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I attended the World Social Enterprise Forum in April 2010 in San Francisco. This was followed by a number of visits to social enterprises in San Francisco and Seattle. My trip was subsidised by the Social Enterprise Coalition.

By far the most interesting learning I gained was from the visits to other social enterprises. A number particularly stood out because of their size and scope of operation. They showed me what can be achieved when there is the right combination of vision, management and resources.

The Delancey Street Foundation, for example, operates the Delancey Street Restaurant in San Francisco. The restaurant creates employment opportunities for offenders and ex-offenders and the Foundation offers a complete package to the offender - including supervised accommodation in the same block as the restaurant, counseling etc.  The exciting thing is that judges can offer offenders a choice between a prison sentence or the equivalent time at Delancey Street. The judges can provide this option because they have the confidence in the management of the offenders. 

The offenders’ candidature has to be accepted by the Delancey Street management and they have to meet the strictures of turning up daily for work, night curfews, no access to alcohol or drugs etc. The point is that the offenders are working in a public place rather than being locked up in prison. This must help with the offender’s self esteem and reduces greatly the negative influences within prisons. The process also significantly increases the ability of the offender being mainstreamed and at the same time saving the public purse a large amount of money.

Despite social enterprise having a very low profile with politicians nationally, it seems that at a local level, this social enterprise has forged good links with the law enforcement and judiciary system.

The Delancey Street Foundation also runs a number of social enterprise initiatives all operating from the same vicinity.

In Seattle, we visited three social enterprises, including The Northwest Centre and the Seattle Lighthouse. The Northwest Centre runs a number of social enterprise activities including, much to our surprise, a manufacturing facility which employs ex-offenders.  An enormous warehouse hosted a number of assembly and manufacturing processes delivering to large clients including the Boeing Corporation.  It was amazing to see a social enterprise compete for the manufacture and delivery of parts to the aviation industry.

The Seattle Lighthouse visit was another inspiring experience. It had similar manufacturing facilities but this time the laser lathes and cutting tools for the parts were being run by visually impaired operators.  The Lighthouse had numerous other innovative activities that employed visually and visually and hearing impaired staff.  

When questioned about health and safety issues, we were assured that these were not that great a barrier. The enterprise is able to compete on price with commercial suppliers and manages to hold onto its contracts. 

Both organisations are not for profit entities that get some support through donations and statutory designated contracts but the bulk of their earnings are self generated.

The main lessons for me were that if social enterprises are brave enough they can compete at the highest level against commercial competition.  If local politicians, the judiciary system and the health and safety regime are flexible and audacious then social enterprises will be able to deliver their dual promise of social change and cost saving.

