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Income Management and Ealing Community Transport   

Ealing Community Transport (ECT) started life as an exempt charity providing community transport to local organisations under a grant from its local authority. Over the years a variety of other grant opportunities allowed the organisation to grow. A grant to develop Furniture Reuse and later Paint Exchange was integral to ECT’s development of its environmental services.

The drying up of these grants with changing political priorities led ECT to use its enterprising spirit to develop innovational recycling opportunities which its local council contracted as part of a pilot scheme. This also roughly coincided with the award of a handful of home-to-school contracts to the core transport business.

ECT won several recycling contracts over the next few years only to lose them at the end of their term as the refuse world caught up and offered a cheaper price (often with subsequent inferior service). Fortunately further innovations attracted new client authorities. In the meantime the passenger transport side of the business struggled to make meaningful breakthroughs in local contracts mainly due to ECT’s refusal to compromise its commitment to quality when its competitors had low standards and competitive tendering always favoured price.

The bigger the social enterprise became, the more recipients of ECT’s charitable core business benefited. Surpluses were invested into the business and Ealing’s voluntary sector organisations enjoyed subsidised rates for its community transport. Its expanding portfolio of contracted services covered costs but rarely made a contribution to overheads due to local cut-throat pricing.

ECT then ventured outside its core business into Community Rail, a sector dependant on a variety of regeneration grant funding and high capital costs. This stage of ECT’s growth was funded through debt and authorised overdraft. At the point of global financial meltdown, the demise of high street banks and other institutions, ECT was in dire financial difficulties.

ECT sold its recycling subsidiaries (and its debt) and returned to its core passenger transport business – a full circle in its colourful history. The social enterprise was left with a strong transport operation, good reputation but no sustainability: outperforming most of its contract specifications, a loss making charitable activity no longer receiving Gift Aid from its subsidiaries and essential overheads.

The organisation’s strengths of an unrivalled team of transport professionals, undiminished reputation delivering high quality transport services, careful price increases and reviewing its stakeholder relationships allows ECT to look forward to a sustainable future as a Social Enterprise moving back into its charitable roots.
Source: 	Case authored and provided by kind permission of Anna Whitty, Chief Executive of ECT Group.  

Consider the following questions:
1. How did ECT go about raising funds to develop different community services?
2. What role did contracts play in the development of ECT?
3. How would you characterise the mix of income streams at ECT?
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