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A Path from Incapacity to Contribution

The picture in Northumberland
In terms of demographics, Northumberland is a perfect exemplar of 
the challenges facing national policy makers. Its ageing population is 
expected to make commensurately greater demands on the public purse 
in terms of pension and health provision, whilst making less contribution 
to the national wealth. The county has a disproportionately large percent-
age of residents that make no contribution to national wealth. The long 
term decline in its heavy industrial and mining base, exemplified with 
the closure this year of the last deep coal mine in the UK has left over 
17% of the working population of Northumberland unavailable for work 
on Incapacity Benefit and in total, taking into account the public sector 
and the unemployed, over 60% of the potentially working population is 
involved in employment that is not wealth creating. 

If the UK is to continue to grow into the 21st Century then it is essential 
that  national policy around work, pensions, health and enterprise focused 
on the neediest places like Ashington is seen to succeed and deliver new 
hope. This project shows how these national policies can be turned into 
local delivery.





The Alnwick Garden Summer Photography Project

This is the story of how some of the hardest to reach people in a 
region with the lowest levels of employment and the highest of 
deprivation were encouraged to work together and change their 
lives through an initiative called The Alnwick Garden Summer 
Photography Project.  Their summer of personal exploration and 
group endeavour was captured on film and is featured on the 
enclosed DVD  “Letʼs Get It Started”.

Enterprise Northumberland conceived of and created the project 
as part of its commitment to finding creative and proactive ways 



to breakdown the barriers faced by the long term unemployed, and to 
demonstrate in tangible ways how social enteprise can create wealth, 
regenerate communites and change lives.

Ambitious in its aims but deliberately limited in its size and scope, the 
initiative was designed as model for achieving desirable, fundamental 
and sustainable change, and to provide a positive contribution to the 
current debate surrounding  Incapacity
Benefit dependence.  The project recognized that the challenge was 
around changing attitudes to enterprise and overtly created and 
environment in which there was a tangible business opportunity and 
environment in which success was not just possible, but decidedly 
within reach. 



A picture of the project
The Alnwick Garden Summer Photography Project was de-
signed to give a unique opportunity to a small group of long term 
unemployed from the deprived Ashington area. The unemployed 
volunteers were selected on the basis that they had a demonstra-
ble and long standing interest in the visual image and a desire to 
learn more about photography. They were also selected on their 
ability to work together in a team that would take up a commer-
cial challenge to take a portfolio of photographs of The Alnwick 
Garden, which the regionʼs best known social enterprise would 
sell through The Alnwick Garden shop. The volunteers committed 
to working together at this challenge from April to July 2005.





What a summer in The Garden 
achieved and how it did so

Breaking down the barriers
The “benefits trap” was identified as perhaps 
the most important disincentive for finding full 
time work. From the outset participants were 
protected from loss of benefits on the under-
standing that they may well be returning to 
their former workless situation after the end of 
the project. 

The initiative was defined as a short-term 
project. The commitment required from the 
volunteers was limited to this very carefully 
defined period, enabling them to “dip a toe” 
into the employment waters and test their abil-
ity to add to their skills, to work in a team, to a 
strict delivery deadline and under a controlled 
amount of commercial pressure.



In terms of gaining buy in and participation, 
it was of pivotal importance that the initiative 
focused on volunteers  ̓strengths and pas-
sions. Their journey into the world of work 
began in their comfort zone and sprang from 
mutual interests.

Enterprise Northumberland recognised from 
the outset that in order to achieve a success-
ful outcome all the participants must ben-
efit. In mapping the benefits for supporters 
Enterprise Northumberland recognised that 
even the filmmakers would be provided with 
a vehicle on which to give mentees valuable 
film-making experience. A leading social 
enterprise Shawʼs Printers (new name?) won 
the contract to print the  groupʼs garden im-
ages on the greetings cards to be sold by The 
Garden and their MD was happy to provide 
inspirational advice.





 

An ally in The Garden – generating the opportunity
The commitment and involvement of The Alnwick Garden was 
vital in that it provided not just a venue in which the volunteers 
could meet and work, but a very real commercial opportunity and 
reward for their work. As the beneficiary of £35million of public 
money The Gardens has a need to buy and spend locally and dem-
onstrate its support for local communities. The Garden welcomed 
the opportunity to show its support of a home grown fledgling 
social enterprise.

Above all, the key was the provision of a genuine commercial 
opportunity.  It was the offer to give proper consideration to the 
product produced by the group that provided the movtivation and 
focus for the volunteers and, simultaneously, the tangible benefit 
to the individual, which is paramount if attitudes to enterprise are 
to change.

In the event, Alnwickʼs Retail Manager Leigh Stevenson, who is 
offered as many as 40 unsolicited images a day, provided valuable 
commercial advice, as well as a unique opportunity to the bud-
ding entrepreneurs.



The role of film
The project was filmed by a professional film maker and a team of 
amateurs and professionals in the popular and accessible “fly on 
the wall format”. It captured the whole learning experience and in 
doing so helped crystalise the learnings and  explain the benefits of 
engaging in social enterprise both to potential social entrepreneurs 
and those who work with them.

But film had another just as significant role. It was recognised 
from the outset that film is a trusted medium regarded as a credible 
source of information by mass audiences.  The fact that The Aln-
wick Garden Summer Photography Project was being filmed gave 
the project glamour and gravitas in the eyes of the volunteers, who 
enjoyed the process of having “a voice” and having their views 
recorded on film for others.

Support
No one involved in creating real work opportunities for the hard 
to reach would underestimate the amount of support such groups 
would need to take the first vital steps. Enterprise Northumberland 
put a strong network of supporters in place from the outset. This 
included Photography Mentors, Business Mentors, a Facilitator and 
project, administrative and social enterprise support.





Regeneration and sustainable communities 
- the true potential of local sourcing

The region is faced with a £65 m reduction in its annual 
grant. The latest spending review has highlighted a failure 
to generate effective regeneration in poorest areas. There is 
a clear need to pioneer new approaches to achieve change.

Even before Jamie Oliver put the poor quality of most 
school food at the top of the nationʼs agenda, NCC ques-
tioned whether cheapest in relation to public procurement 
really is the same as best 

Northumberlandʼs has led nationally in using LM3 method-
ology to implement enterprising procurement initiative.  It 
has provided some crucial insights into how money moves 
around in the county and what the implications of that 
movement are for local communities. The research for LM3 
makes it clear that buying from local companies keeps the 
money circulating locally for longer, in effect making it go 
further.

The NCC team found that Northumberland based suppli-
ers re-spent on average 60 per cent of their income from 
contracts with local people and businesses, while suppliers 
from outside Northumberland spent only 36 per cent in the 
area. This means that every £1 spent with a local supplier is 
worth £1.76 extra to the local economy, and only 36 pence 
if it is spent out of the area, making the £1 spent locally 
worth 400 per cent more.  This has directly influenced 



County Council policy by leading to a commitment to spend 
an additional 10% locally this when achieved equates to an 
additional £34m per annum extra investment to the local 
economy and in addition delivers a 4% efficiency saving 
under Gershon

As well as providing valuable insights, LM3 has instigated 
some enterprising thinking and been a catalyst for change in 
the county and the country. 

The Alnwick Garden initially received £35m. The argument 
for providing this level of public support for a single initia-
tive is that the benefits will trickle down throughout the com-
munity and wider county. The work with the garden using 
LM3 methodology provides an objective way of measuring 
the impact of this investment on the local community and 
economy.

This project provides a striking example of how organiza-
tions and partnerships can change their procurement practice 
to deliver better value and broader national policy such as the 
move from incapacity to work.

Measured anecdotally by film and quantatively by Lm3 via 
the broader work already undertaken by NCC this indicates 
that if The Alnwick Garden were to increase local procure-
ment this would have a disproportionately positive benefit to 
the local community.  It is for this reason that The Gardens 
have been funded.



Social entrepreneurs trade Beyond Profit
At its best, social enterprise enables ordinary citizens to get together to trade in 
order to make positive change and in doing so to create extraordinary communities 
of interest. A shared interest and a group goal proved to have a very positive effect 
on the confidence of each individual member of the group.
Each member gained as an individual by the endeavours of the group.  
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Happy Ending
During the course of filming, the individuals in The Alnwick Gar-
dens Photography Group decided to form a group called Northum-
bria Photo Aid, so that they could continue to work together and 
trade beyond profit. Enterprise Northumberland gave them the help 
they needed to formally set up their social enterprise and they have 
already paid back their first start up loan.
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