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Thirteen people attended this event.  Johanna Carrie (Chair of Transition Edinburgh) 

explained that the topic of financial sustainability for Transition groups and other community 

organisations had attracted interest at the Transition Edinburgh AGM and this meeting had 

been arranged to share information and ideas about the social enterprise model as an 

approach to this.  She introduced Rachael Millson from the Social Enterprise Academy, who 

was attending in place of her colleague Sam Baumber, to give a presentation on the topic. 

What is a social enterprise?  A social enterprise is a business whose primary objective is to 

achieve social and environmental benefit.  Its profits are used for this purpose rather than 

distributed to private owners or shareholders.  There is currently no legal definition of a 

social enterprise, nor is there a regulator specifically for such organisations, but there is a 

Social Enterprise Mark for which enterprises can apply (www.socialenterprisemark.org.uk), 

and the main requirements for this are that: 

 at least 50% of income is from trading (as opposed to grants or donations); 

 at least 50% of any profit is directed to social/environmental purposes; 

 there is an asset lock, i.e. on dissolution of the business all residual assets are 

distributed for social/environmental purposes. 

A few examples are Fifteen (www.fifteen.net), The Big Issue (www.bigissue.com), The Bike 

Station (www.thebikestation.org.uk) and Breadshare (www.breadshare.co.uk). 

Social enterprises are part of the “third sector” (family, voluntary and social) which goes 

together with the private sector (profit oriented) and the public sector (government and 

statutory organisations at various levels) to make up the economy – as shown in a diagram 

from Social Enterprise in Anytown by John Pearce and Alan Kay (2003). 

The Code of Practice for social enterprise in Scotland, available from the Senscot website 

(www.senscot.net), sets out the essential elements of a social enterprise, the values and 

behaviours that characterise social enterprises, and the landscape in which they operate. 

Legal structures:  Rachael provided copies of a Social Enterprise Academy document setting 

out eight forms of legal structure for community groups.  She said that a social enterprise 

could be incorporated or unincorporated (the latter meaning that any liabilities fell on the 

individuals involved), and it could be a charity or not.  The categories most appropriate to 

social enterprises were company limited by guarantee (whose members’ liability is limited to 

a nominal amount such as £1 each), industrial and provident society (which can issue shares, 

and can be a charity though regulated by the Financial Services Authority rather than the 

Office of Scottish Charity Regulators), community interest company (limited by guarantee or 

by shares, with an asset lock) and Scottish charitable incorporated organisation (regulated by 

OSCR) – all of these having the benefit of limited liability.  Advice on legal structures could 

be obtained from Firstport (www.firstport.org.uk), Senscot (www.senscot.net) or the SCVO 

(www.scvo.org.uk). 

Local examples and possibilities:  Those present talked about activities that might benefit 

from a social enterprise approach.  Transition Edinburgh South and Transition Edinburgh 

University had both had funding from the Climate Challenge Fund which had not been 

renewed, and were looking for other ways to carry on their work – mainly on energy 
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efficiency, reuse and recycling, and increasing the use of local food.  Transition Edinburgh 

Pentlands also wanted to continue its energy advice work, but had not found a way to 

generate income from it.  Specific projects being explored at the University of Edinburgh 

included a co-operative to reuse and recycle items left behind at Pollock Halls (David 

Somervell had had a meeting today with the students involved and consultant Martin 

Meteyard), and an advice service for students on living more sustainably (being pursued by 

the Enactus group, of which Kim McLeod and Songze Wu were members).  Bob Murison 

had been trying to set up a community purchase scheme for solar panels, which would be 

community owned and hosted by households, but this had been killed by the Government’s 

cut in the Feed In Tariff.  Mike Ferrigan was developing a Scotland-wide coalition on climate 

change and sustainability, with a branch in each of the eight Scottish Parliament regions (see 

“Edinburgh and Lothians Climate Change and Sustainability Coalition” on Facebook).  It was 

suggested that food should be a promising area for social enterprises; Rachael knew of some 

doing catering (employing people with disabilities), and there were co-operatives such as 

GreenCity (www.greencity.coop) and the recently formed New Leaf Co-op 

(http://newleafcoop.co.uk/).  Lorene was looking for ways to fund interventions on autism, 

currently funded by a charity. 

Resources available:  Firstport and Senscot (URLs above) provide advice and support for 

social enterprises; some funding is available for those starting up, including grants for 

feasibility studies (typically a few thousand pounds).  The Social Enterprise Academy 

(www.theacademy-ssea.org/) provides learning and development programmes for those in 

social enterprise – including a course on “Understanding Social Enterprise” to be run in 

Edinburgh on 30-31 January 2013 for groups funded by the CCF (probably open also to those 

that have had CCF funding in the past, but contact the SEA for details).  Ecotricity and Good 

Energy might provide support for community energy schemes. 
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