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About the Carnegie UK Trust Inquiry into the  
Future of Civil Society in the UK and Ireland

The Inquiry into the Future of Civil Society was established to strengthen civil society.  
The Inquiry is informed by a Commission, chaired by Geoff Mulgan, and an International 
Advisory Group. 

The objectives of the Inquiry are to:

• explore the possible threats to and opportunities for the development of a healthy 
civil society, looking out to 2025;

• identify how policy and practice can be enhanced to help strengthen civil society;

• enhance the ability of civil society associations to shape the future.

Drawing on the findings of the Inquiry’s futures work, the Inquiry Commission decided to 
explore the current and possible futures roles of civil society associations in relation to the 
following themes:

• Growing a civil economy

• A rapid and just transition to a low carbon economy

• Democratising media ownership and content

• Growing a participatory and 
deliberative democracy

The conversation summarised here took place 
to inform the Inquiry’s work on the roles of civil 
society associations in growing a civil economy.

The final report of the Inquiry Commission will be 
published in early 2010.

For further information about the Inquiry and to download 
related reports go to:  
www.futuresforcivilsociety.org

Published by the Carnegie UK Trust

www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk

ISBN: 978-0-900259-60-9 

Design by Falconbury and the Carnegie UK Trust

Disclaimer: the Carnegie UK Trust normally does not take institutional positions on public 
policy issues; the views presented in this publication do not necessarily reflect the views of 
the Trust (its officers, staff, trustees) or the views of the Commissioners or the International 
Advisory Group affiliated with the Inquiry into the Future of Civil Society in the UK and Ireland.

For further information or to comment on our work please contact us on:  
+44 (0)1383 721 445 or info@carnegieuk.org.

Related reports on this theme are: 
‘After the Financial Crisis: the roles of civil society organisations 
in growing a more civil economy’ Karl Dayson, Community 
Finance Solutions (2009)

‘Civil Society and the commanding heights: past present and 
future’ Rob Paton and Roger Spear, the Open University (2010)

‘Mutuals in Ireland’ Jim Stewart, Trinity College Dublin (2010)

‘Civil society, the economy and financial sector’ a conversation 
between Will Hutton and Geoff Mulgan (2009)
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Context
The global economic crisis together with concerns about 
the growing isolation of the world’s poorest, the challenge 
of sustainability and waning political engagement present 
an opportunity to reassess the role of an economy. This 
includes reviewing the values and practices that govern it 
and the principles on which it is based.  
 
The Carnegie UK Trust’s Inquiry into the Future of 
Civil Society in the UK and Ireland believes that this is 
an opportunity to grow a civil economy in which civil 
society associations (such as voluntary and community 
organisations, co-operatives, mutuals, trades unions 
and faith-based organisations) play a key role. 

Historically, civil society associations have played a critical 
role in shaping the economy and the financial sector. Civil 
society activity has been profound and diverse in nature and 
scope, having been at the forefront of the abolition of the 
slave trade, the establishment of trades unions to address 
insecure or oppressive workplaces, the creation of mutual 
insurance and building societies, as well as the development 
of fair trade. However, in the 20th century much civil society 
activity has been squeezed by the state and market.

This event explored the possible paradigm of a new 
economy and its role in addressing the excesses which led 
to the global financial crisis. The debate centred on practical 
solutions, such as how civil society can use its financial 
weight to achieve change and what role it could play as 
a watchdog and whistleblower. With a looming general 
election in the UK, thoughts turned to key propositions that 
civil society should call for inclusion in political manifestos.

Speakers at the event were asked to explore 
three core questions in their presentations.

Tomorrow’s civil economy
More than 100 civil society representatives gathered at the Scottish 
Parliament on 22 August 2009 to debate how they could use their  
‘moral muscle’ to help build a fairer, more sustainable economy.  
This paper summarises the presentations and discussion from this event 
which was hosted by the Carnegie UK Trust’s Inquiry into the Future of 
Civil Society in the UK and Ireland.

Opening the day’s discussions, George Reid, the event 
chair, introduced the work of the Inquiry into the Future of 
Civil Society and outlined the key concerns at the heart of 
the Inquiry’s work. The chair posed three further questions 
for speakers to consider in their presentations, all based 
on the values of fairness, transparency and public good. 

Questions explored in presentations:
 

• What do you think could be the key characteristics, 
values and principles of a civil economy?

• What roles do/could civil society associations 
play in growing a more civil economy? 

• What would need to change (eg policy, legislation, 
funding etc) in the environment in which civil 
society associations operate so their role and 
voice in relation to the economy and the financial 
sector is strengthened for the benefit of society as 
a whole and the most disadvantaged in society?

Questions from the chair: 

• How do we in Britain and around the 
world grow the civil economy? 

• How do we act as both watchdogs and 
whistleblowers after the financial crisis?

• How do we mobilise citizens again as we did 
in this country in the 19th century through 
trades unions, co-operatives, building 
societies etc to effect ‘change for good’?

Commission Vice-Chair George Reid
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Presenters and guests alike reflected on the relationship 
between the UK and the wider world and noted that in 
today’s world, it was inconceivable to think of the UK alone.

Finance
The role and nature of the financial sector was widely 
discussed. Craig Campbell, of Social Investment Scotland, 
stated that the original vision and common purpose of 
banking institutions is now largely defunct and detached 
from the man in the street. In a similar vein, Karl Dayson 
stressed that evidently, leaving the sector to itself had not 
delivered prosperity for all: ‘That was the promise – if we 
let them get on with it, they would get rich but also all of us 
would get rich too.’ However, he suggested that the blame 
could not be solely placed on finance and political leaders; 
one part of the community that didn’t taken responsibility for 
the financial crisis is ourselves, ‘when did we say “stop”?’. 

Ian Fraser, a financial commentator, called for greater 
transparency, better governance, more reliable 
independent information and enhanced rights for civil 
society. A number of proposals were offered by Ian 
as well as the other speakers, these included: 

•	 better	regulation,	a	revised	Basle	accord,	capital	rate	
ratios commensurate with the risks taken, a revised 
funding structure for credit ratings agencies;

•	 an	overhaul	of	corporate	governance,	appointments	
based on knowledge and relevant experience;

•	 a	Community	Reinvestment	Act	(which	would	allow	civil	
society to monitor bank lending and put community funds 
back into the community they were taken from);

•	 greater	scrutiny	of	auditors,	government	controlled	
auditors;

•	 alternative	financial	products	for	the	consumer1;

•	 investors	to	focus	on	the	triple	bottom	line,	people,	
planet, profits, in that order, such as the UN’s global 
reporting initiative (where economic, environmental 
and social performance is seen as being of equivalent 
importance to financial success);

•	 charities	being	much	more	active	in	their	investments;

•	 a	break	down	the	oligopoly	in	banking,	different	parts	of	
these banks being re-mutualised.

Economy
Speakers highlighted the scale and history of the civil 
economy, before commenting on the current day state of 
affairs. It was stressed that for a brief moment last autumn, 
when the existing financial system was collapsing around 
us, there was an opportunity to reinvent that system and to 
re-explore what the economy is. In the face of a shrinking 
arena for reflection and exploration, speakers urged the 
debate about alternative ways of managing the economy 
to continue in what is a historic moment for change. 

Karl Dayson, an expert on community finance and financial 
exclusion, believes a British Convention is needed in 
order to carry out a wholesale examination of what an 
appropriate political and economic system for the UK is in 
the 21st century. Key to this is looking at who controls the 
economy, who is best placed to oversee the activity of the 
financial system and what the limits of that system are.

Elizabeth Leighton, Senior Policy Officer at the World Wildlife 
Fund Scotland, advanced a more defined ideological 
view. She called for a new economic system based on 
new values – pursuit of well-being, equable benefits and a 
sustainable future – a ‘One Planet Economy’. Elizabeth’s 
concerns lay not so much on the financial excesses from 
the credit crunch but rather the ecological excesses or the 
ecological crunch that we are also said to be experiencing. 
Elizabeth questioned the financial sector’s premise of 
continual growth, which she argued, is leading us towards 
this ecological crisis. To address this crisis and ‘the grossly 
inequitable system’ under which we live, WWF is arguing for 
a society that is based on different values, the pursuit of well-
being instead of wealth; an ‘economy that recognises that 
there are limits to the planet that we have to work within.’

1 At the moment in the UK, alternative financial services 
companies with alternative models account for less than  
10% of the total financial services market, much reduced  
since the introduction of the Building Societies Act of 1986.Speakers Karl Dayson (left) and Craig Campbell.
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Throwing caution to the wind, Elizabeth claimed that 
community enterprises are actually fairly limited, and very 
few in number. ‘They rely on very energetic individuals, 
having an easily accessible resource and not being 
put down by all those barriers that are put in your way 
because you are working against the system.’ To tackle 
these barriers, she called for longer-term investment in 
community enterprises by government, local government 
and businesses. She also argued that the playing field 
needed to be levelled so that communities ‘aren’t at the 
end of the queue’. For example, one audience member 
drew attention to the new policy introduced by Glasgow 
City Council where 10% of infrastructure contracts will have 
something called Community Benefit Clauses embedded 
in them, which means that contractors have to engage 
with organisations capable of delivering a social benefit. 
Furthermore, building capacity in order for communities to 
have the skills needed for successful regeneration efforts 
was also suggested as being vital in moving forward.

Craig called for tax breaks for those investing in this 
sector similar to those available for green banks in Holland 
and announced his intention to establish Scotland’s first 
social bank to fund community ventures throughout the 
country. He argued that a bank is needed for the third 
sector in Scotland – which will take deposits from that 
sector and lend to that sector. ‘Nothing more, nothing 
less.’ He claimed that this is central to developing the 
burgeoning social enterprise sector in Scotland, the 
new model of enterprise for the civic economy.

Social business and enterprise
Craig Campbell spoke of a third way, between the market 
and the state, hidden but with huge potential, through the 
development of social enterprises and social business. 
Craig sees ‘extraordinary opportunities’ for growing the 
social economy in Scotland, highlighting the enormous 
success of the Big Issue, which is now one of Britain’s 
most well-know brands. The number of social enterprises 
operating in Scotland was estimated at approximately 
3,000 and a diverse set of examples of just a handful of 
these came from the floor as well as from the presenters.

Graham Bell of the Kibble Centre in Paisley spoke of its 
£18m turnover and track record of providing residential 
care, fostering and training for young people in 18 small 
businesses. Lorna MacAndlish of Alloa Community 
Enterprises described how a start-up grant of £1,000 had 
grown into a recycling social enterprise with a turnover 
of almost £2m, employing 40 workers mostly drawn 
from the long-term unemployed. There were success 
stories of Gigha islanders sustaining their community 
on the profits of electricity sold on from their three wind 
turbines, of the 90-acre military camp at Cultybraggan 
being turned into a zero carbon space and of Spartans 
Community Football Academy not only making money 
but radically reducing knife crime in North Edinburgh by 
giving youths access to their floodlit pitch at weekends.

Elizabeth played down the success of community 
enterprises whilst illustrating their importance. She explored 
a number of case studies of community development 
trusts, housing associations and land trusts which 
showed the benefits of community empowerment:

‘ With a Community Development Trust here is 
a community that is willing to undertake its own 
community regeneration ... it’s local people taking on 
local issues and trying to solve it as much as possible 
within their community, benefiting their community. ’

Left to right: Craig Campbell, Elizabeth Leighton and Ian Fraser
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Key recommendations 
Based on more transparency, accountability, 
sustainability and the public good: 

Transparency in banking: the need for legislation 
similar to the Community Reinvestment Act brought 
in by Jimmy Carter in the US forcing banks to 
disclose their income and investment on a postcode 
basis, subsequently expanded to include support 
to Community Development Finance Institutions

The reform of audit: the Financial Services Authority 
should be disbanded, since it is not fit for purpose. 
There was a case for government-appointed auditors 
enforcing a good governance code. Pension fund 
managers should likewise be required to report on 
their investment decisions (‘it’s our money, after all’).

The promotion of credit unions: they have the potential 
to grow into the 21st century equivalent of the 19th century 
savings banks. New legislation is required to allow them 
to move beyond personal lending to lending to SMEs.

Civil society investment: civil society should 
invest on a socially responsible and ethical basis.

A commitment to campaign: civil society needs a 
simple issue to rally round, which could then grow into 
a more sustained campaign. There was significant 
support for a proposal from Antonia Swinson of the 
Social Enterprise Coalition that this should be to ‘cap 
the rate’ — to set limits on the 700%+ ‘rapacious’ 
interest charges imposed on poor people by loan 
companies. Unlike France, Germany and 17 of the 
USA states, the UK has no legislation in this area.

The expansion of social enterprise companies: 
through tax breaks and the establishment 
of a social bank in Scotland.

Tendering for community benefit: local authorities 
should give much more emphasis to community 
benefit when awarding contracts. The Auditor 
General should be asked to work up proposals so 
that these benefits can be quantified financially. 

The return of mutualisation: in due course, the vast 
conglomerates should be split up, with smaller mutuals 
responsible largely to their own local communities.

The need to think global: faced by the might 
of international conglomerates, civil society 
organisations should form partnerships with similar 
organisations in Europe and the developing world. 

Conclusions

‘ There has never been a better time to explore and 
build up alternatives, that way you can build a better 
balanced, more stable and more equitable system. ’

It was broadly agreed that society’s needs cannot be 
met solely by the market, nor can the government fix 
all the problems. Civil society needs to engage with 
both for change. Civil society itself needs to illustrate 
the credibility and viability of doing things differently, 
and to learn from experience elsewhere as well 
as to innovate with new models and ideas.

Despite the multitude of proposals to develop a civil 
economy, presenters stressed that these recommendations 
were only steps in the process of building a new economy.

‘ None of these proposals on their own will solve 
the current crisis, but as we start the process of 
reform they stress that we must have information 
first, and that we must have people in place who 
understand that information, only then can we can 
start building structures for a different economy. ’

For many, information is key, believing that since 
the economy affects us all, information should be 
in the public domain: data on bank lending and 
details of pension investment, for example.

The consensus is that there is no shortage of models, 
but a shortage of political will. There seems to be an 
interface missing between politics and government 
and citizens, which civil society can helpfully fill.

Further information 

For more information on this event, including 
links to speakers’ video blogs, George Reid’s 
write up of the event in the Scotsman and Ian 
Fraser’s presentation posted on his blog go to:

www.futuresforcivilsociety.org
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Elizabeth Leighton is the Senior Policy Officer 
at World Wildlife Fund (WWF) Scotland, where her 
role is to convey the aims of ‘One Planet Scotland’ 
and to work with government and others to make 
it a reality: http://scotland.wwf.org.uk.

Elizabeth is also the manager of the Footprint 
Project, encouraging Scottish people to reduce 
their carbon emissions through a series of business 
initiatives, school programmes and promoting 
the use of WWF’s own footprint calculator. 

Craig Campbell is Chief Executive of Social Investment 
Scotland (SIS): www.socialinvestmentscotland.com.

Craig initiated not-for-profit funding and community 
banking programmes at HBOS: setting up the 
Wester Hailes Community Banking Agreement 
and Grand Central Savings Bank. 

He also worked with Shorebank and the Big 
Issue to set up BIGinvest, a specialised provider 
of finance to social enterprises or trading arms 
of charities finding business solutions that create 
social and environmental transformation.

He expanded Bank of Scotland Community Banking into 
the largest mainstream team working exclusively with 
the UK not-for-profit and social enterprise segments. 

Ian Fraser describes himself as journalist, editor and 
blogger. He was acting business editor, Scotland, 
of the Sunday Times (until the end of August 2009), 
and is an award-winning business and financial 
journalist and commentator: www.ianfraser.org.

His articles on the financial turmoil in London, the 
current economic crisis and a range of other issues 
concerning business, finance, politics and economics 
have featured in publications including the Financial 
Times, The Economist, BBC News, and the Scotsman.

He was recently involved with a BBC News investigation 
into some of the causes of the banking crisis. 

Appendix: speaker biographies 
George Reid (chair) is Vice-Chair of the 
Carnegie UK Trust’s Inquiry Commission. 

He was the second Presiding Officer of the Scottish 
Parliament, and was Lord High Commissioner to the 
General Assembly of the Church of Scotland in May 2008.

He worked as a broadcast journalist and television producer 
for the BBC, Granada Television and Scottish Television, 
and as a print journalist for several newspapers.

George was elected as the SNP Member of 
Parliament for Clackmannan and East Stirlingshire 
from 1974-79. During this time he served as a 
member of the parliamentary assemblies of the 
Council of Europe and Western European Union.

After his time in Westminster George briefly returned 
to journalism, and produced Michael Buerk’s report of 
the 1984 Ethiopian famine that inspired the Band Aid 
and Live Aid charity campaigns. This led to a 12-year 
position as Director of Public Affairs at the International 
Red Cross and Red Crescent, during which time he 
worked worldwide in conflict and disaster zones. 

He left the Scottish Parliament in 2007, and now 
serves as an Honorary Professor in the School of 
Law at the University of Glasgow, and holds Honorary 
Doctorates from the Universities of St Andrews, 
Edinburgh, Stirling and Queen Margaret University.

Dr Karl Dayson is the Executive Director and co-
founder of Community Finance Solutions (CFS): 
www.communityfinance.salford.ac.uk.

Recently elected a Fellow at the Royal Society of Arts, 
Karl is currently examining the longitudinal impact 
of microfinance lending in the UK and researching 
a national demonstration project on the creation 
of Community Land Trusts, which seek to capture 
land for community and housing development, 
while ensuring this benefits the local population.

Karl previously worked on a Leverhulme Trust project 
examining alternative methods of addressing financial 
inclusion. This work entitled ‘Investing in People and 
Places’, published in 1999, recommended a new form of 
institution called a Community Reinvestment Trust (CRT).

CFS was awarded the North West Innovator of the 
year in 2002-03 and received the Times Higher 
Education Supplement Award for Outstanding 
Contribution to the Local Economy in 2005.
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