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1. Introduction  

 

RedQuadrant were commissioned by Exeter City Council to undertake a listening and 
consultation programme with residents, community organisations and other key 
stakeholders as part of the Review of the Community and Arts Grants Programme. 

This report sets out the results of that work and makes recommendations for a future 
model. 
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2.  Background to the review  

The review 

In April 2018, Exeter City Council agreed to undertake a review of the current grants 
programme to help them develop future policy that would:  

 Ensure best use is made of council funding; 

 Implement a consistent approach to match funding; 

 Encourage and embed sustainable ABCD (Asset Based Community Development) 
approaches supporting people and communities to create community solutions to local 
issues; and 

 Better link grant funds to deliver city council priorities of: 

o Addressing Inequalities; 

o Improving Health and Wellbeing and getting people active; 

o Finding creative community based solutions to locally defined problems; and 

o Developing of community buildings, assets and green spaces to enhance our city. 

Issues to be addressed by the review 

Exeter City Council currently awards approximately £1.5m pa of council funding through 10 
different grant programmes, dispensing in excess of 3336 grants over two years. 

The council stated that the review of community and arts grants needed to address the 
following issues: 

 Whilst the council has a community grants programme it doesn’t have an overarching 
grants policy, which will help the council to shape policy going forward; 

 The current system does not make the best use of council funding; 

 There is an inconsistent approach to match funding; 

 The same small number of organisations receive the majority of funding; 

 It operates as a ‘closed shop’ for some of the grant funds; 

 Funding doesn’t necessarily follow need or inequalities; 

  A recent internal audit highlights a number of governance issues; 

 The current model creates dependency and is not aligned to ABCD approaches (asset 
based community development) and is not sustainable; and 

 The council currently doesn’t have a clearly defined approach to the Social Value Act or 
a clear link to how community grants can make a positive contribution towards the 
Social Value act.  
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We have looked at these issues identified by the council, and tested them with grant 
recipients, stakeholders, councillors and community groups. In addition, we have found 
examples of best practise elsewhere to inform our recommendations. 
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3 . Strategic context and what others have done  

This section puts the review into the context of national developments and the wider 
priorities of Exeter City Council. 

Grant funding in 2018: the need to build capacity 

Grants enable voluntary and community organisations to provide services or activities. They 
are ideal for supporting research and development, building capacity or for new activities 
which over time could become self-financing. They are also widely used for projects and to 
cover the core operating costs of voluntary and community organisations such as salaries 
and overheads.  

There are over 4,000 grant funders in the UK, including government and local authorities, 
and the process is now highly competitive. The total amount of grant funding received by 
the voluntary and community sector has fallen in recent years and is likely to fall further. In 
addition, with the current economic climate, there are now many more organisations 
looking for funding. 

Building capacity in community and voluntary organisations is crucial for a number of 
reasons:  

 Most grant funding is one–off or short term and this can create issues of sustainability if 
a project has a longer-term ambition; 

 Many funders have specific priorities for types of activity they want to fund; 

 Grant applications are time consuming - submitting an application and receiving a 
response takes, on average, from two to six months (depending on the funder and the 
scale of the grant). 

 Grants funders generally do not fund day-to-day running costs and it can be hard to 
secure the true costs of running a project from a grant-giver.1 

Local authority grant funding: aligning funding with priorities 

With substantial reductions in local authority funding nationwide, councils are naturally 

looking to ensure that what money there is can be targeted towards priority areas. 

Community and arts grants are no exception to this and many authorities have reviewed 

their grants systems to ensure that best use is made of the money available, reducing 

duplication and bringing more transparency and clarity to the process.  Appendix 1 contains 

detail of Bristol City Council’s Impact Fund, bringing grants funding streams under one 

banner, creating a clear process and awarding grants to VCS organisations that reflects the 

City’s priority areas of: 

                                                      
1 https://mycommunity.org.uk/funding-options/raising-finance-options/grants/ 
 

https://mycommunity.org.uk/funding-options/raising-finance-options/grants/
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  Giving the right help at the right time 

 Helping people to help themselves and each other  

 Building on the strengths of people and communities  

 Connecting people and organisations within and across communities 

Matched funding 

There is an increased emphasis on matched funding and making what money there is work 

harder. 2For example, Angus Council, in Scotland, has changed the way it distributes grants. 

Their new arrangement reduces the maximum grant to community organisations from 

£5,000 to £1,000 and applicants will have to match any figure they apply for. The process 

will also be transferred to a partnership with Crowdfunder. Exeter City Council are now 

piloting a similar scheme together with other authorities in Devon. 

Asset Based Community Development 

The paucity of available funding has also forced local authorities and others to question 
whether current grant processes are having the maximum impact and reaching the right 
people. Concurrently, more holistic methods of community development have emerged, 
such as Asset Based Community Development (ABCD) that builds on the assets that are 
found in the community and mobilizes individuals, associations, and institutions to come 
together to realise and develop their strengths. Wellbeing Exeter is an excellent example of 
this approach (see Appendix 1). 

Social Value and Civil Society 

In August 2018, the Department for Culture Media and Sport (DCMS) published its Civil 
Society Strategy3 and stated: 

The government believes that social value flows from thriving communities. These are 
communities with strong financial, physical and natural resources, and strong connections 
between people. This includes public funding, private investment, buildings, and other spaces 
for a community to use. It also includes trust and goodwill, and the organisations and 
partnerships that bring people together. To help communities thrive, the government 
believes we need to look at five foundations of social value: people, places, the social sector, 
the private sector, and the public sector. 

 

                                                      
2 In Appendix 1 we highlight Devon Community Foundation’s claim that every £1 donated generates £6 for 
people in need 
3 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/732764/
Executive_summary_-_Civil_Society_Strategy.pdf 
 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/732764/Executive_summary_-_Civil_Society_Strategy.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/732764/Executive_summary_-_Civil_Society_Strategy.pdf


8 

Local strategies and plans 

It is vital that any new model for arts and community grants in Exeter is set into the context 
of local plans and strategies, to ensure a joined up approach and maximum impact. 

Local Exeter City Council Corporate Strategy 2018-21 

The strategy states that the council will: 

 Help deliver the emerging Exeter Vision 2040, by providing services and developments 
that build on Exeter’s growth and success and meet local communities’ aspirations 

Focus on three strategic programmes that address the current, major challenges facing 
the city: 

o Tackling congestion and accessibility  

o Promoting active and healthy lifestyles 

o Building great neighbourhoods 

 Provide value-for-money services despite continuing central government budget 
reductions 

 Lead a well-run council 

The emerging vision for 2040 is also set out in the strategy: “By the time they are an adult, a 
child born in Exeter today will live in a city that is inclusive, healthy and sustainable – a city 
where the opportunities and benefits of prosperity are shared and all citizens are able to 
participate fully in the city’s economic, social, cultural and civic life.”4 

Sport England Local Delivery Pilot 

In December 2017, Sport England confirmed Exeter and the East Devon new town of 
Cranbrook as one of twelve places selected to work on a ground-breaking new approach to 
tackle inactivity. Through its ‘Towards an Active Nation’ strategy, Sport England aims to 
build healthier, happier communities and to discover a blueprint for tackling inactivity.  

Funding will be invested in Exeter and the new town of Cranbrook over four years to make it 
easier for people in these communities to access sport and physical activity. The ambitious 
outcomes of the programme are: 

 Narrowing of stubborn health inequalities 

 Improved inclusivity and sense of community connectivity 

 Reductions in congestion and improved air quality 

 Embedded analytical approach using integrated data 

 

Cultural Strategy 

                                                      
4 https://exeter.gov.uk/media/4213/ecc-corporate-plan.pdf 
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A new place-based Arts and Cultural Strategy has been commissioned by Exeter Culture, in 
partnership with Exeter City Council 

The Community Strategy 

Developed by the Exeter Community Forum, the community strategy aims to empower local 
communities, so that: 

 people can be active as citizens, through their community groups, organisations and 
networks, and 

 Institutions and agencies (public, private and non-governmental) can work in dialogue 
with citizens to shape and determine change in their communities. 

The strategy’s approach reflects four ambitions:  

o That the strategy should be community-led throughout its life, and change as the 
city, and the people and communities within it, change.  To ensure this happens, 
it will be important that there is a mechanism to ensure communication between 
organisations in communities across the city.  The Exeter Community Forum has 
been established for this purpose, and it is recommended that the Forum 
continue to operate to enable it to oversee progress on, and propose changes to, 
the strategy as they are needed.  

o To increase the confidence and capacity of community organisations to develop 
their own activities, and secure funding for them beyond any grant made under 
one of the programmes in this strategy.  

o To complement other investment taking place across the city, either directly, by 
providing match funding for key initiatives that help to achieve the strategy aims, 
or indirectly, by supporting a complementary initiative.  An example of this is 
supporting community organising; the organisers who are recruited may well 
help people access initiatives supported by other investment streams in the city  

o To stimulate joint commitment.  Part of this comes from encouraging dialogue 
and joint activity between organisations and agencies working within each 
community, sometimes in the same building.   

 

Community Builders 

Alongside the social prescribing model of Wellbeing Exeter led by Devon Community 
Foundation on behalf of the funders (Exeter City Council, Devon County Council and NEW 
Devon Clinical Commissioning Group) (see Appendix 1) there is the parallel development of 
community resilience within the city. A team of Wellbeing Exeter Community Builders, 
managed and mentored by Exeter Community Initiatives, are active throughout the city. The 
builders take an ABCD approach, using local strengths, organisations and passions as a 
starting point for enabling greater connection, activity, and collective support. Within the 
Wellbeing Exeter model the aim of their role is: 

 To build confident, more connected communities. 
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 To identify and map community assets and resources. 

 To encourage and support individuals and build community resilience through spending 
plenty of time on the ground, out and about in ‘their’ neighbourhood. 

 Learning about and mapping existing community ‘assets’ – buildings, events, groups and 
organisations, and active individuals. 

 Listening to local people describing their experience of the community, what they see as 
its strengths, and what could be improved, to build up a picture of how each 
neighbourhood works, and how it differs from others. 

 Improving links between formal service provision, the connectors, and community 
activity. 

 Enabling increased community activity. 
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4. The current grants process 

 

Grant streams 

Appendix 2 sets out the detail of the community and arts grants distributed by Exeter City 
Council. Below is a summary: 

There are nine grant streams currently available to applicants, including crowdfunding 
which has recently been introduced in place of Strategic Board grants. There are clear 
distinctions between the grants but these are not immediately apparent in some cases. In 
addition, we found the information on the council’s website difficult to navigate. 
Streamlining the range of grants and the application and approval processes may reduce 
complexity and encourage new applicants.  

 Ward grants of £300 each are awarded by ward councillors; their purpose is to 
encourage volunteering and community activities. 

 City grants up to a maximum of £2k each are awarded by a city-wide Community 
grants panel; their purpose is to encourage activities across more than one ward 

 Core grants have variable values and are awarded by the Major Grants Panel. They 
assist seven community organisations and seven arts organisations with their day to 
day running costs 

 Major Rent grants have variable values; they are administered by Democratic 
Services and then awarded by the Major Grants Panel. They partly or fully fund rent 
charges for Council buildings for 22 city community and arts organisations. 

 Grass Roots grants (Neighbourhood CIL) have variable values and are assessed by the 
Grass Roots Grants panel; the panel includes three Exeter Community Forum 
members and three councillors. Recommendations are made from the panel to the 
Executive and Council who make the award. The grant supports community groups 
to develop capital projects, resources and community projects to help address local 
needs 

 Major Arts grants range from £5k to £10k each and are awarded by the Major Grants 
Panel. They are intended to support National Portfolio Organisations that have 
already received funding from Arts Council England on the basis of continued Council 
funding. 

 Small Arts grants to a maximum value of £1k are officer approved and confirmed by 
the Major Grants Panel. They fund small projects and events within the EX1 to EX4 
postcode areas 

 Annual Arts Project grants vary in value from £1.5k to £8k. They are officer assessed 
and agreed by the portfolio holder, in line with the objectives of the Exeter Cultural 
Action Plan 

 Crowdfunding grants up to a value of £2.5k are available for projects that tie in with 
corporate priorities and that already have 25% of total funding in place. Proposals 
will be approved by the Exeter Strategic Board funding panel to fund one off 
community projects. This is a pilot project and replaces the Exeter e Strategic Board 
grant stream for the 2018/19 financial year. 

 



12 

5.  The Listening Exercise – summary of findings 

Throughout the listening exercise, so that people felt comfortable to speak frankly, we 
committed to anonymity of views and opinions. An atmosphere of trust was built and we 
had some valuable conversations with people involved in all aspects of the grants processes. 

During August and September 2018, we: 

 Ran focus groups of grant recipients and community groups; 

 Had structured interviews with key stakeholders; 

 Ran an online survey; 

 Met with City councillors; 

 Met with Community Builders; and 

 Attended a meeting of Exeter Community Forum; 

Our remit was: 

 To explore and contextualise attitudes, perceptions and ideas as part of the review of 
the Community and Arts grants programmes; 

 To engage with stakeholders to capture and collate their feedback;  

 To create an atmosphere of trust by emphasising the independent, anonymised and 
non-biased nature of the conversations and agreeing rules of engagement; 

 To use the results of the listening exercise to inform the next stage of the review 
process. 

Focus groups 

We held four focus groups, each with a mixture of participants from large and small 
organisations who had been involved or would like to be involved in the grants process. All 
four meetings were lively, with strong feelings expressed. There are obviously very active 
and committed arts and community sectors in Exeter and their commitment to making 
Exeter a better place should be applauded.  

The questions below formed guidelines for the group discussions, although naturally the 
conversations were varied and strayed into other areas:  

 What works well about the current grants process, what do you like about it? 

 How could the process be improved or made easier? 

 What can be done to get people more involved with their local communities? 

 What do you think stops people from being active in their community? 

 Do you have any suggestions for types of support that could be provide to increase 

participation? 

 Do you have any other thoughts on the Community Grants scheme?  
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What the focus groups said 

There was a strong consensus across all four focus groups on the following points of view: 

Inclusivity is a crucial consideration to ensure a successful and fair grants process, within 
reach of as many people as possible 

Transparency is essential at all stages and improvement is required as a matter of 
urgency: from the initial application process through to the decision, notification and 
feedback stages 

Clear communication channels and protocol need to be implemented to raise awareness, 
provide clarity and ensure fairness. There is a general lack of clarity in relation to the 
current process 

Community, ward and rent grants currently have relatively simple application processes, 
but are dependent on the involvement of ward councillors in some cases 

Application processes for all other grants are viewed as being onerous and lacking a 
consistency of approach: simple and clear terminology should apply in all instances 

Delays in notifying applicants causes planning and budget setting issues 

Community expertise can be built up and community groups empowered if a designated 
Council officer post is created as a gateway to the grants process 

A community hub approach can be developed through the setting up of umbrella groups. 
This would be of great assistance in the case of banking arrangements for small 
organisations 

 

 

There was significant, but not unanimous, agreement on the following points of view: 

Community builders have an important role to play at grass roots level. Some success 
stories to date but there is also a lack of clarity about their role in some parts of the city. 

The role of the Exeter Community Forum is unclear and its remit needs to be clarified and 
reaffirmed.  

There needs to be significant input in the decision-making process from the Forum and 
from Community Builders: this will provide a greater connection between the community 
and the Council 

There is a currently a lack of consistency in the knowledge of grants awards across the 
ward councillors. Support from councillors is integral to achieving success. 
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Council priorities need to be stated more explicitly, and made more accessible online, in 
the context of grant applications 

There is patchwork coverage across the city in terms of support facilities for community 
organisations;  

Crowdfunding may not be a feasible approach for everyone due to a lack of time and 
knowledge 

Council officers provide good support and advice on the application process; although not 
always in a timely manner in the case of notifications and detailed feedback 

A mechanism for providing independent advice on bid writing should be initiated 

A year on year process is too short in some instances. For example, Arts Council grants 
can run for up to four years. This should be taken into account as part of the review 

There is a need to break down silo approaches where they still exist 

 

The following points of view were raised by a minimum of two or three individuals over the 
four sessions: 

The current process relies heavily on the goodwill and enthusiasm of individuals, 
particularly in small organisations. Affluent areas have an advantage in this respect 

There is currently a piecemeal approach from the Council towards community centres 
and associations 

Grant recipients should represent city demographics 

Portfolio holders and ward councillors should be role models for the grants process 

Council officers encourage applicants to speak with ward councillors in advance of 
submitting applications 

The current process benefits the more deprived areas of the city 

Arts funding shouldn’t be automatically protected and applicants should clearly 
demonstrate the benefits to the community 

Community and Arts grants should be combined into one administrative process 

Some application templates would benefit from an open text template, or could be based 
on the Big Lottery template 

Clearer criteria need to be provided on match and double funding 
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Set up funding is relatively easy to obtain but these can lead to sustainability issues 

 

The following points were made by individuals: 

The core grant process requires urgent review 

The lead in time for applications is too lengthy in some instances – up to fifteen  

months in one case 

The Council should review its income streams. For example, more revenue could be 
collected from students and from the university 

Brexit implications and the rise of hate crime can be offset by the award of community 
grants 

Funding for the Museum should be taken into account in the context of budget allocation 

The emphasis should be on the community, rather on the grant 

Local initiatives such as the Pinhoe Press (set up by a Community Builder) can help to 
spread the word 

The process shouldn’t be overly dependent on councillors as this can lead to cronyism 

 

Stakeholder Interviews 

Stakeholder Interviews were held between July and September 2018 with (13) 
representatives from: 

 Community Safety Partnership, Devon and Cornwall Police 

 Health and Social Care, Royal Devon and Exeter NHS Foundation Trust 

 Exeter Culture 

 NEW Devon Clinical Commissioning Group,  

 Arts Council England 

 University of Exeter 

 Devon Community Foundation 

 Devon County Council, Communities directorate 

 Big Lottery Fund (local office) 

 Exeter Community Football 
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 Exeter Community Forum 

The results of the conversations have been arranged thematically 

Communications 

All stakeholders spoke of the importance of excellent communications to build trust in grant 
giving. It is important to communicate really clearly who gets grants and how much they 
receive in order to dispel unhelpful myths.  

Suggested communications channels mentioned included: 

 Putting on events (also important for participation and for listening to people’s 

needs) 

 Word of mouth via volunteers 

 Word of mouth via councillors 

 Social media 

 Digital platform for information sharing 

 Trust: clarity, transparency and openness 

Several stakeholders spoke of a lack of trust in the current grants system.  

“The system needs to be absolutely robust and people shouldn’t be able to by-pass it” There 
was a feeling amongst some that people lobby officers and members. This erodes trust in 
the system. Similarly, some feel that councillors have “pet projects and organisations’. 

One person said they felt that members were not clear about their role on Exeter Board. 
There was a suggestion that decisions had been made before meetings. 

“There needs to be clarity on the types of grants on offer, the application process, the 
criteria and how decisions are made”. 

Who makes decisions on grants? 

Several stakeholders recognised the need to delegate funds and decision making to the 
community. Decision-making needs to include people who are involved in operational work 
with people in communities. “If there was a way that social workers, nurses and therapists 
who work in the community could be involved in decision-making (and it could not be too 
onerous), that would be positive”. 

Quick decisions on small grants (currently this is the ward grants) that make a real 
difference to people are generally welcomed by stakeholders.  This is with the caveat that 
communications around these grants should be more open and transparent.  

An alternative view was expressed: that decisions on small grants should be made by an 
‘independent advisory body’ rather than one officer in order to increase transparency, 
openness and a sense of fairness. (In fact, grants awards are never made by officers). 

A systems approach 
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A number of stakeholders spoke of the importance of taking a systems approach to grant-
giving. This would look strategically/longer term at making a difference to people and 
communities. 

Partnerships and pooling resources 

Some thought that Exeter City Council and Devon County Council could create a shared 
approach, a ‘joined up strategy’ There is a precedent for this: they worked together to 
create Wellbeing Exeter This worked well for two years and has recently been extended. 

Where could stakeholders make a real difference by pooling resources? Ideas included 

 A ‘funders’ forum’ 

 Employ an analyst for 2-3 months to increase knowledge of all stakeholders about the 
needs and any resources which could be pooled to meet them. 

The emerging place-based approach could result in co-location of services. E.g. the 
Community Safety Partnership has a limited budget which could be pooled with other 
sources of local funding where its priorities would be met. 

There was a feeling that strategies and priorities from different agencies and organisations 
across the city needed to be aligned, such as the Cultural strategy, Wellbeing Exeter and the 
Community Safety Partnership priorities. 

Exeter City Council’s support for the arts was recognised. All the stakeholders involved in 
the arts spoke of the importance of the ability to ‘think internationally’ in order to bring in 
funding from outside the City – especially from abroad. “Exeter Culture will continue to be 
important”. 

Stakeholders involved in arts grants spoke of working well in partnership with cultural 
organisations. “So much can be achieved by actively working to bring the two closer 
together (ACE and ECC) – but we are doing that already”. 

ECC support for the arts draws in funding from abroad. Similarly, one stakeholder 
mentioned the funds awarded to ECC by Sport England and was keen to ‘sit alongside’ the 
council to shape plans for how this funding could make the biggest difference. 

City Councillors all need to be more aware of partner organisations and links between 
organisations which would deliver outcomes for people. 

Participation (engaging communities) 

Most stakeholders were aware of the community builders and felt they were working well 
to engage with people and build participation in community.  

“Different parts of the city have different needs. Devon Health and Social Care’s emerging 
place-based model will allow staff to know their communities better and potentially enable 
greater participation”.  
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Some stakeholders were aware of crowdfunding – though felt that their organisations didn’t 
necessarily have the skills to do it. “The major advantage of crowdfunding is that it engages 
the community early on in any fundraising”. 

The application process 

Suggestions included:  

 Application forms need to be straightforward to complete 

 A more complex system (possibly a two stage application process) may be suitable for 
larger grants for organisations where there are salaried staff. 

 Processes could be similar to other grant schemes to enable paperwork to be 
‘repurposed’. E.g. Bristol have made their form for larger grants similar to the ACE NPO 
form  

Miscellaneous comments 

Demographics: Exeter is a growing city and it’s a challenge to keep up with changes in need 
and in what’s available. 

Some organisations receive multiple grants e.g. rent grants and arts grants. These need to 
be clearly identified as grants and form part of an organisation’s overall grant. A holistic 
approach is needed. 

Perhaps the various arts grants could be called ‘Culture Grants’ which would imply a wider 
range of types of applicant such as libraries, performance, fine art, craft etc. 

One person questioned the need for City Grants as going against the strategy of being closer 
to communities with differing needs 

Several stakeholders raised the importance of evaluating how the money is spent and were 
aware that the process (for certain grants) needs to be better. 

The survey 

We ran an online survey in August and September 2018 to collect the views of individuals 
and organisations. We sought information and views on Exeter’s Community and Arts 
Grants programme, and the factors which motivated and impeded involvement in 
community organisations. The survey was open to anyone to respond, but some questions 
were targeted at individuals and others at organisations. A full list of the questions can be 
found at Appendix 3  

Altogether there were 176 responses to the survey – 55 from organisations or groups and 
121 from individuals.  

The full survey analysis is at Appendix 4 below are some of the key findings 
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.  

Understanding of the grants process 

We asked respondents to rate their understanding of the way that the Council sets its 
priorities for the current grants programme. The results are shown in the chart below. 

 

We asked the same question to individuals and, additionally, measured the answer against 
their stated level of involvement in community or arts activity. 
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Both results show that there is work to be done in communicating the process. 

 

Support in applying for grants 

There was a strong response to the idea that support might be provided to assist 
organisations or individuals to apply for grants. 

Respondents were then asked to say what types of support might be applicable to them. 
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This demonstrates a clear desire from many of the respondents to develop the network of 
funders beyond the City Council and to work together with other organisations. There is also 
a desire for more assistance with completing grant applications (which could presumably be 
for grants outside the City funding) and for publicity.  

Although, like the organisations, individuals wanted information on further sources of 
funding more than anything else, there was a notable increase in the number of responses 
wanting advice on setting up a group. 

When asked what one thing the Council could do to support organisations, there were 50 
responses 31 of which were from people actively involved. They can be grouped into a 
number of themes:  

 11 responses related to the continuation or initiation of funding, including a suggestion 
that the Council move away from annual grants to longer term programmes, and a 
distinction between capital and revenue grants. Some of these were quite specific as to 
what the organisation required funding for.  

 9 responses related to better communication with the Council including transparency of 
the process of allocating grants, the criteria against which grants are judged and general 
information. Some organisations felt that responses from the Council to communication 
were slow...  

 6 responses related to support for publicity including promotion in the Council’s 
newsletter.  

 5 respondents wanted the council to provide more advice, including information about 
available grants, and also liaison with the business community in Exeter and with other 
council departments. This also related to 3 responses which asked for an easier process 
for applying for grants as well as assistance in applying for permissions for events such 
as road closures.  

 1 respondent would like more training for organisations in, for example, budget and 
financial planning.  
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The responses from individuals were on similar themes: 

 There were 8 responses asking for more information or a simpler process for grant 
applications, and information on decision making. 

 There were 6 responses asking for better communication with the Council and for 
promotion of the organisation through an improved arts website 

 There were 9 responses mainly asking for a continuation or increase in grant funding, 
with one plea to continue funding for the Citizens’ Advice Bureau and one for more 
funding for mental health issues  

 There were 4 responses relating to partnership including shared resources for groups, a 
forum for publicity and better communication through ECF. One respondent stated that 
“If one organisation acts as a banker for other groups that don't have a bank account, 
the councillors say that hosting organisation is potentially being awarded too many 
grants. The council needs to recognise the role those hosting organisations are playing, 
as some small groups of residents who want to make a difference to their community, 
don't necessarily want to constitute a formal organisation in order to open a bank 
account”.  

 There were 9 responses that broadly fell into the area of policy. There was a suggestion 
that the Council should develop a more cohesive strategy with regard to the arts and 
culture so that it is integrated into planning and day to day business of the City. One 
respondent suggested that the grants policy should be to support the most vulnerable. 
The idea of funding a portfolio of projects rather than one off grants was suggested. 
Three respondents suggested that the current selection process for funding may not be 
open or fair, especially for larger grants.  

 4 responses suggested that the Council could do more to provide affordable space or to 
reduce business rates for organisations.  

 5 respondents wanted additional support from the Council in terms of advice. 

Community Builders 

There was a general consensus amongst the group on all of the following points: 

 The role of the Exeter Community Forum in the decision-making process requires 
clarification. It has developed well over a period of years but its future role seems 
unclear 

 There is a perception in the community that the current process lacks transparency and 
accountability 

 There is a sense that it’s always the same people who apply for grants and that this is 
partly due to demographic and geographical splits 

 An umbrella model would help to make grants more accessible to more people, 
including writing applications and bank account arrangements 
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 The possibility of creating a paid role which sits outside the Council should be explored. 
The post holder would support community groups with the application writing process 

 Options should be explored for creating an organisation with a CVS role 

 The profile of the Community Builders would be raised considerably if a pop up shop 
arrangement were to be implemented, preferably on the high street 

 

Councillors 

There was general agreement on the following points across both meetings: 

 There needs to be greater clarity for the award of grants with a clear link to Council 
priorities 

 The application process and templates should be reviewed to ensure that they are 
accessible and appropriate. “Form filling is a middle-class hobby” and this is part of the 
reason why more people don’t apply for grants 

 Affluent areas tend to benefit from grant money more than less affluent areas. Ward 
councillors are addressing these issues but it can be difficult to engage with hard to 
reach groups, particularly where there is a shortage of community organisations 

 It is sometimes a challenge to fully allocate ward grants in some areas but this far from 
the case in more affluent wards 

 There is a danger that bigger organisations can swamp the application process to the 
detriment of smaller groups 

  Consideration should be given to putting a ceiling on multiple applications 

 Diversity implications are a key consideration for improving accessibility to the grants 
programme e.g. BME groups and people with disabilities 

 Community Builders are key to the future success of the grants programme: the eyes 
and the ears on the ground 

 Bank account arrangements for small groups are problematic: a mechanism to assist 
with this issue should be implemented. An umbrella approach should be considered 

 There are too many layers to the current process: one point of contact should be 
established for potential applicants 

 The role of the Exeter Community Forum requires clarification 

 Consideration should be given to how the CVS function operates under the COLAB 
arrangement 
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Major grant holders 

There was a parallel exercise to our review where holders of major grants had one to one 
interviews.  There were useful comments about the grants process, which we have set out 
below: 

 The application process is overly complex and time consuming 

 There needs to be a contact point for community organisations and to provide links to 
charity funding opportunities 

 Council officers have offered good support over the years; more timely responses for 
information and feedback would be appreciated 

 Council priorities should be articulated more clearly and communicated more widely 

 Marketing and communication of grants opportunities should be reviewed in order to 
reach out to the wider community 

 The Council can support arts organisations to engage in a business environment  

 

Key findings of the listening exercise 

Taking into account all the feedback received through the listening exercise, as detailed in 
this section of this report, our key findings are summarised below. These ten findings are 
based on feedback that emerged through the listening exercise on a consistent basis. 

 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 

 



25 

 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.  
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6. Recommendations  

Below are our recommendations based on the results of the listening exercise and our 
research into what happens elsewhere. 

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 

A strategic approach with clarity of purpose 

We would recommend a strategic framework for arts and community grants and a grants 
policy that covers all grants, community and arts (and potentially physical activity/sports)5. 
This framework could align itself with other relevant strategies (as set out in section 4) 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. 

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.  

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. 

                                                      
5 With the exception of the arts organisations that are National Portfolio Organisations, see point below 
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Organisation can be commissioned by the council to deliver services in line with council 
priorities. 

Separate out the NPOs 

National Portfolio Organisations (as defined by the Arts Council) bring substantial match 
funding and investment into the city.  We 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. 

Establish a single City Fund 

We would strongly suggest that the council simplifies it’s grant funding process and adopts 
the approach used in Bristol (see Appendix 1), 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.  

Use a digital platform 

A digital approach alongside a simplified grants process will enable a wider audience to 
engage, there is no doubt in our minds.  

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. 

Crowdfunding platforms are being used by a growing number of local authorities to 
administer community and arts grants. There was resistance to this largely, we felt, 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. 

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 we spoke 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 
in Exeter. 
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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. We would strongly suggest 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. 

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. 


