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Paper 22/01/04 – item 8 (1)

SOUTH EAST ENGLAND DEVELOPMENT AGENCY

BOARD MEETING ON 22ND JANUARY 2004

ITEM 8 (1)

CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

Recommendation

The Board is invited to DISCUSS proposals for taking  forward SEEDA’s work on Corporate Social Responsibility, to IDENTIIFY PRIORITIES and to NOTE the action already being taken.

Background

1. SEEDA acts as lead RDA on Corporate Social Responsibility.  Within the South East our commitment is reiterated under priority 2 of the RES, which recognises that CSR is a key component of achieving smart growth. 
2. There has been a rapid growth in adoption of CSR practices, particularly by large companies, over the last ten years. This has been driven not only by individual motivation to contribute to the community but by a number of other factors, including:

a)
A continued push by the EU (2003) and DTI (2002) to ensure that organisations have a commitment to behave in a legal, ethical framework. Legislation from the EU is expected in 2004 though it is not yet clear what will be covered. 

b) Pressure to respond to customers’ decreasing levels of trust, complex supply chain issues and challenges by individuals and pressure groups to business practices. The moral issues which all companies face in operating their businesses are increasingly difficult and increasingly subject to public scrutiny. An ethical approach is now recognised as a business asset.

c) Increasing recognition that if a business gets CSR right the benefits to the bottom line in terms of efficiency and expanding markets can be great in addition to the social and environmental returns.

3. Despite the term “CSR”, (misleading, but we are probably stuck with it), the philosophy is neither merely for large corporates, nor is it merely social. It should extend to the public and voluntary sectors as well as to all private businesses. It should embrace the whole of the way an organisation operates, including the way it deals with customers, staff, suppliers, the market and the community. The CSR and sustainable development aims are clearly very close, even if they tend to be interpreted with differing emphases. 

4. SEEDA has worked with GOSE for some years to encourage environmental responsibility among the region’s businesses; the Sustainable Business Awards is now our largest annual event and the network of Sustainable Business Partnerships extends across the region.  But as yet we have done relatively little directly to encourage social responsibility.  SEEDA has however facilitated the creation of an MBA module on CSR (the first cohort is due to start in January 2004) at Royal Holloway and is funding 5 bursary places for managers from the public sector. SEEDA is also on the DTI steering group overseeing the development of the National CSR academy and is increasingly being asked to represent RDAs on various national groups.  Less direct but still relevant is the fact that we are increasingly seeking wherever possible to work with private companies in developing our projects, securing financial contributions and benefits in kind which contribute to the implementation of the RES.

5. SEEDA has three main roles to play in terms of CSR:

· Nationally, SEEDA is the lead RDA on the CSR issue.

· Regionally, SEEDA’s role is to catalyse, influence and develop the role of CSR in the South East so that it plays an effective role in achieving the aims of the RES. 

· Internally SEEDA needs to become an example of best practice for other organisations to follow.

Our national role

6. SEEDA has already made good contacts with DTI, BitC and other national and international organisations but needs to be more proactive to maintain its profile in central government and the European stage. RDAs are in a powerful position to influence. It is estimated that between all the RDAs we deal with over 10,000 partners and 80,000 contractors and we should use our catalyst, brokering and facilitating role to achieve a substantial movement towards CSR. However there is still little communication between RDAs on this issue and some RDAs appear inactive. 

7. A meeting of RDAs to establish practice and agree a framework of policy direction within which we can work together has been arranged for February.  In the mean time we need to continue to develop contacts with DTI Ministers and officials to improve our influence. 

Our Regional Role
8. Earlier this year we commissioned research on CSR in the region, focussing on SMEs since more was known of the activities of large companies. Although the sample was limited, the report suggested a number of issues. It showed for example that while there was already much activity on the ground, there were few links between the type of activity undertaken and the strategic needs identified either locally or regionally.  It also indicated rather little co-operation between companies in deciding what activities to undertake.

9. The research also showed a lack of regional coherence in support and development. There are a large number of different advisory services, but these are seldom co-ordinated. Nor is their coverage at all comprehensive. Some advisory or support services are provided or stimulated by the public sector (eg Education Business Partnerships, Business Links, Energy efficiency advisers), some by the voluntary sector (eg. BiTC,), and some are business-led, (eg CBI, Rotary Clubs and a few emerging national groups.) 

10. We should note here that because there are so many bodies already engaged in encouraging CSR or aspects of it in the region, SEEDA has to tread particularly carefully to ensure its own activity genuinely adds value. Businesses are unlikely to welcome another player in a confused field unless the benefits are clear, and we need to be wary to avoid duplication.

11. There are two broad areas where it appears SEEDA could add real value to existing activity in the region:

· Helping to secure a better match between the activities of companies and local and regional needs. The real gains here would be through better engagement of and co-operation between larger corporates, but there is also scope for more effective engagement of SMEs.
· Securing greater regional coherence in the dissemination of advice and best practice on CSR.  The main beneficiaries here would be SMEs
13.
Key to achieving either aim will be the way we work with business and other partners to achieve these goals.  This is particularly so given the desirability of the agenda being so far as possible business-led.

A)       A better match between the activities of companies and local and regional needs

14.
We propose:

· to arrange discussion between a fairly small group of senior business leaders in the region. Some of these could be champions nominated at subregional level. Ideally the group might be encouraged to lead further work themselves, bringing in other parties including SEEDA and BiTC as they saw fit. The key aim would be to get the group to consider regional needs, particularly those of the 119 wards, and what business can do together to achieve change.  The group could also consider the potential for raising private funds to assist with key regional initiatives

· to arrange a meeting between those businesses already engaged in AIF partnerships to exchange experience and discuss how to secure greater involvement of business in the implementation of AIF Action Plans.  It would be useful to show them some US models of the way businesses have worked together with the public sector to drive forward regeneration, and to identify the barriers to this kind of activity in the UK.

 B)
Achieving greater coherence in support mechanisms. 

15.
We propose:

a) to invite Business Links, Economic Partnerships and Sustainable Business Partnerships in the 6 BL areas to work together to map the main existing support and advice services in their area and to agree arrangements for better co-ordination. They should establish an individual or organisation to lead for the support services and seek to agree priorities (consistent where appropriate with AIF priorities) for improving support in their area. We will need to commit some funds for this work, and in addition will need to offer funds to assist the implementation of priorities, (subject to normal appraisal procedures).   The amount and timing of such funds will depend on current budget discussions.  We would hope to attract at least some funds from the private sector.

a) to invite the support leads for each area to form a regional network, which would also need to include regional partners from GOSE, SBS, CBI, IOD, TUC, Prince’s Trust and BitC. The network would exchange experience, identify priorities for action at regional level and develop an Action Plan. We would expect such priorities might include, for example:

· a PR programme to spread best practice with events and road shows . 

· the development of our Sustainable Business Awards to include a wider spread of themes and attract private sponsorship.

· a public statement  (not a full strategy) committing all key regional  partners to the promotion of CSR.

· a website or sites linking companies to opportunities for CSR activity
· development of a strategy for accrediting SMEs so their good practice can be more readily recognised by their customers

· work to develop regional benchmarks for both public and private sector.

Our Internal role

16.
For SEEDA to be credible and to influence other organisations we need to ensure that we are a model of best practice. We have already made much progress but we need to strive constantly for improvement in our environmental, procurement and HR policies, and in our engagement with local communities. To achieve this all levels of SEEDA staff must be engaged, and we propose to establish a cross-team group of volunteers to meet and decide how to take this forward. 
Conclusion

17. 
The Board’s views would be particularly useful on:

a) Whether the areas identified at para 12 as those where SEEDA can add value to existing activity are the right ones;

b) The proposals at para 15 for securing a better match between the activities of companies and local and regional needs;

c) The proposals at para 16 for achieving greater coherence in support mechanisms.



Charlotte Dixon Ext 4152

January 14th 2004
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