[image: image1.jpg]East of England Development Agency





Southend YMCA eco-hub                                                 
· ERDF grant helps 'Eco-Hub' support disadvantaged young people in start-up mode
· Converted stable block provides business units and workshops for social entrepreneurs/SME’s 
· Green building design an excellent showcase  for the refurbishment sector

A grant of £307,224 from EEDA’s European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) has been used by Southend YMCA to transform a former stable block into an exciting, low carbon 'Eco-hub'. Comprising workspace units, meeting rooms and conference facilities, the Eco-hub will house fledgling business start ups run by disadvantaged young people living in the Southend area. The refurbishment also demonstrates excellence in green building design, and will be used to encourage the adoption of green business practices.

The Eco-hub is designed to address a growing problem, as CEO Syrie Cox explains: 'For many years we have supported disadvantaged young people, typically aged between 16 and 25.  They often have quite complex needs - they might be homeless, for example, come from very difficult backgrounds, or have not succeeded in mainstream education. Although we can help with housing, education and CV building, we realized that this group also suffers real economic exclusion – and that this exclusion can be life long. However, although Southend has a high entrepreneurial culture, it also has a higher than average business failure rate. The idea behind the Eco-hub was to provide a low cost, supportive environment where these young people could start a business venture, helping them progress towards economic independence and contribute towards the local community. The emphasis on low carbon also meant that we could bring together our other 'green' initiatives in one specific project.'

Working with JSP Builders, and architects Artillery, Cox and her team transformed what had been St John's Stables into a building comprising five business units, a reception area, kitchen and recycling area, and communal spaces which can be used as meeting rooms and conference facilities. There is also a breakout space in a communal garden, where bat and bird boxes will be part of the environment. 'Both builder and architect really committed their teams to the project, helping to deliver a high finish building, so we are delighted to have achieved excellent status from BREEAM – the Building Research Establishment Environmental Assessment Method' says Cox. 'We will be using the Eco-hub to host two day workshops for an additional 90 businesses, in order to embed green initiatives into business planning,' comments Cox. 'We want to make sure carbon reduction plays a fundamental role in new business development, and we also plan to make green practices part of the formal lease agreement for tenants of the building.' A low carbon approach now plays a major role in all YMCA activities adds Cox: 'We have set up a number of local initiatives designed to raise awareness of green issues, such as a restaurant  offering local food, and  a pop up shop for local fashion designers. The Eco-hub brings these initiatives together into a resource which can both help young people and promote low carbon lifestyles.'

Given these low carbon principles, ERDF proved an ideal source of support, providing 40% of the funding required matched with funding from the Economic Participation Programme, also via EEDA. The ERDF grant has contributed towards the refurbishment, and will also fund the employment of an Eco-hub business manager who will support the resident businesses, and run the business development workshops. Throughout the grant application phase, Cox worked with an EEDA facilitator ‘It was rigorous and robust, but it reaped benefits for us, not only in the form of financial help, but also by opening up other funding opportunities, and making us more aware of the funding process as a whole.'

Building work started in January 2010 and was completed within 16 weeks so the Eco-hub will be welcoming its first residents soon. 'We have already heard from interested young people,' she says, 'all from word of mouth, as we are yet to formally advertise the facility. We are also finding that sole traders are keen to share a workspace with others, an idea we hadn't thought of initially but which has great potential. By housing four sole traders in one office, we can extend help to more people, and combat the isolation felt by many of those starting out alone. And by bringing together people with complementary skills – a marketing person with a filmmaker for example – we can even encourage more co-operative businesses to develop.' 
Ultimately, the aim is that any business starting up in the Eco-hub will grow big enough to move on, allowing more new residents to take advantage of the impressive facilities on offer.  But the benefits of the Eco-hub go beyond the residents as the team will be delivering business workshops and looking to share its experience and the lessons learned in developing the centre, thereby encouraging others to develop similar initiatives in other parts of the region.
http://www.southendymca.org.uk/
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Low Carbon Energy Demonstration and 
Business Premises

	Scope:
	Essex
	Project Duration:
	June 2009 – June 2012

	More Information:
	Syrie Cox, chief executive officer, Southend-on-Sea YMCA syriecox@southendymca.com or +44 (0) 1702 301301

	ERDF Details:
	The European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) is a seven-year investment programme part financed by the European Union. Its objective is ‘towards low carbon economic growth’ in the East of England and €110.9 million has been allocated to our region.

The fund aims to help small and medium size enterprises respond to the challenges of climate change and the huge commercial potential behind a low carbon economy. 

For more information visit www.eeda.org.uk/erdf
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