
REPORT TO EXECUTIVE
Date of Meeting: 12th February 2019

Report of: Director
Title: Community and Arts Grants Review 

Is this a Key Decision?

No

* One that affects finances over £1m or significantly affects two or more wards. If this is 
a key decision then the item must be on the appropriate forward plan of key decisions.

Is this an Executive or Council Function?

Executive

1. What is the report about?

1.1 This report provides an update on the progress of the Community and Arts Grants 
Review and sets out high level proposals for future policy. 

2. Recommendations: 

2.1    It is recommended that the Executive approves in principle the high level proposals 
for future policy and mandates the Directors, in consultation with the Portfolio 
Holders for Communities and Culture, to draft a draft policy for public consultation 
to commence in March with a final report to be presented to Council in July 2019.

3. Reasons for the recommendations:

3.1 Red Quadrant were commissioned by the Council to undertake a listening exercise 
and make recommendations for the Council to consider.

3.2 The Red Quadrant Report makes a series of recommendations aimed at 
modernising the Council’s approach to community and art grants. 

 
3.3 The budget to be approved by Council in February 2019 includes a reduction in the 

General Fund budget for community grants of £290,000 for 2019/20 and a further 
£210,000 for 2020/21.

3.4 The Major Grants Panel has made interim recommendations on grant awards for 
the coming year in line with the available budget for Core and Rent Grants in 
2019/20 to allow time for public consultation on future policy.  

3.5 Officers now need to take into account the recommendations from the Red Quadrant 
Report and the reduction in General Fund budget to formulate a draft policy for 
public consultation. 

3.6 A key aim is to achieve a new policy and approach that will provide a sustainable 
funding pipeline for community and arts grants through the Neighbourhood 
Proportion of the Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL), the New Homes Bonus and 
funds other than General Fund. 



4. What are the resource implications including non-financial resources.

4.1 Officer time and funding will be required to undertake a public consultation and this 
will be met within existing resources

    
5. Section 151 Officer comments:

5.1 The Council’s Medium Term Financial Plan is reliant on substantial reductions being 
delivered for both the 2019/20 and 2020/21 financial years, which includes a 
proposed reduction in the budget for community grants of £290,000 and £210,000 
in those years respectively. A modernised approach to community and arts grants 
is key to achieving the necessary budget reductions.

5.2    On the basis that the formation of a draft policy and undertaking a public consultation 
in respect of the modernised approach to community and arts grants can be met 
within existing resources, this report raises no further financial issues.

6. What are the legal aspects? 

6.1  Please see Monitoring officer comments below.

7. Monitoring Officer’s comments:

7.1 Section 3 of the Local Government Act 1999 imposes the general duty on local 
authorities to make arrangements to secure continuous improvement in the way its 
functions are exercised, having regard to a combination of economy, efficiency and 
effectiveness.  Put simply, it sets out a duty on local authorities to keep under review 
at high-level its choices about how, as a matter of principle and approach, the 
authority goes about performing its functions.  

7.2 The Monitoring Officer is of the view that this report sets out why the Community 
and Arts grants review is required leading to a consultation with those affected 
stakeholders in order to secure best value. 

8. Report details:

8.1 In 2017/18 the Council awarded around £1.5 million in grants from General Fund, 
New Homes Bonus and Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL) funding. There are 
currently nine different grant programmes and the Council has dispensed over 3,336 
grants over the past two years.

8.2  In 2018/19 the Council has a General Fund budget of £696,560 for community and 
arts grants.  This is made up of:

1. Core Grants Budget of £314,180

2. Rent Grant Budget of £355,080

3. Small Arts Grant Budget of £11,300

4. Ad Hoc Grants Budget of £16,000 

8.3 In addition £524,858 of earmarked reserves has funded Ward Grants, Community 
Builders and Grass Roots Grants. Further grant awards have been made from 



Section 106 funding for community buildings and it is estimated that the total 
community and art grant spend in 2018/19 will be in excess of £1.5 million.  Many 
grants attract funding from external sources so the overall value of the council 
community and arts grants is far in excess of this amount.

8.4 The grants programme has built up over time and literally hundreds of voluntary and 
community sector organisations and groups have been recipients over the years.  
The current approach, whilst well intentioned, needs to modernise to deal with a 
number of issues including:

1. Lack overarching policy or investment strategy to guide developments and 
ensure sustainability;

2. The current system does not always make the best use of council funding;
3. An inconsistent approach to match funding;
4. The same small number of organisations receive the majority of funding;
5. There is a ‘closed shop’ for some of the grant funds;
6. Funding doesn’t necessarily follow Council priorities, need or inequalities;
7. Internal audit report highlighted governance issues;
8. The current model can create dependency and is not aligned to ABCD 

approaches (asset based community development) 

8.5 In April 2018 Council approved the Executive decision to commission an 
independent review of community and arts grants to “consider modernisation and 
consolidation of the grant programmes and revised criteria linked to council 
priorities”. The framework for this was to

: 
• Recognise the increasing pressures on Council budgets;
• Ensure that grant allocations are more strongly linked to council priorities;
• Maximize opportunities for match funding;
• Consider the consolidation of grant programmes;
• Explore opportunities to create a Strategic Exeter Community Fund for added 

value and sustainability; and
• Build community capacities to take action to address local priorities and build 

stronger communities.

8.6 In April 2018 when the review of grants was agreed no specific financial targets were 
set. However it was recognised that there was a need to design a more cost effective 
model for grants given the large sums of money relative to council operating budgets 
that have been available for community and arts grants.   

8.7 In June 2018/ the 2018/21 Corporate Plan set out an anticipated £3.9million revenue 
budget reduction for 2019/20. In order to protect essential front line services, the 
budget to be approved by Council in February 2019 describes a range of measures 
including a reduction in the General Fund budget for community and arts grants of 
£290,000 for 2019/20 and a further £210,000 for 2020/21.  

8.8 Taking into account all the feedback received through the listening exercise, as 
detailed in Red Quadrant Report (appendix 1) there are ten findings based on 
feedback that emerged through the listening exercise on a consistent basis.  These 
are summarised below:

• Greater clarity needs to be instilled into the process. There is a large degree 
of confusion over the range of grants available and the relevant processes 
and protocols. 



• Streamlining mechanisms, simplifying the application and providing reporting 
templates would improve accessibility

• There is a widespread perception that the current process lacks 
transparency from beginning to end. A consistent approach to 
communicating decisions and providing feedback is required

• Feedback on ward grants was positive and there was a sense that it 
generally works well as a process. We would, however question whether 
they are well publicised and known to all. Take up can also be improved in 
some areas of the city. There are high numbers of applications in areas 
considered to be more affluent than others. 

• The annual application process is not a logical process for some grants 
which are linked to external funding grants e.g. Arts Council grants

• Communication and marketing needs to be revamped to raise awareness of 
the scheme across the city

• Although support is available from Council officers, consideration should be 
given to making it more accessible. Advice centres, an outreach officer and 
independent advisors were options put forward

• The role of the Exeter Community Forum needs to be clarified, particularly in 
relation to the decision-making process for some grants.  A number of 
people believe that a decision on the role has been made but not clearly 
communicated

• The Community Builders have an important link role in enabling more people 
to access grant funding at grass roots level. 

• An umbrella approach benefits small organisations for the application, 
reporting and banking processes. 

8.9 Below is a summary of the Red Quadrant recommendations based on the results of 
the listening exercise and their research in other areas.

.
8.9.1 Transparency: Historically grant funding within the council has been delivered 

through very separate funding streams in different directorates, with no single view 
of how well that funding is working for the city. To the outsider, it is unclear what is 
available and how the money is spent. The listening exercise showed that there is 
a lack of trust and confidence in the current process. A new model needs to set out 
clearly:

• What is available and how

• Who the decision makers are

• What the criteria are for decisions

• What grants have been awarded and how successful the project has been

8.9.2 A strategic approach with clarity of purpose:  Red Quadrant recommend a 
strategic framework for arts and community grants and a grants policy that covers 
all grants. This framework could align itself with other relevant strategies and, most 
importantly, make tangible links to the council’s objectives and priority areas. 

The framework can enable a balance of awarding grants, with a model around 
commissioning through contracts for more strategic service requirements. This 
would ensure that awards are made in the most appropriate manner to make 
positive contributions towards Exeter life and the achievement of the council’s vision 
for the city.

8.9.3 Community involvement: A clear ‘bottom up’ approach to community development 
and associated grant funding in Exeter is essential to maximising the value of the 



council’s spending and ensuring the sustainability of community groups. It is clear 
that the current model creates dependency, is not aligned to ABCD approaches and 
is not sustainable. The precedent set by the Grassroots Grants process, where 
council and community decide together, is a useful model and should be built on for 
the new grants process. However, it has to be recognised that elected members are 
accountable for spending public money and delivering against council priorities and 
should therefore be involved. 

8.9.4 Adopt a commissioning approach: To ensure fairness, due process and 
transparency, rent grants and core grants should be replaced by formal contractual 
agreements in line with the council’s procurement policy. Organisations can be 
commissioned by the council to deliver services in line with council priorities.

8.9.5 Separate out the NPOs: National Portfolio Organisations (as defined by the Arts 
Council) bring substantial match funding and investment into the city.  Red Quadrant 
feel they should be separated from the grants process, funding ring-fenced and 
converted to contractual agreements, again ensuring that the council’s contribution 
is spent on council priority areas.

8.9.6 Establish a single City Fund: Red Quadrant strongly suggest that the council 
simplifies it’s grant funding process and adopts the approach used in Bristol, where 
all grants are held in a single fund, against clear priorities. Partners could be 
encouraged to invest in the fund. Different levels of funding can be administered 
easily and the whole process can be available from one contact point online. 

8.9.7 Use a digital platform: A digital approach alongside a simplified grants process will 
enable a wider audience to engage. However, there were reservations during the 
listening exercise about whether an online approach would exclude certain elements 
of Exeter’s communities: those who were unable to access the internet for financial 
or capability reasons. This must not be overlooked and support must be offered (see 
below) to ensure that everybody has a fair chance.

8.9.8 Crowdfunding platforms are being used by a growing number of local authorities 
to administer grants. There was resistance to this largely, which Red Quadrant felt, 
was caught up in the lack of clarity about the future of the grants process. A 
crowdfunding platform can simplify the grants process, make the money go further 
by attracting match funding and reach new audiences. The caveat in the previous 
paragraph about support applies equally here.

8.9.9 Build capacity: Some funds, including the CIL funding, should be used for support 
and capacity building in the city. The lack of a CVS has impacted on many of the 
groups spoken to. The listening exercise told us that support is needed for 
community groups to manage areas such as finance, governance, funding 
applications, using digital platforms, marketing and building support networks. This 
investment is vital for a sustainable community and voluntary sector.

8.9.10 Improve communication: Communication about available funding, both in Exeter 
and elsewhere is inconsistent. This is largely caused by the fragmented approach 
to grant funding and the lack of a joined up online presence. It is strongly suggested 
that moving to a single grant fund, with a digital emphasis would improve 
accessibility and enable much improved communication. It would also free up 
resource to build networks and new communication channels.



Feedback when grant applications are unsuccessful seems to be patchy and this 
was raised a number of times in the listening exercise. It is vital for organisations 
and individuals to be able to learn and improve and this must be addressed.

8.9.11 Improve evaluation: Simple evaluation frameworks could be built in the beginning 
of a project, so that communities can easily evidence the impact of their work. The 
Heritage Lottery Fund has a good example.

8.10  Officers will now work with the Portfolio Holders for Communities and Culture to take 
these recommendations into consideration in the drafting of a new policy for public 
consultation. 

 
9. How does the decision contribute to the Council’s Corporate Plan?

9.1 The draft policy will contribute to the 2018/21 Corporate Plan objectives of 

1. Promoting active & healthy lifestyles
2. Building great neighbourhoods
3. Providing value for money services
4. Leading a well-run Council

10. What risks are there and how can they be reduced?

10.1 The Voluntary and Community sector have also been affected by long term austerity 
with some of the larger service provider charities in particular having experienced 
reductions in contracts for services from a range of sources.  Some organisations 
have reduced service provision and some have folded.  There are risks locally that, 
in this context, some organisations may have become reliant on council grants 
(despite the annual nature of the awards). Some organisations may decide to stop 
or change service provision which could be a loss to service users and the local 
community.

10.2  The long term austerity issues have led to major transformation and reform in parts 
of the sector resulting in the development of more sustainable models of social 
finance such as Social Impact Bonds, Crowd Funding and digital platforms with a 
much greater emphasis on collaboration and new models of delivery.   Some of 
these changes can be seen in Exeter with CoLab and Wellbeing Exeter as prime 
examples, but there is much more that the sector can do.  The recommendations in 
the Red Quadrant report include the introduction of digital platforms and sector led 
support. Following the Council decision in July these could be in place within this 
financial year and will help to provide sustainable support to the sector locally. 

10.3 An impact assessment will be presented to Council alongside future policy 
recommendation in July 2019  

11. What is the impact of the decision on equality and diversity; health and 
wellbeing; safeguarding children, young people and vulnerable adults, 
community safety and the environment?

11.1 There is the potential for short term negative impacts should an organisation make 
changes to its current service delivery as a consequence of less than anticipated 
grant from the Council.  

12. Are there any other options?



12.1 The listening exercise conducting by Red Quadrant has taken into account a wide 
range of views and made recommendations on models of best practice and these 
will be taken into account in preparing the draft policy for consultation.  

Director

Jo Yelland

Local Government (Access to Information) Act 1972 (as amended)
Background papers used in compiling this report:-

Exeter Grants Review Report, Red Quadrant

Contact for enquires: 
Democratic Services (Committees)
Room 2.3
01392 265275
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Exeter Grants Review Report, Red Quadrant


