
 

 

 

      

  

 

            

         

              

               

      

              

            

             

         

            

             

        

            

              

        

                

               

  

        

       

         

       

 

 

 

Review of Community and Arts Grants 

Executive Summary 

Background 

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. 

The review addresses 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 it. 

Strategic Drivers 

• Building capacity in community and voluntary organisations 

• Aligning grant funding with Council priorities 

• Exeter City Council’s Corporate, Community and Cultural strategies 

• Sport England Local Delivery pilot scheme 
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Current Grants Process 

There are nine grant streams but distinctions are not immediately apparent in some cases. 

• 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 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 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 from £1.5k to £8k. They are officer assessed and 

agreed by the portfolio holder, in line with the objectives of the 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 

are approved by the Exeter Strategic Board funding panel to fund one off community 

projects. This is a pilot project and replaces the Exeter Strategic Board grant stream 

for the 2018/19 financial year. 

The Listening Exercise methodology 

Throughout the listening exercise we committed to anonymity of views and opinions to 

build an atmosphere of trust. 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. 
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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 

• 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. 

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 
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• 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)1. 

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. 

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, 

1 With the exception of the arts organisations that are National Portfolio Organisations, see point below 
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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 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. 

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. 
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