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This document is a review of the key aspects of Year 1 (pilot) of the Rother Garden Services project
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1.        Background to the review
Rother Garden Services (RGS) is a project that was set up between AmicusHorizon Housing (AH) and Rother Voluntary Action (RVA) a Development Trust based in Bexhill in 2008.  It was conceived as potentially a 3 year project aimed at ultimately developing a social enterprise that would:
1. provide work and learning opportunities to young people from Hastings and Rother, East Sussex
2. provide a trust worthy and professional gardening service particularly to vulnerable people

3. provide a service to vulnerable AmicusHorizon tenants who were struggling to cope with their gardens

The 2008 Business Plan stated:

“Rother Garden Services (RGS) will become a social enterprise (Community Interest Company) to provide affordable and trustworthy gardening services to communities in the Hastings, Eastbourne and Rother area and to provide a vehicle for local people to develop employment skills, particularly young people. It aims to be a profit making company by year 2 of the business plan.

The project will be environmentally friendly and will increase composting of green waste. We will particularly offer our services to vulnerable people including the elderly, and those with health issues in order to assist them with properties and gardens which may otherwise be difficult for them to manage. We will ensure environmentally friendly products are used at every opportunity. Profits generated by the company will be subject to an asset lock and be used in support of community development objectives of the company”
AH provided £20,000 initial start up capital. RVA has provided office space and overall project management costed at £10,000. Initial funding purchased a vehicle, trailer, mower and strimmer as well as small hand tools and clothing, marketing and storage.
In years one and two the business plan assumed the project would reside within RVA until such time that it could stand alone. Although it was set up as a project within RVA, RGS has its own cost centre and has been run along business lines as if it were its own enterprise.  From Year 3 it is planned that RGS would become a community interest company owned jointly by RVA and Amicus Horizon subject to meeting performance objectives in year 1 and two of the business plan
A steering committee comprised of two members from RVA, two from AH and two independent members (from Plumpton College and Bexhill Young People Services) was set up to provide advice especially in the initial phases of the project

2. 
Year 1 (Pilot) Objectives

The operating objectives of the year one (pilot) were

· To complete up to  392 hours worth of gardening services to vulnerable Amicus Horizon tenants
· To provide employment for long term unemployed young people on 16 week secondments from Tomorrows People

· To achieve a level of income generation that would see it making a small profit on a monthly basis by the end of year 1.

· To provide significant benefit to vulnerable people

· To provide a quality gardening service with a degree of brand recognition locally.
· To test whether a social business based on gardening services was sustainable
Achievement against of Objectives

· The project achieved 181 hours of work in AmicusHorizon properties (target 392 hours)

· The project employed 4 young people on training and work experience programmes from Tomorrows People. 1 certified chain saw course was completed, driving lessons provided as well as on-the-job training in gardening by a qualified gardener

· Project Income by end of Year 1 was demonstrating monthly break even (income matched direct costs) and a small profit in months 11 and 12.
· There was a 47% level of repeat business signifying a high degree of customer satisfaction

· 1 complaint was received from over 500 jobs completed

· 45% of the hours completed were for customers identified as vulnerable
3. 
Balanced Scorecard 
The Balanced Scorecard was used throughout the pilot to manage the project on a monthly basis.  Graphs were used to track trends and identify problems. Deviations from targets were discussed at a project management and steering committee level, problems identified and actions taken. 
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Problems identified using the Balanced Scorecard included: 
1. Lack of profitability versus hours worked. – Solved by adjusting pricing
2. Trainees not showing up for work/showing up for work in an unfit state – solved through the use of counselling with the Head Gardener or Project Manager. Interventions included supplying breakfasts, arranging transport, arranging training, buying clothing, arranging time off, opening bank accounts and otherwise helping young people adjust to the discipline of work

3. Unclear focus on market – solved by abandoning “lawn mowing” as RGS were being undercut by unskilled elf employed people and focusing on larger skilled landscaping and clearance work

4. Poor work scheduling causing poor time management and low gardener utilisation. Solved by identifying days of the week specifically allocated for contract work, leaving other days free for landscaping work. Also by clustering work in villages and towns  in Rother 
5. Costs exceeding income. Costs were significantly cut during the project 
6. Lack of referrals from AH in early stages – solved by AH managers contacting Housing Officers and explaining project better and improved internal communications
7. Tenants not in at agreed times/dates – solved by better communication by Head Gardener and tenants

8. Low project  income – solved by increasing hourly rates and focusing on landscaping and clearance market and better marketing

9.  Lack of marketing – solved by making regular house to house flyer drops with special offers
4. 
SWOT Analysis of the Project (after year 1)
Strengths

1. Brand awareness increasing in the area
2. Repeat business as an indicator of customer service

3. Training/ Work Experience for young people

4. Small contracts slowly being built up
5. Professional set up (knowledge, insurances)
6. Good practical and technical knowledge of Head Gardener
Weaknesses

7. Administration and Work planning – need for skilled person to do this in future
8. Over reliance on Head Gardener – one garden team was insufficient to cover absence or illness
9. Scheduling too many small clients too far apart meant loss of profit
10. Lack of large contracts – not capitalised to buy the required machinery
Opportunities

11. Large Makeovers and Landscaping – increasing level of business experienced
12. Garden Clearances offer a steady business
13. Sub contracting  possibilities exist
14. Small building works (e.g. sheds, patios, walls and fencing)  possible
Threats

15. Many new self employed and unskilled entrants to the market
16. Undercutting / uneconomic charging in unskilled (mowing) work
17. Recession – likely to get worse in the area in the immediate future
18. Bad debts likelihood increasing
19. Loss of Tomorrows People scheme for work experience trainees
5. Lessons Learned
1. There is a  potentially viable business providing gardening services in the Hastings and Rother area
2. Using trainees with chaotic backgrounds is hard to cope with in a small business if they go AWOL for any length of time

3. Need to have 2 garden teams of 2  as a minimum  to cover illness and absence
4. Young men all enjoyed the work and felt they benefited from the secondments

5. Need a dedicated project manager

6. Need for dedicated administration – particularly to field customer enquiries, billing, scheduling and reporting

7. High level of customer skill needed – particularly with vulnerable people
8. High level of business acumen needed to cost jobs correctly and negotiate prices
9. High level of technical and practical knowledge required – ranging from gardening to equipment maintenance, shed and green house erection, foundation and brick laying skills

10. Customers liked the concept of a social enterprise – using profits back in the community

6. 
Conclusions

As a result of the first year RVA has concluded

1. Using gardening as a training and work experience method for young people works well

2. There is a viable business model based in Hastings and Rother for a garden services  based social enterprise

3. There is a demonstrated need for trusted a garden service to be available for vulnerable people in Hastings and Rother including tenants of AH
4. There needs to be increased investment in a) gardening capacity b) administrative support for a phase 2 to achieve long term sustainability
7. 
Next Steps

Whilst the pilot has met its objectives in the main RVA cannot continue to give the project at the same level from its own reserves. For the project to continue to phase 2 a significant level of investment is required to provide RGS with a likelihood of becoming self sustaining within 18 months.
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