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About the Institute for Community Studies
The Institute for Community Studies is a new kind of research institute with people at its
heart. Powered by the not-for-profit organisation, The Young Foundation, the Institute works
to influence change, bridging the gap between communities, evidence, and policymaking. We
believe that involving communities leads to better decision-making.
In April 2021, we were appointed as strategic research partner to Power to Change. We
support their mission to strengthen community businesses to tackle some of society’s
biggest challenges at a local level, including the three biggest challenges of our time: climate
change, digital transformation and social inequalities.

About Power to Change
Power to Change is the independent trust that supports community businesses in England.
From pubs to libraries; shops to bakeries; swimming pools to solar farms; community
businesses are creating great products and services, providing employment and training and
transforming lives. Power to Change received an original endowment from the National
Lottery Community Fund in 2015 and a further £20m grant in 2021.

Scope of submission
In preparing this response, we have drawn on research and evidence from the Institute for
Community Studies’ repository – a curated and searchable collection of community-related
research reports, case studies and other publications. The research and evidence cited here
is from research and programmes undertaken in England but is highly relevant to Wales and
the inquiry of the Senedd’s Local Government and Housing Committee. As such, our
response is limited to responding to issue 2, issue 3 and subsequently, issue 4 of the terms
of reference and we have focused on providing research and evidence that might offer
transferable learning. Although not covered in detail here, a number of short case studies
can be explored in the repository here.

The extent the Community Asset Transfer scheme promotes and supports effective
development of community assets
Research funded by Power to Change and conducted by the Centre for Regional Economic
and Social Research found that 25% of a sample of 340 community assets in England came
into community ownership via asset transfer (Figure 1).1 Notably, assets located in the most
deprived LSOAs were more likely to come into ownership via asset transfer than in less
deprived LSOAs, which typically benefitted more from ownership through donation at no
cost/’peppercorn rent’.2 However, individual case studies highlighted that the community
asset transfer in particular can be a complex process that is difficult for communities to
access.
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Figure 1: Survey of assets in community ownership (base 340), from Archer 2019

Evidence from a community asset advocacy programme undertaken by Locality and
supported by Power to Change found that community asset transfer is a key lever that local
authorities can use to capitalise communities and protect, strengthen, and grow local
community infrastructure.3 Again, this research found significant disparities in the
availability and accessibility of asset transfer, linked to land value, inequitable distribution of
assets and the existence of proactive council polices to support community asset transfer.
The programme highlighted an inconsistent approach to developing community asset
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transfer policies within local government and councils. Nonetheless, partnership working
proved invaluable to the long-term success of community assets.
Findings from case study research funded by Power to Change and conducted by LSE
Consulting provides several concrete examples of community asset transfer processes
supporting the effective development of community assets.4 For example, in Midsteeple
Quarter, asset transfer of several buildings enabled neglected properties to find a new lease
of life as a mix of housing and enterprise space, whilst building a track record and
confidence amongst funders, investors and residents. In this case, a ‘meanwhile use’ of the
assets during the asset transfer process proved an effective and important way of
introducing immediate life to the asset and helping it to be sustainable. Other case studies
also highlight that asset transfer-enabling community asset management can be an
important part of the process towards full community asset ownership.
Research undertaken by Power to Change with local government officers, policymakers and
practitioners highlighted the role of community asset transfer in supporting reducing the
cost of service provision, as well as safeguarding a service or amenity that would otherwise
be lost, actively involving communities in the delivery and design of services, and meeting
the demand for assets from the community.5 Nonetheless, and despite many local
authorities having asset transfer policies in place (Figure 2), the research found that the
number of asset transfers conducted remained low, with 20% having not conducted an asset
transfer in the last five years, and almost half having conducted between one and ten.
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Figure 2: Status of local government asset management strategies (base 58), from Gilbert 2016
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Several research reports note that as well as providing important economic and social
benefits, the process of community asset transfer can itself enable the more effective
development of community assets. An evaluation of a Power to Change grant programme
supporting community businesses found that the social impacts of community asset
management and ownership largely derive from assets being repurposed to better meet the
needs of the community.6 The process of community asset transfer can also establish more
diverse pathways for people to participate in the development of local assets – be it through
investing in financial mechanisms for asset transfer such as community shares, community
businesses reinvesting profits into local causes, or creating volunteering opportunities that
give the more of the local community a greater sense of ownership over local assets.7
Across the research and evidence cited, a number of recommendations specific to the
community asset transfer process in the English context were made that might offer useful
transferable learning. These include:
•

•

•

•
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Ensuring good public information about roles, responsibilities and steps in the asset
transfer process would help, in addition to clearer local policy frameworks. This
could entail making it obligatory for all local authorities to have an asset transfer
policy, with this predicated on a fuller programme of peer learning for local
authorities.
Local government could support sustainable asset transfer by committing to ‘good
terms’, including providing unencumbered long-term leases of at least 30 years to
provide community owners with the time to embed their business plans, leverage
external funding and earn income for community re-investment.
A national programme of community asset transfer support, managed independently
of government, should be set up to provide specialist advice to community
organisations and local authorities. This should include focused support for racially
minoritised communities and attention for areas where the supply of ‘traditional’
community assets is limited.8
Local government to develop an asset registers so that communities know which
assets are available for transfer in their area. This should be accompanied by
capacity support and guidance for groups developing bids and investment in these
groups.
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asset ownership on community businesses? And how can funders support community businesses to acquire and
manage assets? Power to Change and Renaisi. Available from: https://icstudies.org.uk/repository/thematicpaper-assets-community-businesses.
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This recommendation was made prior to the introduction of the Community Ownership Fund. The fund is
welcomed and in alignment with the objectives of this recommendation. There is value in the Senedd exploring
how community asset transfer might align with the Community Ownership Fund in the Welsh context, and the
extent to which it might be extended through a Wales-only top-up.

Barriers and challenges faced by communities in taking ownership of public or
privately owned assets, including finance and support services
While, in England, policies and funds have been put in place to support community asset
ownership, the drawn-out, resource-intensive and complex process can present significant
barriers and challenges to communities. Transferring an asset from public to community
ownership requires significant time and resources from both communities and local
authorities. Research carried out by the Centre for Regional Economic and Social Research
found evidence that very slow and lengthy processes could seriously jeopardise community
asset ownership.9 Respondents in the research noted that serious delays left community
businesses feeling “left in the dark” and made for a more resource-intensive process for
local authorities. It also impacted on retaining volunteers, who play a significant role in
driving forward community asset ownership.
Respondents in research conducted by Power to Change with local government officers,
policymakers and practitioners noted that community businesses are typically more
successful in asset transfer when they are able to align with a local authority’s strategic
objectives or plan for place, as well as when they are able to build partnerships with local
councillors, who can act as champions.10 Findings from research carried out by University of
the Arts London’s Social Design Institute and funded by Power to Change build on this
further, where workshops with community businesses highlighted that while finding allies
and maintaining positive relationships with local authorities is important, they often face
challenges in negotiating equitable arrangements.11
Additionally, poor resourcing and technical capacity within local authorities was found to
hinder the transfer process for community asset management and ownership. It was found
that such challenges often resulted from a general lack of experience in handling transfers,
and in poor systems for initiating and managing transfers. The Centre for Regional
Economic and Social Research flagged the importance of the support and capacity of local
authorities to an asset transfer, sharing an individual case of a change in key personnel
markedly speeding up the asset transfer process. The research also flagged innovations in
resourcing, such as the London Borough of Wandsworth providing an interesting example of
enhanced support and capacity arising through sharing staff with neighbouring Richmond
upon Thames. It’s important to note that while poor resourcing and technical capacity within
local authorities is a challenge, this was also true within community organisations seeking
asset ownership and management.12
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Several research reports have also surfaced the competing priorities and conflicts of interest
that act as a barrier to community asset ownership (Figure 3). Interviews with various
stakeholders relevant to asset transfer conveyed that often communities faced challenges in
persuading their local authority to release assets that could be used for other purposes
including income generation.13 Local authority officers interviewed about community asset
transfer noted that community asset ownership of some assets, particularly those in urban
areas, would likely be unattainable due to ownership challenges and unaffordable.14
Relatedly, community businesses highlighted that poor access to formal research and
evidence made it difficult to ‘prove’ community need, despite holding intimate local
knowledge.15
The complexity of the process has proven the need for technical capacity and specialist
advice that might not already exist within community looking to pursue community asset
ownership. There has also been a shift in the skills that asset owners must hold, as assets
now typically take on multiple funding sources that require understanding of a greater
diversity of sectors and can introduce additional risk to manage.16 Findings from an
evaluation of Power to Change’s grant programmes supporting community businesses
found tailored one-to-one support was one of the most effective in helping them access and
acquire assets. In particular, community businesses drew on practical capacity and legal
support with leases for asset transfers and understanding how to work with stakeholders
like councils, while others needed support in terms of strategic and business planning.
In conducting qualitative research, the Centre for Regional Economic and Social Research
came across an array of skills held by those in the community supporting community asset
ownership – often provided in a volunteering capacity. This included repurposing technical
knowledge and skills from roles in construction, project management, bookkeeping and
administrative support. However, the research found the sometimes limited capacity of
‘inexperienced’ individuals to grasp financial and technical challenges to reveal the potential
of latent skills in communities. The loss of key volunteers also often resulted in profound
setbacks for communities.17
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Figure 3: Perceived barriers for local authorities to community asset transfer (base 58), from Gilbert
2016

The requirement for specialist skills highlights disparities between places and communities
in trying to access and achieve community asset ownership. The research also shared an
example of a community asset located in a deprived, urban setting where the local
community struggled to find people with the necessary legal, business and marketing skills.
By looking across individual case studies, the research found variance by geography, where
the presence and quality of advisors and specialist skills varies at local level. It also found
variance in terms of the support available to different types of assets, where the
infrastructure of support for certain types of assets is more developed than others.18
Across research and evidence, incomplete information about assets has also been found to
act as a significant barrier or challenge. In the case of ownership by local authority, research
highlighted that a majority of local authorities do not actively advertise surplus or underused
assets or advertise them poorly online, leaving local communities in the dark about what
opportunities exist – particularly those lacking digital skills or without existing relationships
with relevant local authority officers. In some cases, local authorities are not aware of what
they own and lack access to original deeds.19 Where assets are privately owned, fragmented
ownership and opaque information on who owns what makes it challenging for communities
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to even begin the process.20 Research conducted by Keep It In The Community and funded
by Power to Change found that word of mouth was the primary mechanism for identifying
suitable assets and spaces for communities, with community businesses and organisations
having to rely on potentially outdated information or informal knowledge.21
It was found across several of the reports that communities face significant financial
barriers that communities face in taking ownership of assets, predominantly in accessing
funding for significant capital spend, but also for paying for staff and external support. Case
study research funded by Power to Change and undertaken by LSE Consulting, and an
evaluation of Power to Change’s community business grant programmes have highlighted a
need for increased funding and low-cost finance to support planning, business development
and ongoing sustainability of an asset from both local authorities and third sector funders.
The evaluation identified small grants for development and start-up seed funding, match
funding, capital grants and revenue grants as particularly useful funding mechanisms for
enabling access to community asset ownership, renovating and maintaining assets for the
community, and ensuring assets remain financially stable and sustainable.22 The case study
research highlighted support such as initial ‘pump-priming’ investments from local
authorities, community shares and crowdfunding as significant.23
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Figure 4: Financial health of assets in community ownership (base 341-355), from Archer 2019
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Research funded by Power to Change and conducted by LSE Consulting on the role of
private developers in enabling community asset management and ownership has
highlighted several financial challenges communities face in acquiring private assets.24 It
found that stubbornly high rents and traditional long-term leases offered by private owners
and developers invariably locks out communities. This stems from the historical way in
which (British) leases are structured, incentivising landlords to chase the highest rent-payer
for every unit. A case study example is shared in the research carried out by LSE Consulting,
where a community was able to crowdfund a large amount of money to acquire two
buildings through auction, only for those buildings to be quickly sold to an anonymous buyer.
This demonstrates the challenges communities face in securing privately-owned property,
especially when property sells in excess of the valuations.25
Even where rents are falling and becoming more affordable to communities due to decline in
the value of retail space, traditional lease and rent structures prevent communities from
accessing these assets. However, the research surfaced an emerging conversation about
the way private developers and landlords can develop more community-oriented models
within their property portfolios.26 This includes more flexible leasing arrangements such as
turnover-based leases and specific rents for start-up and independent businesses. The
research also provides examples of local authorities harnessing property assets,
partnerships and procurement in new ways to deliver social value, including imposing
requirements on private developers to identify how their business activities can best benefit
the communities in which they work. These innovations present an interesting opportunity
for communities to partner with private developers and landlords.
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