San Francisco & Seattle Social Enterprise Visit - 27th April - 5th May 2010

The Social Enterprise World Forum – San Francisco by Caryl Agard

It is important to firstly acknowledge and thank the Social Enterprise Coalition for providing this unique opportunity to engage and experience social enterprises with different history, culture and Governmental systems from around the globe. 

The World Forum provided the scope to consider how far the movement has grown, new innovations and the impact that social economic models backed with the right legislative frameworks could play in globalisation.  

What particular stood out for me at the world forum, is that the UK government framework to support the growth and develop of Social Enterprises is much more advanced than the States and a number of other countries represented at the World Forum (E.g. Australia and Canada).  Central government support for developing and growing Social Enterprises is backed with a clear strategic framework and has been backed with resourced to ensure that 

Whilst the networking opportunities at the World Forum were plentiful and have continued beyond the event itself, the breakout sessions were less inspiring than anticipated. Many of the sessions (e.g. Income & Outcomes: Innovative Data Management, Metrics and for SE's,  Coming Up For Air" How to Work Smarter, Not Harder, to Advance Your Organisation)were pitched at a very basic level and seemed to ask more questions than provide workable solutions.

It is important to note that whilst this may have been disappointing from my own perspective, many of the other delegates from different countries seemed to benefit from the discussion, particular when there was representation within the audience from UK delegates. 

This again points to the fact that we seem to be particularly advanced in our thinking on a number of the issues discussed in the breakout sessions that I attended.

Given the policy work of Voice4 England Change in BME social Enterprises, it was disappointing to note the absence in any great number, of BME led Social Enterprises from across the world, but in particular America.  I would have welcomed an opportunity to discuss their experience of the challenges to growth, development and globalisation, to draw comparison on the work that SEC, V4CE and other strategic partners are engaged to support BME SEs.

To sum up on the World Forum experience, I would say that the Networking opportunities have been invaluable and to a greater extent inspiring. Many of the Social Enterprises and Social Entrepreneurs that I had the good fortune to meet have overcome barriers to growth, whilst market opportunities have been contracting. The business models that they employ are numerous and for many quite profitable, with some exceeding gross annual turnovers in excess of 20 to 40 million dollars.

