a button to the vast majority of community members who need genuine help and who have had a lot 

of genuine help from good-natured, altruistic organisations like us. 

 

I: Yes, but what I meant was has the localism act been beneficial to you in that people see 

Daventry Contact as a good organisation and they influence the Council?  

 

R: I would say that on the plus note obviously when we got the grants the Councils were pretty vocal 

about the fact that they were supporting us; they‟re less vocal now because they‟re not supporting us, so I 

would say it‟s had a detrimental effect, that‟s what I would say. 

 

I: Why so because you took the commercial side of it ? 

 

R: Well, I think the way they‟ve gone about it hasn‟t been right. And I think that the way they‟re 

trying to implement changes going away from grants to commissions is totally wrong. Because they talk 

about involving voluntary and third sector organisations like us, and yet the application process to become 

an approved supplier as a charity for commissioning goods, you might as well ask people to walk through 

fire because you haven‟t got a cat in hell‟s chance of getting on these registers – we‟ve tried. And I‟m 

glad Celia‟s here because she has worked her absolute socks off to give us the best possible fighting 

chance of getting on these approved lists; she‟s jumped through hoops, she‟s done their online courses in 

information governance and all the rest of it, and despite all that, because of the blinkered, short-sighted 

way in which they‟ve put this application together, which is a „one fits all‟ we score low and we don‟t 

even get anywhere near the pass mark criteria. Things like: „what is your business continuity plan?‟ 

We‟re a charity; have you seen the size of us? They‟re comparing us with blue-chip companies. Now, 

when you‟ve got a blue-chip company you expect a blue-chip company to have a clinical waste policy, 

where‟s our clinical waste policy? We don‟t have one. “Why haven‟t you got one?” “Because we don‟t 

deal with clinical waste.”  That‟s a bad mark against us, not a, “Oh, that‟s not applicable.” It‟s a black 

mark against us. So everything we don‟t do because we don‟t do it, is a black mark and makes us score 

low to the point that we completely fail, very easily, their pass criteria, because we can‟t compete with 

what blue-chip companies have in place, we‟re not a blue-chip company we‟re a charity, a third sector 

voluntary organisation. 

 

 We got the MP involved didn‟t we? Because we were pretty hopping mad about this. We got an 

MP involved and the MP spoke to somebody in a high place and said they would get it reviewed and that 

they would come out with some guidelines that would be more appropriate to how a charity like us could 

get on the approved list, because obviously there are things in the application process and shouldn‟t be 
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there because they don‟t apply to charities. And we‟d been waiting what a year for this to come out – and 

it‟s still not there. And we‟ve been invited to go through the same application process again, exactly the 

same and we think, “What‟s the point?” 

 

 So, local Government are talking about involving the voluntary third sector organisation in 

delivering public services but then don‟t let us in, and they‟re giving it all to blue-chip companies, one of 

which failed miserably in delivering their public service, so you know, these blue-chip companies are not 

guarantees that the services will be provided efficiently, but where charities are providing services already 

before their application forms were even invented they‟re designed to completely disqualify us and other 

charity organisations as well. They are designed to disqualify us; the rhetoric doesn‟t meet the reality. 

 

I: Okay. Because some charities have complained that they have suffered because of the 

boundaries. I have interviewed one which was in a specific area but they couldn‟t operate in the 

area they were in because they were classified to be in another.  

 

R: I know; it‟s pathetic, it‟s ridiculous. It would be enough to make John McEnroe do his nut 

wouldn‟t it? „You cannot be serious!‟ you know. You wouldn‟t put John McEnroe on a cricket pitch 

would you? 

 

I: No.  

 

R: He‟d say, “I play tennis.” “Ah, but, yes but the way you‟ve described yourself, we think you 

definitely fall into the cricket category.” “I play tennis.” “Yes, but we don‟t have tennis courts so we‟ll 

put you on the cricket field.” It‟s a bit like that. So there‟s been no consultation with third sector voluntary 

organisation sector, per se, and I would say that that‟s been the biggest example of negligence that this 

whole process has been lacking in, in any consultation with charities like us, whatsoever. We‟ve been 

dictated to every step of the way. “If you want to be considered for providing this service that you‟ve 

been providing for 20 years now successfully, you‟ve got to tick these boxes. Oh dear, you don‟t tick the 

boxes, you can‟t do that for us anymore.” “What? We‟ve been doing it for 20 years.” “Yes, but you don‟t 

qualify.” “But we‟ve been doing it for 20 years to your satisfaction.” “Yes, but you‟ve not ticked all the 

boxes, you don‟t have a clinical waste policy.” 

 

I: So does this also apply in the way they are running the contracts, do they go through the 

same process you just explained?  

 

R: Yes. We know of at least one organisation that has spent £10,000 on buying consultants‟ advice 

to make their application successful, and they‟ve still failed. Haven‟t they? So it‟s very easy, I‟m sorry 

I‟ve got my office voice on. But just putting my hat on  as a member of this community, if somebody had 

told me what I‟ve just told you now I wouldn‟t believe them, I would say, “You‟re making that up. It 

can‟t be possibly that. It can‟t be that negligently bad.” But it is, and this is the problem that the ordinary 

fellow or lass on the street haven‟t got a clue how badly things are run, and how badly affected their local 

charities are impacted by all this change. This is not forward change; this is not change for the good, it‟s 

change for the bad. It‟s to the detriment of everybody except for the people who pick up local authority 

pay checks every month and want to protect their pensions, that‟s it. 
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I: Okay. What measures do you think the Government or Council should implement to ensure 

the viability of your organisations?  

 

R: I think the Government, and local Government should have a third sector voluntary sector task 

force who can give them advice of how to engage charities in the delivery of essential public services that 

benefit the community, because they haven‟t got a clue. You can go to university and you can pick up a 

thesis and read it, but there‟s nothing better than listening to the people who are actually doing it, because 

you can have all your theories you know, they have their place, but you can‟t rely on them to advise you 

which course to go, that‟s not an academic exercise, that‟s a consultation exercise. Anybody can go and 

pass an exam or write a thesis but how many are actually engaged in charity activities? They‟re the people 

that you need to listen to, so I would say a task force that was made up of every representative of the third 

voluntary sector, that‟s what I would say. 

 

I: That covers most of what I wanted to ask you.  

 

R: Not people who are MP‟s, not people who are academics; by all means have the MP‟s there and 

have the academics there, they have their place, but if you want to know what‟s going on, ask the people 

who are doing it, and we‟re not being asked. 

 

I: Yes. I‟ve had an experience with a member of another organisation who was quite annoyed 

by the fact that the Government is getting consultants to write up documents and things like that, 

and all these guys do is phone up organisations like you and use that information-  

 

R: Give us the money instead, we‟ll tell you, you‟ll be supporting charities financially then, and be 

getting the best advice. These consultants don‟t work for charities; they don‟t meet the person who is 

destitute in his unfurnished flat. They don‟t come and talk to people like Celia have benefitted from being 

taken on, under actually what was a very worthwhile Government scheme, and I‟ve read some of the 

reports that have the said the Future Jobs Fund Scheme was inappropriately and ill-conceived – are you 

serious? Come here and see how it‟s borne fruit; we‟ve never been consulted, we‟ve never been asked. So 

I don‟t know where they get these conclusions from but they‟re not getting it from us. 

 

I: Yes, consultants.  

 

R: I mean consultants have their place but if you‟re going to pay a consultancy firm £100 an hour to 

produce a report, give us £20 an hour and we‟ll do it in half the time and it will make an awful lot more 

sense. 

 

I: Thank you very much, Martin.  

 

R: You‟re very welcome, John. 

 

I: Thank you, Celia. 
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R2: Thank you.   

 

R: Are there any further questions you would like to ask us? 

 

I: No, but when I finish if you want a copy of my thesis I could gladly give it to you.  

 

R: What I‟m happy for you to do, just for the record, is we‟re going to give you a copy of our 

Transition for Marketing Strategy document and the marketing plan; I‟m more than happy for you to 

incorporate those within your dissertation appendices. 

 

I: Thank you so much. 
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R: Well it‟s better to record anyway, because then you don‟t miss anything.  

 

I: I thought maybe we could start with the first question.  

 

R: Yes. Okay.  

 

I: What are some of the key government initiatives that have been put in place to encourage 

recycling reuse? 

 

R: Okay, from the general public. So obviously you have got your charities and you have got other 

companies that do reuse, some of them do it as a business, like your second-hand shops. You know, some 

do it as a charity but … What‟s in place to try and encourage local authorities from governments to reuse 

is as the, you have probably looked it up, the EU Waste Framework Directive and there is also the Waste 

Regulations 2011 England and Wales that look at the waste management hierarchy. And what local 

authorities try to do to help resolve or help reuse is a lot of authorities or partnership authorities have a 

waste strategy, a local waste strategy and within the waste strategy they could have a section in there or 

target that they will try and reuse bulky waste wherever possible. You probably know the law in respect 

of waste inspection is Section 45 of the Environmental Protection Act and it confirms that there‟s a duty 

on local authorities to arrange for collection of household waste. However there‟s no legal requirement 

for house holders to recycle, unless they choose to. I mean it‟s up to them and they have a free piece and 

they want to give it to someone to reuse or just throw it away, it‟s their own choice. It‟s the same with any 

recycling from the kerbside, you know your plastics and your cans and stuff. It‟s up to them whether they 

recycle or not, you can‟t force them. So the local authorities, they try to encourage the public to recycle 

and they obviously do that by giving them specific bins and boxes and try and get them to recycle. When 

it comes to bulky waste, they provide a service so that they can actually capture the domestic furniture 

that they want to either reuse or throw away. Now the problem is some local authorities can afford to 

collect the bulky waste separately so that they can either give it to a charity or reuse it one way or another. 

Some authorities can‟t afford that luxury and so any bulky waste that‟s collected goes straight in the back 

of the van to landfill or incineration depending where it goes. So it‟s down to the local authority to decide 

whether or not they collect bulky waste and whether or not, in a way that they are going to reuse it. They 

have to collect it, it‟s a service they have to provide. It‟s also a service that they can either charge for like 

for Northampton, they charge £25 for three items, but then there are local authorities that still do it free.  

 

I: Okay.  

 

R: Because they either have this service, they can give it to charity or they prefer to get it picked up 

from the households rather than find it in a lane somewhere been fly tipped. So you know, there‟s reasons 

why councils charge and don‟t charge. Let‟s have a look and see what else I have put on these notes for 

you. Also what encourages local authorities to provide a bulky waste service, if they are stopping it going 

to landfill, they can claim it against their recycling credits. So every time they prevent any waste going to 

landfill and it‟s recycled in one way or another, they get a recycling credit for it normally from the waste 

disposal authorities. So that‟s a bit of an encouragement. The only thing is normally, using Northampton 

as an example again, is that the money that you get from recycling credits doesn‟t cover the actual cost of 

providing the service for collecting bulky waste so that you can reuse it. So that‟s why it‟s not always 

affordable for some authorities to provide that service and that‟s why they just throw it in the back of a 

van and dump it. So I think that covers most of number one for you.  

 

I: Okay.  
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R: So yes, so there‟s an obligation to collect the domestic waste under the Environmental Protection 

Act, but there‟s not an obligation for them to actually separate the waste so it can be reused.  

 

I: The £25 the residents pay on collection or - 

 

R: No, they pay in advance. That‟s mostly because of the way, the council now operate a moneyless 

system and so if anyone wants some items picking up, they have to ring in in advance, they then have to 

schedule it on rounds. The bulky waste collections take place five days a week, but they are divided up 

into areas of the town. So you could be on a Wednesday collection, so if you ring up on a Wednesday, 

you have missed it. If you ring up on a Thursday, you have to wait till the following Wednesday and get it 

collected. So they operate on a postcode type system for collecting in town. And they will go out and 

collect the free items that you want. You have to list the free items as well when you ring in, but when 

you ring in, you also pay for it at the same time so that they have got the money in advance. The only 

thing is is if you are putting our white goods, your fridges or freezers and stuff like that and you put it out 

for collection from the council on the day, there are some scrap metal merchants that know their rounds, 

go around, pinch it before you get there. And then the resident will ring up and say I want the money 

back, well you can‟t have your money back because we have scheduled you in and the workers have gone 

out on the vehicle to do the job. So we are going to need the income to pay for that. So if it‟s unfortunate 

that someone got there before we did, then you know, you still have to pay for it.  

 

I: But if people are going to pay, do you think they are more prone to phone the council or 

they just leave them out for the scrap metals to collect? 

 

R: No, some people do leave it on their drive knowing that sometime or other someone‟s going to 

come around collecting scrap metal, which is quite regular in Northampton. It‟s mostly the travellers 

actually that come around and collect the scrap metal, because they make money from it. And they know 

that so they leave it on the drive, so they won‟t ring the council up if they have got that to get rid of. But 

there are people who want it collecting properly and disposing of properly so they will ring up the council 

and pay for the three items. The three items if you have got a bed, a fridge freezer and say the mattress 

that goes with the bed, that‟s three items. They will probably collect the mattress and the bed on a 

different day from your white goods because normally white goods, using Northampton again, is on a 

Friday and they cover the whole of the town. So they might pay £25 for two appointments, so they can 

collect the white goods separately because it goes to a different place. It‟s quite complex really. Now the 

other thing is, using Northampton as an example again, is that they actually have a charity that collects the 

bulky waste for Northampton and Daventry and it‟s Daventry Contact Centre, I don‟t know if you have 

had a look on their website? 

 

I: Yes. 

 

R: The council pays them a fee to go and collect the bulky waste on the council‟s behalf. This does 

actually save the council money because they are not providing a vehicle and two men to collect the bulky 

waste, the charity is doing that. However the council does contribute to the charity to collect it, a certain 

fee, which I am not quite sure what the fee is. It doesn‟t cover all their costs so the charity needs to make 

sure that wherever it can recycle elements of the bulky waste that it picks up, that it does. So take the 

Daventry Contact Centre, if they got a settee and it can be reused, they reuse it, they give it to families 

who have just been rehomed or families that don‟t have much furniture, all that sort of stuff, but they 

don‟t charge them for it. However, they could get a fridge which is no good, but they could break the 

materials down so they can get the scrap metal out of it, get the plastic out of it, and then when they have 

plenty of those sort of bits and pieces, they can then take them in, weigh them in and get some money 

back. So that‟s how the charities can get some of the money back. But also I know the charities, the 
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Daventry Contact is a Christian charity and they also rely on donations as well from the people, you 

know, that they work with. So you know, they get income from other sources as well.  

 

I: Okay.  

 

R: But their main objective really is to try and salvage as much bulky waste as possible to give to 

people who have just been rehoused or were homeless and rehoused, you know all sorts of things like 

that, where they can‟t afford their own furniture. I don‟t know if you have been to see them, but I have 

been up to see them and they actually provide packs for new home starters, like curtains, bedding, quilts, 

they do have settees and stuff, beds, wardrobes, all that sort of stuff, they can actually give them for 

nothing to help them out.  

 

I: Most charities I have interviewed, they say it‟s not always worth their while to pick up 

anything that they can sell.  

 

R: Yes that‟s right, which is understandable really because when you think of the staff and the 

vehicle and the fuel that you need to do it to pick up an item. Even if you have a charity shop, it doesn‟t 

pay to go out and collect it, you rely on people to bring it to you. Although some do have a little van that 

they run around in, but it‟s not a profitable business and that‟s why charities rely on other sources of 

income as well and donations and stuff, because you are not going to make any money out of collecting 

bulky waste that way. So no, it is, whoever does it, there is a cost to whoever is providing that service.  

 

I: I was speaking to Daventry Contact, they were saying only 3% of the stuff they collect, they 

can reuse.  

 

R: Yes that‟s right, yes.  

 

I: And without grants they wouldn‟t survive.  

 

R: No. 

 

I: Now with the current situation where cuts have been - 

 

R: Cut and stuff yes, they are probably struggling.  

 

I: Is there any future in such a set up? 

 

R: There probably isn‟t unless the government decides that when they do it, because obviously they 

have scrapped their waste strategy or the targets within the waste strategy at the moment because they are 

going to do some sort of waste management plan in the future, which should be really round about 

December 2013. Unless they actually put in that plan that local authorities will provide a bulky waste 

collection and we will reuse as much of the bulky waste, it‟s possible that authorities aren‟t going to do it, 

because as I said, they can afford to do it. To run a vehicle and two staff to collect bulky waste is 

somewhere round about £120,000 a year depending on the type of vehicle you use. The income before 

Daventry Contact took over Northampton was roughly around about £50,000. So you know, the sums 

don‟t add up, it‟s just a cost. As I said, some local authorities still provide that service and they still 

provide it free of charge because they would rather collect it than see it dumped in a layby somewhere, 

which then they have got to send someone out and collect it and dispose of it, so you know, that resource 

could be quite expensive as well. So there‟s pros and cons of providing that service. So yes, the charities 

are not making anything out of collecting local authority bulky waste, although it is ethical. Some 

councils look at it and think, you know, morally we should be, we have our corporate responsibility that 
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we should be using furniture wherever we can for the people that have just been rehomed because they 

have nothing. And even families on very low incomes can‟t afford to go out and buy a new suite, so then 

they go to these charities and they will give them a suite, beds for the growing kids and stuff like that. So 

you know, they do play a major part, but it‟s not, it‟s very expensive for local authorities to support.  

 

I: Okay. And if we move onto number three. I don‟t know if you have anything to add to 

number two please? 

 

R: No, I think we really answered it, number one and two together didn‟t we? Yes.  

 

I: What is the market contribution of these organisations in terms of financial and 

environmental damage? 

 

R: I think there‟s quite a small percentage when it comes to the bulky waste. However, if you look 

on the high street, there seem to be more and more charities opening up. So, but that‟s because they go 

out and collect whatever items, or the items that they get donated and then they sell them and obviously 

whatever they are selling must be covering the costs of the shop, because a lot of the staff within the 

shops are voluntarily anyway, so it doesn‟t really cost them too much in salaries. So it‟s just the cost of 

providing the shop. Some charities get a reduction in their business tax or the rent that they pay on the 

shop, I don‟t know how much, I have never gone into that. But I know that they can get a reduction 

because they are a charity, which enables them to open these second-hand shops or charity shops and sell 

these goods. And because of the, well this time of austerity I suppose, people can‟t afford now to go out 

and buy new this, new that, so they are going more and more to charity shops to buy stuff. So this is 

funding the charity shops more and also can afford to keep the charity shops open. And so I think in that 

area there‟s a growth and they have survived these times of austerity that they keep going on about, 

whereas you see other shops close, these are still surviving and even expanding and that‟s because people 

don‟t have the money they used to have and go into these shops, and they are making some money out of 

it. Again, they are relying on people to take stuff there or people ringing them up directly and getting stuff 

taken to them, donated to them. They are not surviving on bulky waste collections from local authorities. 

Some local authorities who do provide a separate bulky waste collection do sometimes separate stuff that 

can be reused and will drop it around to these charity shops. But again, it‟s such a small amount, you 

know, it‟s not something that will keep these charities open, so that‟s why they have to find the resources 

to keep them open. Yes, I mean you touched on the fact what Daventry Contact Centre said is only 3% of 

the stuff that‟s collected from the kerbside can be reused, because a lot of the stuff is damaged through the 

weather. Because you know, if you have got a new bed, you are not going to keep it in the house for 

seven days and wait for it to be collected, you are going to throw it outside. You are not interested 

whether people reuse it or not, or some people aren‟t anyway, some people are. And it‟s the same with 

any other furniture. There‟s regulations as well unfortunately. If you pick up a washing machine and it‟s 

not working, you are not allowed to repair it so that you can then move it on. The washing machine has to 

be working and you have to move it on as it is, which is again a little bit unfair because some of the 

charities were able to fix them at one point, now they are not allowed to. So the washing machine is as it 

is when you pick it up, if it‟s working great you can move it on, if it‟s not working all you can do is strip 

it down and break it into parts and sell the parts.  

 

I: Why is that? 

 

R: Just regulations that have come in for some reason. I don‟t know what regulations they were, but 

they are just not allowed to do that. It‟s the same with furniture, if they pick up a settee and it‟s got the 

fire retardant sticker on it, great, they can move it on. If it hasn‟t got the fire retardant sticker on it, you 

could have two identical furniture, one with a sticker, one without, you can‟t move the one without the 

sticker. It has to have the genuine sticker. So you know, bits of legislation like this that come in, they 



132 
 

don‟t help the reuse of some of the items. So you know, that is a factor as well. I have got a settee at 

home, I have just had a new one, it‟s still at home, I can‟t get rid of it because it‟s got no fire retardant 

sticker original and so that‟s going to have to be disposed of. So you know, it is a shame, but that‟s how, 

that‟s the rules that the charities have to work to.  

 

I: Okay. In a separate mechanism? 

 

R: Again the only mechanisms that the charities have is that they can operate as a charity and bring 

in the right income to operate their own shops and so on and that. There‟s no mechanism there really that 

can be enforced on local authorities for the bulky waste that‟s collected. Again it‟s voluntarily for the 

local authority whether or not they can afford to collect it and pass it on. And as I said earlier, it doesn‟t 

pay for a local authority financially to collect bulky waste and move it on to a charity, it has to be whether 

or not they do it morally, that they collect it and reuse it or they can pay a contribution to a charity to 

collect it. But again, it doesn‟t cover all the charities costs, so yes, unless the government puts some sort 

of regulation in, a strategy somewhere, then authorities just will be looking after their own interests really. 

And as the government keeps cutting the finance that goes to the local authorities, more and more 

authorities are saying well we can‟t afford to do that, it‟s going to have to go back in the truck and off to 

landfill or wherever it goes. So yes, I think if there‟s any mechanisms to support the charities, then they 

are mechanisms that they create themselves.  

 

I: Okay.  

 

R: I don‟t know too much about what frameworks the charities have to work, or what guidelines 

they have to work to, but I know there are rules and regulations out there for charities and they do get 

grants for this, that and the other and discounted probably business tax and rents and all this sort of stuff. 

Then you know, they have to work within whatever they can get. Some authorities do actually provide 

warehouses for charities, it‟s possible somewhere, I don‟t know, that if that‟s the case, that some 

authorities actually provide a shop for charities to operate from and they will drop the bulky waste off at 

the shops. I know this authority has just got a new residual waste contract, well not this, but the county 

council, it‟s the waste disposal authority has just started a new contract for the authorities within 

Northamptonshire where they can tip their waste. And they are looking at drop off areas at these sites, so 

that if the authorities do decide to collect bulky waste and they want to reuse the bulky waste, they can 

actually drop them off at these sites so they can be reused. But again, it will be minimal, it will be down 

to each individual local authority whether or not they want to do that.  

 

I: Okay, sure.  

 

R: Northamptonshire Waste Partnership have a waste strategy, I don‟t know if you have seen that? 

But within the waste strategy they are looking at bulky waste collections. They did want to have a county 

wide bulky waste collection so that they could fund a team and a vehicle could go round all the authorities 

on different days collecting bulky waste that had been booked in through their call centres, but it was just 

too expensive to provide. And again, there was only one place that you could take it to to get rid of it. 

Now with this new residual waste contract, there are different locations. So Northamptonshire Waste 

Partnership is going to be looking at bulky waste again in August of this year to see, you know, if they 

can provide some sort of service like that, or even expanding in on the charity. They did look at 

expanding the Daventry Contact contract which does Northampton and Daventry, but again for the 

smaller authorities it was just too expensive for them to enter into any sort of contract with the charities, 

because the charities needed X amount of money to be able to do it, and the authorities couldn‟t afford to 

do it. So yes, so the only mechanisms in place are really what the charities create themselves.  
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I: Okay, because the question I am going to ask is linked to question number five, how often 

are charities, organisations contracted to? Because some of the charities are saying the councils 

have got too many boxes to tick when most of this stuff is not applicable to small charities. So you 

find if you, we saw one, three or four boxes which are not relevant to the charity, your scoring goes 

- 

 

R: Much more - 

 

I: - much lower, even if you are capable of doing the job.  

 

R: The thing is with charities, if they are going to take on a local government contract or tender for 

collecting their bulky waste, you have to be reliable. And that means when a customer rings up and you 

tell them what day the charity is going to come around to collect it, you have to collect it. Because the 

charity is running on a very tight budget, if they have a vehicle breakdown, they don‟t have a backup 

vehicle to then go out and collect it, so then the charity becomes, if you like, unreliable. And the local 

authority is the one that gets it in the neck because they are the one that takes the call for the bulky waste 

to be collected and then they turn around and say to the customer, sorry, the vehicle that was going to 

collect it today isn‟t coming, it‟s broken down. The work then stacks up, so then when the charity 

eventually does get the vehicle back on the road, it can‟t catch up because obviously the council is still 

taking calls for bulky waste that needs collecting. So the councils do worry about their reputation, because 

councils need to have a good reputation for the general public for them to trust them. If they break this 

trust, then, you know, it can cause all sorts of problems. So that‟s why you don‟t see many local 

authorities giving out tenders or bids for their bulky waste unless the charity can say well if this vehicle 

breaks down, I have got another one and I can do this and I can do that. So yes, you are right, if they miss 

a collection, they get a black mark against their contract and at the end of the day they might turn around 

and say it‟s not working, you are not reliable, we don‟t want you. So yes, I mean Northampton and 

Daventry, as I say, they use a Daventry Contact, they give them an annual fee, Daventry pay their bit, 

Northampton pay their bit, I don‟t know what the value of it is, but it‟s enough to help provide another 

vehicle and the staff to collect it. But they do rely on their incomes as I said from charity collections and 

whatever they can get from the scrap when they sell it on. But you don‟t get many local authorities that 

actually put a tender out for their bulky waste to charities because of that reliability factor. And also, 

there‟s not that many charities out there that can actually do it because of the costs involved. So unless the 

charity is guaranteed that the local authorities are going to give them enough money to cover all the costs, 

the vehicle, the fuel, the staff, then, you know, they are not going to take it on.  

 

I: Okay. It‟s tough for them.  

 

R: It is yes.  

 

I: And the contracts, are they long term or - 

 

R: Those that do get a contract, and again I can only speak for Northampton and Daventry because I 

don‟t know of any other charities that do have a contract with local authorities collecting their waste, is 

normally as long as whatever the, say like Northampton has externalised it‟s collections, Enterprise 

collect their waste. So it‟s Enterprise that now pay Daventry Contact Centre for Daventry and 

Northampton as part of the contract.  

 

I: Okay.  

 

R: The contract is seven years, so there‟s no doubt that Enterprise will keep it for the seven years. 

Because Enterprise aren‟t silly, they are saving money by getting the charity to collect it because they are 
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only paying a nominal fee towards it. As I said, you know, it‟s the difference between a nominal fee and 

actually having the service paying £120,000 a year to get it collected using your own staff and vehicle. So 

it‟s in Enterprise‟s interest to keep the charity going because they are saving money. So normally, it will 

only last as long as what the contract is. Enterprise do have an option at the end of the seven years to go 

for another seven years, so they might decide at that point, oh we will keep the charity on for another 

seven years. So I think contracts will vary. If Daventry Contact Centre obviously let Enterprise down and 

don‟t become reliable, well obviously that will have an impact on Enterprise‟s reputation, which will have 

an impact on the council‟s reputation. So if they feel that they are not doing a very good job, I am sure 

somewhere within the contracts there is some sort of default clause, you are not reliable, we are not going 

to use you anymore, full stop. So you know, every contract has some sort of default mechanism in it if 

they don‟t perform how they should perform. So yes, I think the contract literally just depends on 

whatever agreement they come up with, whether it‟s with the private sector or with the local authority.  

 

I: Okay. And what might be some of the key issues that would impact on - 

 

R: Well I think it‟s as we have just said really, the charities being reliable to start off with. However, 

there could be a change in the European Directives again, you know, like we said about the washing 

machine, you can move it on if it works. If it doesn‟t work, you are not allowed to fix it, so it‟s no good to 

anybody so it has got to be scrapped. The government could bring in some new legislation or regulation 

within their new waste strategy or waste strategy management plan or whatever they are going to call it at 

the end of the year, which might put other restrictions on there again, what you can and cannot reuse and 

this, that and the other. So as I said the examples we used before about the sofa with no label, a washing 

machine that doesn‟t work, the charities don‟t want those restrictions because it does, and they have to 

abide by them. So that could have an impact on the charities if that was to happen. Yes, so it‟s a really, as 

long as the legislation doesn‟t change again and impact them or local authorities‟ budgets get further and 

further cut, they can‟t afford to fund them, there‟s lots of things that can have an impact on a charity when 

it comes to the bulky waste services, yes.  

 

I: We will move onto the next one. 

 

R: Oh the only other thing just to add to that, which does affect the charity shops as well is you have 

probably noticed that there‟s shops opening up that are willing to pay you for bringing your clothing to 

them. They are normally private companies that are setting up these shops because there‟s a big market 

there for textiles and so they have cottoned on that, we having a shop in the middle of town, don‟t take it 

to your charity for nothing, bring it to me and I will pay you lots of money for it. And I think they are 

getting something like, if you are an over the counter customer, something like £45 a tonne. A customer is 

not going to go in with a tonne of clothes, but take a bag in, you might end up with something like two or 

three quid, instead of giving it to the charity. So that‟s harming the charities because normally people 

would take their clothes to the charity for it to be reused, but these shops now are offering cash for clothes 

and so they are taking them to these. That is actually having an effect on the number of clothing being 

donated to charities which they would normally rely on as well. So yes, so that will make an impact on 

them as well. Which of the factors below, if any, would you consider to be a key to the long term viability 

of these voluntary organisations? 

 

I: Yes.  

 

R: Again the capacity that they need through the doors. We just spoke about cash for clothes, that 

will have an impact on them. Partnerships, this is important if the charity is going to work, they need to 

work in a partnership, especially if the partnership is going to pay a contribution towards them. 

Innovation, yes, I mean that‟s a typical example of an innovation by the private sector is to open up shops 

for you to take the clothes and give you money back. Unless the actual charities probably start to do 
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something in a similar light, then they are going to lose out to these. So they need to probably be a bit 

more innovative and say, instead of taking them to the shop and getting money, bring them to us and we 

will give you the money, if they can afford to do that, which they can. Although if you were to add all 

your clothes up and you get £45 a tonne for the customer, the actual shop itself actually gets somewhere 

between £400 to £600 a tonne, so that‟s why there‟s money in it. I have known some offering £750 a 

tonne for textiles, so you can see the difference. You can see the money they are making for every tonne 

of clothes they have, they get £750. I don‟t mind giving Joe Bloggs in the street £45 for his tonne of 

clothes, because I am going to make £750 out of it.  

 

I: That‟s a big difference.  

 

R: It is, oh yes. Alright they have overheads, like they have got to have the shop, they have got to 

have the staff but it is a lot of money. And that‟s why, I don‟t know if you get it, I get it, I probably get 

two or three plastic bags through my letterbox asking me to put clothes in it, put it out on the doorstep 

every week.  

 

I: Yes, you do.  

 

R: It‟s because, they know there‟s a lot of money in it. And a van goes round on the day it‟s 

supposed to collect it and throws the bags in the back of the vehicle. But I know that there are also other 

people out there running around in a van trying to get there before the charities get there.  

 

I: Charity gets there.  

 

R: Exactly, yes. So you know, it does go on. Scheme performance, again, you know, they have to be 

reliable if they are going to succeed working with local authorities because the authority has its reputation 

to maintain. Quality standards, the charity can only move on items that are reusable, because you know, if 

I didn‟t have much money and I wanted a settee and I went into a charity shop, I would still not buy a 

settee that looks really rough or bad. At the end of the day, I think I would rather sit on the floor than pay 

for that. So they have got to be items that they can reuse and move on. But also charities have got to 

collect items that have an outlet, there‟s no point collecting something that you can‟t move on and you 

just pile in a corner, you know. It‟s not feasible for charities to collect plastics and cans because you 

would have to have a great big mountain before you can get a tonne of it, just to get a few quid back. So 

it‟s not in their interests to collect that. Management skills and planning, yes, I mean at the end of the day 

if you are going to run a charity and you are going to collect bulky waste it takes a lot of planning and a 

lot of good communications to be able to collect it and run a charity efficiently and effectively, and 

obviously safely as well. Yes, I think if any charities were to decide that they are going to collect the 

bulky waste from a local authority, they would have to have a very good business plan, but they would 

have to have the markets as well. You couldn‟t just set up a charity to say we are going to collect bulky 

waste from you, we will do it for this, that and the other. They need to be able to move it on, a bit like 

Daventry Contact, they actually have the contacts to move the stuff on. They work with homeless people, 

they work with the charities, homeless charities, low income charities, they work with the councils who 

rehome people to get them furniture. So they work with different organisations, so that if somebody is 

rehomed or there is somebody who just can‟t afford the furniture, they have got the contacts where they 

get the people from that go to them to collect it. It‟s all very well collecting all this furniture that you want 

to give to people, but if you are not giving it away, then you have got a problem with storage and stuff 

like that. So there‟s a lot of planning and you need to have a backup business plan so if your vehicle does 

break down or your staff don‟t turn up, you need to be able to get out there and still collect it.  

 

I: If you were to rank them, which one do you think would be the top three, (00:37:19 multiple 

speakers) charities? 
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R: Well obviously you need the capacity, if you haven't got the capacity then you are not going to 

bring in the income or be able to provide the people that you want to provide the goods for. Yes, you need 

to be innovative, because if you are not up to date with the markets, able to get your charity to grow, then 

you are not going to survive. And obviously, your management skills and planning, because obviously 

it‟s got to be planned. You know, you are touching really on the other one as well really is quality because 

if you are picking up stuff and it‟s not got the quality and you can‟t move it on, you are not going to 

survive either. But yes, obviously you need the capacity, you need to be able to capture the markets 

innovatively and great, whoever thought of opening a shop and collecting - 

 

I: But without partnerships?  

 

R: Yes, charities can operate without partnerships obviously.  

 

I: They can? 

 

R: But there‟s a difference between a partnership and a contact. You have got to have contacts to 

where you can get rid of your stuff. But the partnerships, don‟t necessarily need a partnership if you have 

got the contacts. If you want to collect the bulky waste for a local authority then yes, you need a 

partnership and you need a business plan. And normally if a local authority is going to do that anyway, 

they would normally give out a tender so people could bid for the bulky waste work, not just pick a 

charity and say come and do this for us and work in partnership. They would have to put out a tender and 

say this is our bulky waste collection, this is what we would normally pick up each year, this is what we 

are prepared to pay a charity for doing it who is interested. So they might get three or four coming along 

and saying well we are interested, and so they would then look at the business plan to see - 

 

I: But being small, they are at a disadvantage - 

 

R: Yes, the smaller charities will be.  

 

I: - to tender when competing with the big companies.  

 

R: Yes. But there again, Daventry Contact is only small. It might not be, but sound big because it 

does Northampton and Daventry‟s bulky waste, but it is small because they only have a warehouse. It 

does have a sister company called Spencer Contact, which is a very similar sort of charity. Because 

Daventry Contact was to do the Daventry area and Spencer Contact was to do the Northampton area but it 

operates under, Northampton‟s bulky waste is collected by the Daventry Contact, although there‟s a 

connection between the two which I think is just a Christian church rather than anything.  

 

I: Okay.  

 

R: They do work together, but they are separate charities for whatever reason they are. So yes, I 

mean if you are going to work for a local authority and collect bulky waste you need to a partnership. But 

if you are a charity and you are not working with the local authority then obviously you don‟t need to 

have a partnership, you just need to have all your contacts. A lot of the charities on the high street are part 

of a charity chain which you have probably noticed. It is very rare that you get a small charity, individual 

charity opening up and to have a shop to put the goods that they get in there. You don‟t see them 

normally these days. Yes, so I think really if you are a charity you need capacity, you need to have your 

management plan and also plan ahead, as things can change, legislation can change and you need to be 

prepared that, you know, these washing machines, you are getting them in and repairing them and moving 

them on again, great, but then all of a sudden legislation will change and you can‟t do that, all of a sudden 
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you stop, when you collect a washing machine, if it‟s not working you have still got to move it on. And 

what a lot of these charities do now is just strip it down, so they get a bit for the copper wire that they 

strip out of it, a bit for the metal that they strip out of it, bits and pieces for the rubber. Even the actual 

sockets, they take out the elements for the, whatever you call them, which are made out of copper. So 

they have got a little jar that they put them in and when it gets so full they take that for cash. So they do 

try and salvage every single little bit they can and then they dispose of the rest.  

 

I: Some charities were complaining about boundary issues. There is one in Luton and they 

asked, they were saying, they are supposed to say Central Bedfordshire, but they are on the border 

in Dunstable, so they can‟t get people referred from the council to them to supply the goods.  

 

R: If they are on the boundary, yes. Yes, I mean what, this goes back really to the tendering because 

if, like Northampton and Daventry, we are putting, there‟s a tender out there which they are working to, to 

work within the Daventry and Northampton boundary. However, if say for example, Leicestershire got a 

similar sort of contract with another company and they come over the boundary into Daventry or 

Northampton, then you are taking Daventry Contact‟s business away. So you will get this sort of friction 

there if that is happening. So, you know, yes, I mean you will get that when you are very close to 

boundaries because you are infringing onto somebody else‟s contract. So the local authority, you will 

have the other local authority saying, oi, your contractor is coming onto our patch, get off. So you will get 

that. But yes, they are aware of what their boundaries are really, are you must stick within Northampton 

and Daventry. And if you are going to be collecting bulky waste on our behalf and not Leicester‟s, you 

know, so yes, you will get that quite close to the boundaries. It‟s like, take Daventry for example, you 

have got villages up towards the Market Harborough, all those people that live in those villages don‟t 

shop in Daventry‟s town centre, they go to Market Harborough and shop in Market Harborough, so 

Market Harborough is getting their custom and their business from another local authority‟s area if you 

were to look at it that way. And it‟s also, Northamptonshire County Council only want residents of 

Northamptonshire County Council to actually use their HWRCs. But we all know that people that live at 

the top end of the county have got a closer one in Leicester, so they will go to Leicester. But if the guys in 

Leicester know they come from Northamptonshire, they can actually turn them away, we don‟t want your 

waste, you take it to Northampton. You know, because they are the ones that pay for your disposal not us. 

So you know, that happens and you wouldn‟t actually think about it, you would think, oh there‟s a site up 

there, I am allowed to take the rubbish, well actually you are not, because you are not in their district. 

Okay.  

 

I: It‟s tricky for them.  

 

R: Yes. Well I have done this, I mean they are my notes because I just wanted to make sure that 

when you came, I am not trying to think off the top of the head, so you can have that.  

 

I: Thank you very much.  

 

R: And then you want me to - 

 

I: To sign that.  

 

R: Yes. 

 

I: I‟ll stop the recording.  
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APPENDIX: 6 Bivariate Analysis 
 
Socio-demographic profile of the respondents 
Factor  Luton (%) MK (%) North (%) Combined (%) 

Have you 

shopped at a 

charity?  

66 78 80 75 

Have you used a 

furniture reuse 

shop? 

48 62 80 57.7 

Gender (female) 64 53 48 55 

Age range 16 – 30yrs: 42 

31 – 45yrs:36 

16 – 30yrs: 34 

31 – 45yrs:28 

46 – 60yrs: 18 

16 – 30yrs: 38 

46 – 60yrs:28 

16 – 30yrs: 38 

31 – 45yrs:28 

46 – 60: 18 

Livelihood Student: 30 

Part time: 40 

Student: 18 

Part time: 32 

Uni: 18 

Student: 12 

Part time: 44 

Student: 20 

Part time: 38.9 

Income range <£10: 18 

£10 – 20: 44 

£20 – 30: 26 

£30 – 50: 6 

<£10: 18 

£10 – 20: 32 

£30 – 50: 16 

<£10: 28 

£10 – 20: 32 

£20 – 30: 16 

£30 – 50:22 

>£50: 2 

<£10: 21.5 

£10 – 20: 36.2 

£20 – 30: 17.4 

£30 – 50:14.8 

>£50: 2.7 

House type Semi: 36 

Flat: 24 

Terrace: 24 

Semi: 44 

Flat: 18 

Terrace: 22  

Semi: 32 

Flat: 30 

Terrace: 16 

Detached: 18 

Semi: 37.6 

Flat: 24.8 

 

Rented or owned? Rented: 65 Rented: 46 Rented: 42 Rented: 51 

Behaviours 

 
Factor  Luton (%) MK (%) North (%) Combined (%) 

What items do 

donate/buy at 

shop?  

Clothes: 44 

Other: 8 

Clothes: 28 

Furniture: 8 

Other: 4 

Clothes: 22 

Other: 8 

Clothes: 31 

Other: 7.4 

How often? Monthly: 32 

Annually: 28 

Monthly: 40 

Annually: 20 

Monthly: 30 

Annually: 34 

Monthly: 34.7 

Annually: 27.9 

How would you 

dispose of a sofa?  

Charity: 50 

Tip/throw away: 

40 

Charity: 51 

Tip/throw away: 

38 

Charity: 48 

Tip/throw away: 

42 

Charity: 49.7 

Tip/throw away: 

40.2 

How did you find 

out about the 

shop? 

Drove/walked by: 

34 

Drove/walked by: 

30 

Drove/walked by: 

38 

Drove/walked by: 

34.2 

Why use charity shop? (ques 1c) 

 
Factor  Luton (%) MK (%) North (%) Combined (%) 

Good value 42 42.9 50 45 

Helps the 

environment 

42 38 44 41.6 
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Why don‟t use charity shops? 

 
Factor  Luton (%) MK (%) North (%) Combined (%) 

Prefer to buy new 

items 

35 24.5 30 30.2 

Like good quality 

items 

14 4 8 8.7 

Not aware of 

shops in the area 

20 14.3 14.3 15.6 

 

What would encourage you to use charity shops? 

 
Factor  Luton (%) MK (%) North (%) Combined (%) 

Good quality 

items 

84 71 88 81.2 

Awareness of 

shops in the area 

66 51 72 63 

 

Environmental attitudes and beliefs 

 
Factor  Luton (%) MK (%) North (%) Combined (%) 

What I buy and 

consume impacts 

upon the 

environment 

78 61 60 66.4 

I buy based on 

costs 

78 79.6 78 78.5 

I buy based on 

quality 

86 85.7 88 86.6 

 

 

Pearson‟s correlations between why respondents used a charity shop and selected factors   

 
Factor  Luton (%) MK (%) North (%) Combined (%) 

Gender -0.0186 -0.375** -0.320* 0.361** 

Age range 0.441** 0.354* -0.375** -0.301** 

Prefer to buy new 

items 

0.227 0.453** 0.418** 0.365** 

Good quality is 

impt 

0.307* 0.340* 0.377* 0.332 

Value is impt -0.330* -0.368** -0.444 -0.386** 

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 

*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 
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APPENDIX: 7 

Open and axial codes 

Quality and standards (approved reuse centre (ARC) and Trading Standards Approved) 

Economic viability 

Scheme performance 

Increased number of charities 

Council funding significantly reduced 

Need to focus on niche markets 

Need to be more business like 

Items vary depending on socio-economics of the area 

Social good or making money? 

Effects of economy 

Repair too costly for small organisations 

Most are FRN members 

Committed staff are important  

Good record keeping system is impt 

Low tonnages per annum 

Charities, Community interest companies and Social enterprises 

Difficulty winning contracts 

Low turn over 

Need more vans and crew 

Need more funds 

Vulnerable staff and  service users 

Staff skill sets and values 

Diverse income streams 

Add value to products primarily by cleaning, not repair 

Primarily collect furniture and white goods 

Lack of coordination between different departments in councils  

Minimal staff training 

Social media 

Collect primarily from households 

Sell via shop and eBay 

Customers are primarily poor and vulnerable 

Bulky waste only small percentage of overall waste 

Too small to tender (e.g. have to account for TUPE) 

Difficult to commit  to long-term contracts 

Refurbishing versus new 

Some items from big retailers (e.g. John Lewis, Argos, Asda, Tesco), from showroom, catalogues, etc. 

Logistics (more vans and storage capacity) 

Recycling and reuse credits 

Provide range of social services 

Focus on cleaning and valeting of items 

Restrictions on reuse of items 

Staff have to multitask 

Transition and Future Jobs Funds 
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Increased competition  

Customers looking for deals 

Relevant council departments varies (Regeneration, Transport and Parks, Welfare, Probation, Social 
Services, Environment, etc.) 

Schemes have to provide ‘universality’ 

Customers looking for second hand, not new 

Bulky waste collections not financially viable 

Customers (primarily poor and vulnerable; vary with location) 

Collection boundaries 

Overarching aims and objectives often unclear 

Retailer takeback and tradeins 

Procurement contracts 

Need professional look 

Impacts of policy changes 

Strong link between welfare and roles 

Acting as subcontractors to large waste management contractors 

Service Level Agreements (SLAs) 

Welfare reform 

Restricted by geographical boundaries 

Crew makes final decision about collection 

Benefits Review 

Good quality and cheap items difficult to source 

Service falls within wider remit (e.g. welfare, housing) 

Government Spending Review 

Rates Relief 

Large percentage of collections of low/no value 
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Appendix: 7 (contd.) 

Selective codes 

Impact of economy (e.g. reduced funding; more charities; people selling good items on eBay; 
customers looking for bargains; donations down; more customers; quality of donations lower – the 
Primark effect; people holding unto larger items for longer before getting the rid of, so difficult to 
find good quality white goods) 

Market place (increased competition from more charities, eBay and Freecycle and people driving 
around in front of council vehicles ion collection days; important to do research and adapt, need to 
advertise and market to increase community awareness; cheap products make reuse products 
difficult to compete) 

Too small individually (lack capacity and resources; criteria (e.g. universality) makes getting council 
contracts impossible) 

Staff (on average around 5 FT and 26 volunteers; should hire people with background in business) 

Quality and Standards (ARC, Trading Standards, fire tag, etc. WRAP looking at generic reuse 
standard) 

Impact of Government policy changes (e.g. changes to distribution of welfare and shift from 
Community Care Grants to Sustainable Independent Living Scheme which will give monies to 
individuals) 

Scheme performance (can’t afford to collect high percentage of rubbish, Service level Agreements 
make long-term planning impossible, WRAP encouraging retailer takeback/tradein schemes; tracking 
is important to reduce fraud by customers, monitoring diversions/tonnages/types of items and 
reporting performance; Recycling credits don’t cover costs and it’s difficult to prove reuse to get 
Reuse credits; local authorities hesitant to give contracts because don’t know if VCS will exist for 
long enough and don’t have resources and capacity to provide a reliable service) 

Finance (money available for training; need to form businesses; Rates Relief Scheme is crucial for 
survival; Transition Fund has been important; knowledge of alternative funding sources is limited) 

Charity mentality (independent and not business focused; conflict between making money and 
providing social good; lack of business and operational plans and good record keeping) 
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APPENDIX: 8  
Measures to address waste policy in UK 
 

 
Source: Sharp and Luckin, 2006 
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