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There’s a growing success story at the heart of the countryside as village communities are working together to reverse the downward spiral of small shop closures. In an exciting new development, ViRSA, in partnership with the Esmée Fairbairn Foundation and Co-operative and Community Finance, is now delighted to announce the launch of the Village CORE (community-owned retail enterprise) Programme which will provide £2 million of start-up funding to new community-owned shops over the next three years. 

Community ownership is often the only viable option for villages wishing to save or establish a local shop. There are now more than 160 community-owned shops throughout Britain and they play a crucial role at the heart of the community, ensuring that residents, in particular the elderly, have access to vital amenities such as groceries, prescription delivery and a Post Office counter. Furthermore, most shops are profitable, partly because they’re able to call on volunteer labour and the goodwill of the community. Profits are either ploughed back into the business or are put towards other projects such as computers for the local primary school, so that the wider community benefits.

The Village CORE Programme will award grants to villages of at least 200 people which are planning to set up a community-owned shop, and the Programme aims to see the number of these enterprises double over the next five years as a result. Start-up packages will comprise a grant of up to £20,000, complemented by a similar contribution from the community and a loan of at least the same amount from Co-operative and Community Finance. A network of ViRSA community retail advisers will be on hand to guide residents through everything from finding premises to preparing a business plan and raising finance. 

With several thousand rural settlements in Britain potentially suitable for community-owned shops, the possible social impact is considerable, and the village store looks set to be the CORE of the countryside for many years to come. 

For further details please contact Elizabeth of Mar at ViRSA on 07870 276 375 or at elizabethofmarpr@yahoo.co.uk.
Notes to Editors:

ViRSA, the Village Retail Services Association (www.virsa.org), is an activity of the Plunkett Foundation, and is a charity which supports villages wishing to establish a community-owned shop.

The Plunkett Foundation (www.plunkett.co.uk) is an educational charity which supports the development of rural group enterprise worldwide. Plunkett draws on 80 years of practical experience of working with partners from the private sector to promote and implement economic self-help solutions to rural problems.

The Esmée Fairbairn Foundation (www.esmeefairbairn.org.uk) is one of the largest independent grantmaking foundations in the UK. In 2005 it made grants of £29.6 million, divided between its four programmes. In 2006 it expects to divide its fund as follows: Arts & Heritage £5.9 million, Education £5.9 million, Environment £5.9 million, and Social Change: Enterprise and Independence £9.1 million.

Co-operative and Community Finance (www.icof.co.uk) provides loan finance for co-operatives, employee-owned businesses and social enterprises. It also manages loan funds for several other organizations providing co-operative and community finance, and is authorized and regulated by the Financial Services Authority (FSA).
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