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Ever since I came to NZ in 2004 I’ve been longing to return and get more closely connected to some of the work you are doing here. There are lots of reasons, some of them about the similarities between us and some about the very interesting cultural differences. And then just as the opportunity arose to get back to NZ, the bottom fell out of my world and, instead of having delightful and stimulating conversations with you, I’m having to send you this talk – my side of the dialogue only. Fortunately I know it will be delivered by someone who knows what she is talking about – Jennifer Gill – and who will be able to enter into discussions with you since I cannot. Please bear in mind that I wrote this talk in the summer, before disaster hit Northern Rock and the Foundation. At that time we were expecting to spend £34m this year (about NZ$92m). We’ve just revised that budget down to about £21m – nearer $60m. That’s still a lot of money but I doubt we will be spending anything like that next year. So to some extent some of the issues I raise in this talk may no longer effect my Foundation in quite the same way. Nonetheless I hope you’ll hear some things that resonate now and in future for you – and, with any luck, for us.
I thought it would interesting to talk today about the fascinating territory of ‘defined geographies’. And as you’ll have understood from the title of my talk, for me this is a mishmash of opportunities and frustrations. For you to understand and I hope empathise I need to tell you a bit about the Northern Rock Foundation. This should help you to know literally and figuratively where I’m coming from.

NRF is a ten-year-old foundation – it’s our birthday in January 2008. And we work exclusively in a part of the UK with a population of only 3 million people, more or less. Now I know you’ve got just over 4 million of them but you’ve got a whole country for them. Our area measures less than a hundred miles top to bottom or side to side. So we can travel and be just about anywhere in the region, using our rather up and down roads, in a maximum of 3 ½ hours, providing there’s no snow and no sheep on the road – yes we have that problem too. 

Now many of you here in New Zealand share similarities with us. Whether your funding comes from gambling proceeds or from demutualised or once public utilities you are probably looking at local benefit and your funding is pretty secure (Ours was too – but now that should bring a hollow laugh!). Many of your budgets as far as I can tell are also rather bigger than your founding companies or organisations had expected. When the Northern Rock Foundation was first launched there were ambitious projections for the size the Foundation would become but they have been exceeded – not by my work but by the profitability of the parent company to whose wagon we are hitched. And I think you may know that ‘more’ and ‘big’ are not necessarily the same as ‘good’ and ‘easy’. More of that later.

So when I talk of defined geography I am mainly thinking of those of us who fund only in part of a country. For those who fund nationally or internationally please don’t leave – I think some of the problems, and especially the pleasures, of funding in and getting to know one area may be intriguing for you. You may want to adopt the plan yourselves to concentrate on one special place. But even more importantly we who fund regionally need you to know things about us and to ally with us if you and we are to achieve more. We’ve got a lot to offer each other.

My observations are also coloured by a geographic factor not common to all who work in defined geographies but for those who share it, it’s a very significant element. In our case it is the distance from both our capital and the perceived heartland of England. This is something which anyone working far from seats of power will recognise. If this talk were being given from the experience of City Bridges Trust or the Kings Fund, both based in London and both created for the benefit of Londoners, it would read very differently. Auckland probably suffers little from being so far from Wellington but I’m guessing that Invercargill might as well be Timbuktu sometimes. Geography isn’t just about where you are; it’s also about where you are not.

Rolled into this debate is the question of whether size matters. Our £34m was an awful lot of money for such a small area and such a small population. In charitable funding terms our planned spending was a huge amount. But in proportion to public spending and indeed to the serious and chronic needs of the region it’s not much at all. Small, dedicated local funders do not necessarily have the same aspirations to national influence that larger funders can do. But for a large funder, there is an almost automatic expectation that size brings some power and influence that should not be wasted. And as I’ve suggested distance can make the effort of engaging with the centres of power very much more onerous.

I’m going to talk mainly about the Northern Rock Foundation because that’s what I know best but I’ll throw in some other examples where possible and lodge some questions I’d like to throw back at you because I want to learn from you too.

Let’s start in positive mode by looking at the upsides of familiarity. Since our Foundation began life it has fiddled about with its boundaries in an annoying way a couple of times but for the past seven years we have focussed just on the area of the North East (that’s one of our regions in government terms) and the county of Cumbria adjacent to it. We tend to call this area our region even though no other authority except a TV company shares its specific boundaries. And we have worked very happily and productively there, primarily as a grant-maker but increasingly as a progressive and engaged funder who aspired to offer much more than just grants. This is where a limited geography first turned out to be advantageous. Thanks to our annually increasing budgets we have been able to do new things AND fund and re-fund many organisations generously throughout the region. That has led to familiarity with them over more than the usual one or three years of a funding relationship and also to trust in most, though obviously not all, cases. 

We don’t know how many third sector organisations (TSOs) there are in the NEC. The UK as a whole has pretty poor data collection on its voluntary and community sector. We were just about to change that by commissioning a major piece of research to establish the scale and state of the sector in the NEC. We might yet get to do it. But even if we do not currently have the whole census we are pretty confident that we’ve had contact with a very high proportion of them. Indeed a good way to start the research would be to run off a list of all the organisations that had ever applied to us. Of course you would miss a lot of the very small ones. And you might miss the more sensible ones who actually read the guidelines and DIDN’T apply – but that’s another discussion!  Nonetheless we probably know most of them through their friends, umbrella organisations and generic groupings. Being local means becoming familiar like in a large village where you can’t be close friends with everyone but you can probably direct the new postman to any address.

Some of the NEC organisations we have come to know extremely well - as grant holders, unsuccessful applicants, borrowers or partners. We have helped many through rough times. Others we have helped to close with dignity or find a new purpose. An increasing number now are benefiting from the training we have established specifically to address the deficiencies in management, governance and technical abilities we can see through regular contact. Getting to know the region really well has enabled us to draw conclusions about why, in our first few years, the quality of applications from this, our home territory, was so poor. And once we had begun to establish some trust we could do something about it. For example the NE culture is one of suspicion of London and a marked reluctance to leave the region! So we tackled this in two ways – first we bought in expensive and excellent training courses and offered them at NE prices to local groups. They were and still are oversubscribed, valued by participants and very beneficial. We can see the results in the quality of thinking behind applications we now receive.

Second we offered incentives to travel in the form of our Visit and Learn scheme – you want to visit another project from which you could learn? We’ll pay the costs. We tried a range of other schemes too, some more or less successful, but all geared at making our organisations (as we think of them) fitter and more able to hold their own anywhere. 

We have created a whole toolbox of interventions for our grants team to use. Examples include the local consultants, the Learning Team, who are on call to troubleshoot or just help improvements. In some cases they work as an immediate response team able to visit a troubled organisation within days of an alert. None of them are more than a few hours’ drive from any organisations in need. But when necessary we bring in outsiders too. Mediated through us they are welcomed or at least listened to! We have recently contracted with a group called Circuit Riders, an IT support team who can either ride to a TSO’s rescue or help a small organisation install the right kit and learn how to use and maintain it so they do not get into trouble.

In other words we are part of the supportive ecology of the region and not just a distant ‘funder’. Many applicants speak of ‘getting money out of’ funders and employ somewhat Machiavellian tactics to deal with them. I’m sure we get some of that but the wise ones are straight with us because we’re on the doorstep – there’s little point in glossing over problems or overstating achievements when the funder is quite likely to know different! I’ll bet that’s even more true for those of you who work in smaller areas than ours. I’d be very interested to hear how grant holders deal with their difficulties when you are so close. Do they hide them? Do they see you as people who can help or as people who have to be given the bright side always? Do they tell you their troubles early and ask for help? Or do they wait until it’s all too late to do anything and then tell you?
When I describe to other London–based national grant-makers the ways in which we as a regional funder are able to get close to organisations they are often complimentary and then self critical because they don’t have those kinds of relationships. But I have to remind them that it’s not a fault: they would be unable to do this to the same extent; they don’t run into grant –holders at other events, they don’t have that casual as well as the arranged contact. They do have it with others and I’ll talk about that in the downside. It’s not that we are any cleverer; it’s just that we are there in a small area and these things are possible.
I can point to a number of Community Foundations that are by their very nature focussed on small areas, which have excellent relationships with grant-holders and, resources permitting, offer similar extra services to ours. By contrast when I worked for the Gulbenkian Foundation in the UK – a foundation with a great reputation for boldness and experiment but a surprisingly small budget – I tried to run a rural arts programme all over the UK from London. I did not enjoy it. I ran up against local prejudice mixed with my own metropolitan preconceptions. I didn’t know whether someone’s local distinctiveness project was just three artists with a passion that no one else cared about or a genuine community endeavour. And I didn’t have enough local contacts to ask. I ended up appointing a series of local agents to administer small pots of money because they knew better how to do it.

However I could, if I was feeling unkind, point out that national trusts could make a special bond with one area – they just don’t choose to. The Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust is an exception. It made a special arrangement when it set up its West Yorkshire Racial Justice Programme. It wanted to work with black and minority ethnic groups in an area of Yorkshire where there was a high non white population density and where there were clear racial tensions. As a Quaker trust it chose to break its own rules and appoint a non-Quaker to run the programme. It did some fantastic local bridge building. In assessment and evaluation terms it laid itself open to public and local scrutiny which was highly unusual and very effective in making a national trust feel local. Others could do that – if they had the desire and the courage. 

Our familiarity as a regional funder also extends to the networks of power within the region. I understand that here in New Zealand some local foundations find it relatively easy to access government ministers and senior civil servants – some have told me that – is it true for all of you? In Britain the twin cultures of metropolitan arrogance and provincial chippiness make it more of a challenge about which I will say more later. However we are able to be well connected into and generally well understood by local agencies and authorities. Our problem – and theirs – is that they are relatively powerless. In this way we actually do find it useful to unite in order to make the regional voice louder. In our regions we can work extremely well with the Arts Council’s regional offices because they know how much more flexible money we have than they do. Increasingly regional development agencies and local authorities are waking up to the fact that an annually renewable budget, an absence of clients or pre-committed resources and a reputation for neutrality and independence mean that a trust can be a worthwhile partner. 

During a recent programme review of all our work right across the board we stumbled across the power of the local convening role and our own part in it. We found to our surprise and delight that when we invited all the most knowledgeable experts in the region – not just grant holders - to a seminar or a lunch about a particular subject, they came. Many of them told us that they would not have come if another, say, public sector body, had asked them. We also discovered that while we knew all of them – public sector, private sector and third sector – they often did not know each other. That highlights how an engaged foundation can know its territory better than some of the principal agents in it do. 

While many of the social problems of a defined territory are not particular to the territory, there will be local nuances. Being locally focussed helps a grant-maker to understand and challenge some of the perceptions of local specificity in the region and outside it. I’m sure you are familiar with that flat earth tendency of small places – ‘oh well you see, people here are a bit different’. They probably aren’t as different as they like to think! In other words being there allows for exploration of what is common with the rest of the country as well as understanding and promotion of what is distinctive. It is important to play this card deftly: my view is that one should challenge parochialism on the doorstep and advocate for regional distinctiveness outside it. That might appear like having your cake and eating it too but I prefer to see it as adding balance.

There is one final advantage to regional focus that I would like to throw into the mix. It is the ability to experiment in a relatively controlled environment to a greater degree than a trust with a national remit can do. In effect if you know your region, its organisations and its authorities reasonably well, you will be allowed to use the region as a laboratory (with all the usual caveats of course and with a complete respect and regard for the people with, for and on whom you are conducting the experiment). Provided you are honest, ethical and responsible you can try new schemes or ideas in an area where you can either factor extraneous elements into your evaluation because of your familiarity with them or exclude them altogether. It is much harder to do that if you are a distant national funder. Since we all make much of our ability to take risks this is an important benefit and one which I freely admit we have done all too little with. Our local experiments have been tentative and their success has been proportionate to our commitment. We are resolved to do better.

But before the nationwide funders throw up their hands I’m happy to admit there are downsides. There are several different types. Let me start with the big picture stuff, the relationship with other national funders. We at NRF set out to add to the resources available to a region with real problems. We certainly did not want to replace other funders who had previously invested in NEC organisations and could still. But we found that having a big friendly caring foundation on the doorstep meant that third sector organisations were less likely to seek funds from distant strangers in London and elsewhere because they could talk to us more easily. So instead of adding to the pot; we’ve been displacing other funds that might come in. And it’s not just that applicants don’t look outside, it’s also the case that national funders trying to spread their resources widely but still be effective are a little inclined to say – oh we’ll leave the NEC, they’ve got Northern Rock. I’m not just guessing about that; it’s a fact and practically a quote! 
Well what’s the matter with that? some of you may ask. It’s simple – no funder will do everything and almost all of us choose not just places but also problems or topics. So, the national funder specialising in educational opportunities for disadvantaged children opts out of the NEC because we are there, but we won’t opt into educational grants just for that organisation. That’s just not fair. 
Closing the focus a little more we’ve seen some other problems that seem to be the flipside of familiarity. For our team, who are glad to be engaged and working closely with funded groups, there is the danger of losing perspective, becoming so embroiled in an organisation’s fate that professional distance disappears and loyalties become stretched between the foundation and the organisation. We handle this by managing relationships as a team. It is less easy to deal with the potential for arrogance – real or perceived. The truth is that regular contact with a wide range of the organisations gives the local grants team a great deal of knowledge and an ability to look strategically at VCS development. The desire to intervene even when not asked is almost irresistible. But it is dangerous to use the weight of a funder to force entry into a discussion or problem. While national funders can experience this too, the effects are magnified in a small geography where reputations are hard won and easily lost. We also have to remind ourselves that the view from the helicopter while extremely valuable is not the same as or necessarily always better than the view from the ground. But that’s another debate!

Another aspect of the effect of local specialisation on staff is that it feels good to be in a place where everyone knows you and is happy to talk to you. But in order to keep abreast of developments and in order to be able to keep challenging yourself and your applicants, you need to get out more. I am loath to allow limited geography to equal limited vision, smugness and a lack of constructive comparison. You may only fund in a defined territory but you are wasting opportunity if you only know a defined territory. That means investing in your own and staff education, professional knowledge and just plain getting out.
For trustees in a small area there are other challenges which they must deal with constantly. A defined geography usually has a limited pool of talented and/or high social status individuals. This means that some of them are heavily committed to a range of roles in a range of organisations. The trustee of the grant-maker may be the chair of an applicant organisation; that is relatively easy to deal with if you have, agree and observe a good conflict of interest policy, though conflicts of interest inevitably make fellow trustees uncomfortable. It is more difficult to deal with the social pressures of friends and colleagues who ask trustees to use influence to smooth the way for grants where the trustee will not benefit directly but where their social circles virtually demand back scratching. 
All trustees are subject to this sort of pressure but in a small area it is more intense. In some trusts it is common to favour friends and to do so openly and there is probably a limited case for it in family trusts or where there is a living donor. But an organisation that aims to treat all applicants equally and fairly and which wants to attain and keep a reputation for integrity must find a way to help trustees avoid harassment and embarrassment. I can only imagine the tensions some of you must have where you are dealing with a very small area and where trusteeship rotates and includes politicians as well as local activists. It must be so hard to avoid conflicts of interest. Of course technically unless there is personal or family monetary gain from a grant then a trustee is not legally compromised. But I’ve always thought that legal threshold was too easy; the ethical threshold should be set quite differently and trustees should bring no friendships, attachments or even special knowledge to the table. Many trustees get upset when I say this – they want to know what point there is in their coming if they can’t bring special knowledge of good organisations. I am happy to explain that if trustees use their position to gain advantage for those they know, that is profoundly unfair to those they don’t. Moreover if trustees use their power to advance particular applications their return is approbation, sometimes social standing and friendship for favours done – nothing financial perhaps but personal gain just the same. And it isn’t their money so they should not use it to buy themselves good feelings. 
We have tried to deal with this by agreeing with our trustees that all applications must come in the same way, through the front door – no favours, no special treatment beyond perhaps a phone call for advice. It works reasonably well but it’s very hard. And there are slips. I’m sure these things happen in national funding organisations – I know they do – but locally it is much harder to be a trustee with integrity and I have enormous respect for those who do it.

I’d like to move this discussion into the newer realm of what is called creative philanthropy. Much of what I’ve talked about circles around the pluses and minuses of limited geography for a grant-maker. But although grant-making is a critical tool of a foundation and the one that takes up most expenditure, it is not all that many of us do, not any more. After extensive consultation with grant holders, unsuccessful applicants, experts, politicians and anyone who had an opinion and went to trouble of giving it, our foundation has morphed into a very different creature with ambitious goals to make real change beyond the effects of individual grants.

We’ve drawn on the ideas of Diana Leat, Geoff Mulgan and Luc Tayart de Bormes and various US thinkers as well as many others in trying to transform ourselves into a creative philanthropic body. We reminded our trustees of their predecessors’ views that the Foundation should not merely be a grant-maker patching up a damaged society and its casualties but a thoughtful body addressing the underlying causes of poverty and exclusion – high-minded words indeed but we thought we had not done enough about them while we were establishing ourselves. A few forays into broader thinking and commissioning of research had clearly shown space for that kind of work and an appetite among staff and the sector for it. 

From 2007 we have become much more focussed on using tools other than grant-making to be a more effective agent of social change. Grant-making is still a key part of what we do but it isn’t always the most effective tool. I won’t digress here into the rights and wrongs and democratic challenges of that kind of stance – that’s another debate and we can have it if you like in our discussion. Suffice it to say that, after 18 months of consultation and a huge amount of staff work, we got trustees’ agreement to develop a Policy and Influencing strategy designed to make the Foundation an advocate for TSO issues, especially in the NEC and for issues of social justice and the advancement of our mission to address disadvantage at its roots. Euphoria for the staff team! At last we could start more difficult and ultimately more rewarding work for real change.

And then we found the next downside of being locally focused and locally based. There’s a big psychological difference between the aspiration to make change and the commitment to do whatever it takes to achieve change. You need a long view, patience, and determination – maybe even a little ruthlessness. We told our trustee board that we had the confidence of the sector – because we absolutely did - 92% of those consulted wanted us to use our independence and what they saw as our strength to take a much more prominent role in advocating social change. They were delighted. We told them that we aimed to make national politicians and policy-makers see the NEC as a crucible of interesting research and demonstration projects so that they did not assume that all polices for England should be based on what looked good in London. They liked that. We told them that we couldn’t lever or engineer change if we only talked to ourselves and our neighbours and that we would have to work with others because the ability to communicate good messages has to be earned and the currency of good relationships stashed in a bank of good will until required for drawing. 

In Britain at any rate, it’s very difficult to be taken seriously if you are perceived as a provincial organisation. And if you are not only based in a region but restrict yourself to exclusively funding there, you are battling against the odds to be listened to. This metrocentricity is hardly just a British phenomenon so I assume that the tactics I describe are commonly used. It has not always been easy to persuade trustees, and indeed some of the staff, that you have to invest in relationships, not just jump at them when you have need of them. We constantly have to consider how, for example, in our dissemination of new reports, we are going to ensure that they reach people who can further them. That’s easy on the home patch but much more difficult down in London. We cannot afford to have those people down there see us as strangers.
There are of course highly successful advocacy and policy advancing trusts that choose to have headquarters outside the capital. There are several British examples and I am sure you have some too. But the significant difference between them and us is that they fund national projects and national research – their defined geography is the whole of the UK and beyond. Almost as an aside let me cite the Barrow Cadbury Trust which from its inception was located in Birmingham in the UK though funding nationally as well as locally. A few years ago it changed itself into much more of a research and advocacy organisation as well as a grant-maker. And it moved to London where it can be within easy access of policy-makers. If you still have any doubt about what I’m saying here, tell me why all lobbyists move to London, Washington or presumably Wellington!

Such are the advantages of being in a small area with good relationships that we have no thought of moving. But if we are to satisfy our sector’s and our own desire to be more than just a cash machine, we have to consider how to extend our influence and the influence of our grant-holders - because they are the ones who do the work - beyond the NEC. That means getting out and getting familiar with people and organisations we may need to work with n future – laying up social capital outside our own area. So despite the problems of travel in our poorly provided country we join national things and gatherings and volunteer to be the token regional representatives wherever we can – within reason! I will not list the organisations on whose mailing lists we are, whose committees we serve on or which we convene ourselves – there are too many but suffice it to say that each is valuable in itself and an investment for our future. We try very hard to attend relevant national events despite the opportunity cost. And we invite policy-makers and politicians when we launch a report or stage an event. Sadly London centred journalists and politicians are reluctant to leave the city. So if we really want them we pay travel expenses for journalists and overcome their reluctance by treating them well. Politicians, unfortunately, need to be within easy reach of Parliament so they often cancel. We are seriously considering doing double launches – NE and London - despite how that will be received in our region.

Gradually we have asked trustees to recognise that funding exclusively within the NEC will not necessarily get the best results. For example, we made a highly productive relationship with a University research department specialising, to national acclaim, in Domestic Violence, one of our strongest interest areas. The team happened to be part of a NE university. But when the whole team decamped to another university in the south west, trustees presumed that we would not continue to commission them. The staff had to argue that quality was more important than proximity. While that may seem very obvious to some, it was not at all obvious or compelling to all our trustees who wanted to see money kept within the NEC. We had a case of regional loyalty versus efficacy and it was not easy to settle.

At least in that case there was a clear connection between victims of domestic violence in the region and the work we funded. The next internal challenge for us was to discuss with trustees whether or not we could join fellow trusts in national initiatives that would benefit everyone in a particular area of work but without a direct and immediate benefit to NEC people. The answer was a very quiet yes – a few small grants as contributions to national research on the efficacy of philanthropy, on the values and independence of the sector and on mapping unmet needs nationwide were passed though with much debate. In each case there had to be a careful negotiation with the grant recipients and partners about using case studies from the region or making the region one of the deep study areas. We were not alone in this; other geographically focussed trust partners had to insist on similar provisions. Happily, being reasonable people, the trust Directors were flexible enough not to damage the overall value of the work for a name-check. 

But lately our trustees have been questioning the thinking behind our national and indeed international engagement. ‘What good does it do the NEC?’, they ask. I believe that this is a fair request for a debate about the relative merits of relieving immediate distress and investing in long term solutions masquerading under a regional v national discussion. At the time of writing I’m not sure how it will go, particularly now that it looks like we will have much less money to spend. I am however sure that the debate is strongly coloured by local loyalties and therefore by our proscribed geography. 

What I’ve learned so far

· Being local and part of the furniture has some great advantages and offers some great opportunities but you have to behave with modesty and integrity if you are going to get the best from a situation

· You can know a lot about a local area but you may not know as much as you think so it’s always wise to question your assumptions and look with new eyes.

· If you think you know all there is to know about a place you probably know nothing.

· Bring strangers in as often as possible in case you get too comfortable.
· Don’t ever fall into the trap of thinking how clever you are – you may know more about the top layer of your region than any national funder but for real depth your grant applicants are way ahead of you.

· If you think there are capital-city standards and regional standards, aspire to the best; that’s the only way to be listened to.

· If you want to be more than just a grant-maker (and I think that’s actually quite a worthy thing to be) you have to invest outside your locality to get and to give knowledge.

· You need to work at relationships constantly – in our business goodwill is easy to lose.

Thanks for listening but I really don’t want this gathering to be one way so please if you’ve anything you want to correct or challenge or anything you want to agree with now would be a good time to air it.
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