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Terms used in this report 

During this research, we encountered different interpretations of several terms. Here we 
explain what we mean when we refer to them: 

Black Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME-led) Groups, as those micro and small voluntary 
sector organisations whose beneficiaries are from the African and Asian diaspora as well as 
other ethnic minority groups: those who differ in race of colour or in national, religious, or 
cultural origin from the dominant group – often the majority population - of the county in 
which they live – in this case, White British. We recognise that this is an imperfect term and 
always aim to refer to specific ethnic groups where appropriate. 

We have used the term voluntary sector to refer to all organisations set up to create social 
impact rather than profit, as opposed to the private sector, and are not government-run, as 
opposed to the public sector. It includes charities, community benefit societies, co-
operatives, community interest communities and small information community groups. A list 
of all organisations engaged during this process is provided in Appendix A. 
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1. Executive Summary 

 

About the research 

In June 2021, it came to the attention of ECN Chair, following conversations with Council 
leads, that the Ealing Race Equality Commission (EREC) had received feedback that some 
voluntary sector groups representing Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic (BAME) communities 
had expressed that they felt disadvantaged by the grant making process. As a result, we 
agreed to hold a workshop to better understand the issues, in which council leads were keen 
to participate.  

In July 2021, we asked Kita Ikoku from Clear Thinking Consultancy to conduct two 
conversations with voluntary sector group leaders from small BAME-led groups in Ealing. 
After consultation with potential participants, it was decided that both conversations would 
be online. 

 

Objectives and research questions 

We wanted to understand the barriers they faced to securing funding from the Council and 
elsewhere and other challenges to their long-term sustainability.  

Ealing Council wanted to know practical ways to make their funding more accessible and to 
further support the sector. 

We also wanted to ensure that the Ealing Race Equality Commission could hear from these 
groups on whether they were more disadvantaged as a direct result of being BAME-led and 
incorporate their findings into their consultation on inequalities.  

We wanted this research to answer the following questions: 

- How many of the groups receive funding from the Council?  

- What are the experiences of groups who receive funding and those who are 
unsuccessful? 

- Why are some groups not applying? 

- How are groups doing financially? 

- What other factors are affecting the groups’ ability to deliver services? 

- What is the impact on service users? 

- How much does being BAME-led affect groups’ experiences? 

- How can the Council support the voluntary sector within its own funding limitations? 

 

Key findings from focus group conversations with 20 groups 

On engaging with the Council, participants felt that 

- Funding application processes take too long and are too complicated. 

- They would like to feel more trusted and valued by the Council  

- They would prefer a more relational approach from the Council 

 

On their barriers to delivering services, 

- Most of the participating groups (67%) said that they are struggling financially 
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- Groups feel that they need more support to be independent and secure funding from 
outside of the borough 

- They feel that space is also a critical barrier to delivering services 

 

On the groups and their service users 

- During one conversation in particular, participants spoke passionately about 
discrimination and microaggressions experienced when engaging with some 
members of the Council and other funders making it harder for them and their service 
users to thrive 

- Participants have grave concerns for those no longer accessing services, and the 
resources they need to re-engage especially older, more isolated people and those 
experiencing violence in their home, the latter of which applied to specific 
communities.  

 

Key issues for consideration 

In response to the findings, we summarise the key issues for further consideration: 

- Can the Council application process become more accessible by adopting a two-
stage rolling process, the first of which to require a simple two pager submitted on a 
rolling basis, and to explore the potential of using video conferences during the 
assessment process to “meet” applicants who are not current grantees? 

- There is a mismatch in understandings and expectations between the voluntary and 
public sectors in Ealing, causing a level of distrust between and across sectors. 
Instances of discrimination and micro-aggressions were spoken about with a strong 
conviction of its impact on groups’ ability to support their service users towards better 
outcomes. How can this be reflected back to Council colleagues - we know that 
many organisations that have predominantly white staff in leadership positions are 
exploring subconscious bias within cultural competency frameworks. 

- The financial needs of the sector cannot be met by the Council alone. Therefore, 
support to confidently leverage resourcing from outside the borough to address risks 
to sector employees and their service users is crucial. Better partnership working 
between sector support agencies will enable enhanced information sharing and lead 
to better signposting to exist capacity building opportunities. However, smaller 
voluntary sector groups may need more intensive, 1-2-1 support if they are to 
understand and address financial sustainability barriers, cost out their services 
accurately and secure the necessary funding.   

- How can more long-term, permanent space be created for the delivery of community 
services across the borough where people least likely to leave their homes might be 
able to access somewhere more reflective of their culture and diversity? 

 

Our response 

As the trusted voice of the community and voluntary sector, we are committed to working 
with strategic partners such as the Council and the CVS to address the points raised and 
communicating these findings to the Ealing Race Equality Commission.  
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2. Background to the research  

2.1. Previous research1 conducted during the peak of the pandemic in 2020 brought to 
light that some BAME-led groups had felt that inequalities and discrimination had 
played a significant part in theirs and their service users experiences of engaging 
with Ealing Council.  

2.2. In June 2021, it came to the attention of ECN Chair, following conversations with 
Council leads, that the Ealing Race Equality Commission (EREC) had received 
feedback that some voluntary sector groups representing Black, Asian, and Minority 
Ethnic (BAME) communities had expressed that they felt disadvantaged by the grant 
making process. As a result, we agreed to hold a workshop to better understand the 
issues, in which council leads were keen to participate.  

2.3. In July 2021, we asked Kita Ikoku from Clear Thinking Consultancy to conduct two 
conversations with voluntary sector group leaders from small BAME-led groups in 
Ealing. After consultation with potential participants, it was decided that both 
conversations would be online. 

2.4. We agreed that the research would seek to help us to understand the barriers that 
BAME-led voluntary sector organisations face in securing funding from the Council 
and elsewhere, and other challenges to their long-term sustainability. 

2.5. Representatives from Ealing Council wanted to understand the practical ways in 
which they could make their funding more accessible and expressed a clear 
intention to understand other practical ways in which they could support the sector. 
However, they were also keen to manage expectations about the funding available 
to respond to any issues which, like for many local governments, is hugely 
restrained - Ealing Council is like many others who must explore savings because of 
the pandemic.  

2.6. As the trusted voice of the sector, we wanted to be able to represent the views of 
the BAME-led voluntary sector group effectively and ensure that the EREC was able 
to consider the findings within the scope of its own research and consultation. This 
added a priority to ensure that discussions were held in a timely fashion. 

2.7. We commissioned Clear Thinking Consultancy to carry out conversations with the 
sector due to their involvement in Ealing’s Build Back Better research and their track 
record of working with small and micro voluntary sector groups. 

 

3. Research design and data gathering 

3.1. It was clear early on that there were different opinions of what the research set out 
to achieve, and so the earliest phase involved 1-2-1 conversations with key 
stakeholders including colleagues at the Council, senior representatives at local 
infrastructure organisations, medium-sized charities and voluntary sector consortia 
leads. This was to get a sense of their understanding of the purpose of the 
workshops, what they should achieve and any key points of information that might 
be helpful to know to inform how the sessions should be run.  

3.2. Findings at this stage included the following: 

• That whilst Ealing Council wants to enable its small grants to be accessible, 
solutions to long term sustainability needs to focus on how the groups can be 
supported to reduce their reliance of and expectation on the Council for funding 

 
1 Building Back Better: how organisations can improve practice in light of learning during the Covid-19 
pandemic (Young Ealing Foundation, Ealing Community Network, 2020); The Impact of Covid-19 on Ealing’s 
BAME Communities (Golden Opportunity Skills and Development, 2020). 
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• There is a growing despondency within the voluntary sector because of small 
groups feeling unable to effect change in the Council despite having been 
surveyed and engaging in dialogue extensively; that this provided both an 
opportunity for ECN to engage those groups in their membership as well as a call 
to action to ensure that the groups understand the tangible benefits of engaging 
in this research.  

• There are several misunderstanding causing tensions between the groups and 
sectors including the varying perspectives on the rationale for the move towards 
a consortium approach, which has had mixed reactions. 

• That there needs to be clear parameters around what the focus groups are 
intending to draw out, that provides insight into the current or recent situation of 
engagement with the Council’s funding processes  

• That the financial situation for the borough is challenging and so this piece of 
work needs to be grounded in that reality of a worsening financial situation.  

 

4. Objectives and research questions 

4.1. These early conversations helped to narrow the focus down to some key objectives 
and research questions: 

Objective 1: to understand the experiences of small voluntary groups in their 
engagement with Council funding processes 

Questions 

• What proportion of participants receive grant funding and what are their 
experiences?  

• What are the experiences of those who were unsuccessful? and  

• Why are groups not applying? 

Objective 2: to understand how well resourced the voluntary sector is and what the 
impact is of being under-resourced? 

Questions 

• How would groups describe their current financial position? 

• What other factors are affecting voluntary sector organisations’ sustainability?  

• What are the unmet needs of service users? 

Objective 3: to understand the extent to which being BAME-led affects groups’ 
experiences of engaging in Council funding processes  

Objective 4: to present ways in which the Council can support a more robust and 
sustainable voluntary sector within its current funding limitations. 

This informed the session design, the presentation for which is included in appendix 
B. 

4.2. These same groups of stakeholders also helped to identify participants, and ECN 
colleagues carried out e-mailshots and 1-2-1 telephone calls to engage them in the 
process, providing them with options for how they could contribute. Based on this 
feedback, two-hour online events were held at 10am on Wednesday 14th and 21st 
July. These were represented by 20 micro and small voluntary sector organisations. 
A further six organisations expressed their interest in participating but were unable 
to do so.  
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4.3. Initial findings were presented at our AGM; the ensuing discussion has further 
refined how the issues listed below have been framed.  

 

5. Key findings 

5.1.  Council application processes are not accessible enough  

Most groups feel that they needed a specialised grasp of bid writing terminology to be 
successful in applying for grants, not giving them the ability to express themselves and 
their work in the way that would enable them to present a true representation of their 
work. Although there is a comprehensive prospectus alongside the small grants 
application form, many of the participants were not aware of it, and they felt that as a 
result, they felt that the process had not been as easy as it might otherwise have been. 

They also felt that the amount of time they had to spend for the potential of a relatively 
small grant was disproportionate. Examples of good application processes provided 
included The National Lottery’s Awards for All Fund for its ease of use, Arnold Clark 
Community Fund for the short amount of time it takes, and the Leathersellers’ 
Company’s small grants programme. Currently, due to the time it takes them, many also 
felt that time spent fundraising would take them away from service delivery, which they 
felt they had to prioritise.  

There were issues around onerous due diligent processes, especially for small groups, 
although some groups were concerned at what they felt were inconsistencies in how due 
diligence was managed within the Council and wanted to see more transparency.  

Some felt that the turnaround for applying is too quick and that, by the time the 
information filters through their communications challenges, it leaves little time. We noted 
that John Lyon’s Charity, which is a key funder in Ealing has a two-stage process, the 
first of which is a two pager, with suggested section headings which can be submitted at 
any stage. If successful, the second stage has a deadline that aligns with decision 
making schedules. 

They felt that it was important to their development and moral to receive feedback on 
unsuccessful applications, particularly given the amount of time they had spent. We are 
aware that this was done by Council staff for the 2019 small grants and that this will 
again be done for the 2021 programme. 

There was a generally view that small BAME-led groups would benefit from being able to 
develop a relationship with named people in the Council and would value, for first time 
potential grantees, a visit, or a zoom meeting to be able to express and evidence their 
work in the community. Whilst this may increase resourcing on the part of the Council, it 
would have the benefit of improving its ability to fund the communities in most need. 

A minority of groups in attendance had never applied for funding; they were afraid that it 
would be too difficult to carry out the monitoring and reporting of the grant. They and 
others agreed that it was difficult to cost out their services.   

Issues for consideration: Can the Council application process become more accessible 
by adopting a two-stage rolling process, the first of which to require a simple two pager 
submitted on a rolling basis, and to explore the potential of using video conferences 
during the assessment process to “meet” applicants who are not current grantees? 
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5.2. Issues of trust and value exist, and instances of discrimination and 
microaggressions underpin BAME-led voluntary sector organisations’ 
experiences of engaging with the Council  

There was a strong view held by most participating organisations, that the work of the 
groups was not valued by the Council. They felt that they had worked tirelessly, 
delivering on Council priorities, holding service users in the communities close to them, 
but feeling a sense of having to convince others that they are worthy and having to justify 
their existence. The toll that the work takes on individuals involved was conveyed 
passionately. 

Many spoke of being excluded because they do not have a track record, are not a charity 
and therefore not being trusted or are considered to be high risk. They spoke, therefore, 
of the need to be part of a consortium to get funded but felt that the expectations placed 
on them for the money they received was unfair, bordering on exploitative. 

It has already been mentioned that groups have stated their inability to express 
themselves confidently through application processes. Some further submit that they 
have been accused as being unprofessional or aggressive when expressing their 
passion for their work or in relation to the challenges experienced by their service users, 
which is what they feel to be typical micro aggressions aimed at them as black people. 
This leads to a frustration that they and their service users’ needs are not understood. 
There is a strong feeling that this is an experience reflected in service users’ experiences 
of for example, health and housing services – that they are easily left behind or 
dismissed if they do not have the language to be taken seriously or cannot confidently 
speak and be heard.  

Several groups spoke of feeling they need to have a white British representative to 
increase their credibility and put their name to applications for external approval. As one 
said, “if there wasn’t an issue, why do we feel we have to do that?” 

Issues for consideration: There is a mismatch in understandings and expectations 
between the voluntary and public sectors in Ealing. This has caused a level of distrust 
between and across sectors that is unhelpful for those working in the sectors to co-
design and collectively find solutions. Instances of discrimination and micro-aggressions 
were spoken about with a strong conviction of its impact on groups’ ability to support 
their service users towards better outcomes. How this can be reflected back to Council 
colleagues is an issue to consider; we know that many organisations that have 
predominantly white staff in leadership positions are exploring subconscious bias within 
cultural competency frameworks. 

 

5.3. More support is needed for small BAME-led groups to be confident to 
leverage income from outside the borough to fund services, and so 
they do not have to rely on the Council  

Of the twenty groups who participated in the workshops, just over 50% had received 
funding from Ealing Council either directly from their small grants or via a consortium. 
Approximately two thirds of participating groups consider their financial situation to be 
“struggling”, with the rest categorising their financial situation as “surviving.” This cannot 
be taken to reflect the sector as many who are in a more desperate situation may have 
decided against attending, using their time on other, more urgent matters; those who are 
thriving might not consider these focus groups as a priority.  

However, it is clear from the feedback from participants that an already stretched 
workforce is now exhausted with some groups describing their volunteers as “working 
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around the clock”. Some spoke about the toll that this has taken on their own mental 
health and the effect that it has had outside of work and into their relationships. Their 
capacity to carry out the activities that will support their longer-term sustainability has 
been severely compromised as they feel compelled to focus the time they have on 
delivery and community support. 

This raises another issue of support for their wellbeing. In sharing these findings at our 
AGM in September 2021, it was raised that, in larger organisations, those dealing with 
cases of service users experiencing crisis, grief and trauma have clinical supervision. We 
know that this poses a real risk to BAME-led groups, as their service users have been 
disproportionately affected by Covid-19. 

When asked what the real impacts were of struggling to deliver services, many 
participants reflected on the impacts of the pandemic and how it had forced people into 
isolation. There were clear concerns about the elderly: over 60s and their confidence, 
social and mental health. They were also worried for children with additional needs and 
the impact on their family of not having respite or support during lockdown period. 
Specific community groups cited concerns about unreported violence and abuse in the 
home. 

The issues of digital exclusion have been highlighted during the pandemic, and 
participants discussed the impact of this on meeting the requirements of Universal Credit 
with harsh sanctions placed on families if they fail to report in a timely or correct manner. 
There are also concerns for young people and the impact of a lack of youth services on 
youth violence. 

The biggest concern was of the effect of increased needs in the community on public 
services. In particular, there are high waiting lists for CAMHS and housing lists. Whilst 
this is understandable, participants were worried that they had no way of being able to 
monitor progress with referrals without a named contact to whom they could refer 
directly. 

Although resource exists with Ealing and Hounslow Community and Voluntary Services 
for capacity building support for voluntary sector organisations, groups feel that they 
need more direct bid writing support (as opposed to proof reading bids). so that they can 
be more competitive. It was noted that this resource (a bid-writer) was provide before 
and had the benefit of enabling groups to learn from the process of having the support to 
develop a funding application from the start. 

This could focus on leveraging funding from outside of the borough and helping those 
groups get a foot in the door with new funders. An opportunity to align this with the 
Phoenix Fund would enable groups to access funding through a concerted attempt to 
fund Black-led groups who have not been funded by The National Lottery Community 
Fund before.  

Some groups felt that they need training in leadership and long-term financial 
sustainability. We noted that many groups were not registered charities and that some 
felt disadvantaged as a result. Supporting groups to register as Charitable Incorporated 
Organisations would certainly increase the numbers of funders they could access, 
including John Lyon’s Charity, which provides core funding and which only funds 
charities. There is a potential role for ECN to ensure that we are signposting effectively 
where support already exists.  

Groups also felt that they had support that they could contribute and felt they would 
value from being able to support one another, as some groups had been successful with 
funding, and some had access to space. There was a clear willingness to support each 
other, and a suggestion that a consortium or network of small groups “of equals” would 
benefit them in providing them with a voice as well as a mechanism to support one 
another. 
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Issues for consideration: Another longstanding issue is the capacity of the sector which 
has been further compromised by the pandemic and at a time when needs of some 
community groups have spiked. This has caused real concern for those working in the 
sector, their capacity to provide support whilst safeguarding their own mental health and, 
for many, dealing with ill health and bereavement in their own immediate support 
network. An estimate 20% of the voluntary sector workforce in Ealing was lost at the 
peak of the pandemic in 2020, so capacity was already stretched. 

The financial needs of the sector cannot be met by the Council alone. Therefore, support 
to confidently leverage resourcing from outside the borough to address risks to sector 
employees and their service users is crucial. Better partnership working between sector 
support agencies will enable enhanced information sharing and lead to better 
signposting to exist capacity building opportunities. However, smaller voluntary sector 
groups may need more intensive, 1-2-1 support if they are to understand and address 
financial sustainability barriers, cost out their services accurately and secure the 
necessary funding.   

 

5.4. Apart from money, space is a critical barrier to delivering services 

To understand whether there were other practical ways the Council could support the 
sector, we asked what other barriers to service delivery existed, and the vast majority 
said that they felt that their access to community space for the purpose of delivering 
services had been severely compromised because of development and gentrification.  

We heard examples of groups being charged up to £75 per hour for the use of hall space 
and concerns from groups who are not charities, having to pay business rates, hoping to 
have some exemption from the Council. 

The longer-term issue even if the hire of space was affordable is the need for community 
ownership of space that looks and feels like its theirs with photos and a footprint of their 
history. Some groups reflected on the challenges experienced by their service users: 
isolation, low confidence, and mobility issues, and felt that the challenges in getting them 
back out of the home was exacerbated by them not being able to go to a familiar space 
that feels like one in which they can comfortably and confidently socialise. 

A small number of participants spoke specifically about the campaign to save the Young 
Adult Centre (which is being discussed by the cabinet) and their concern that the Council 
has assets that are not being safeguarded for use as a community space. 

Issues for consideration: How can more long-term, permanent space be created for the 
delivery of community services across the borough where people least likely to leave 
their homes might be able to access somewhere more reflective of their culture and 
heritage? 

 

6. Our response to the issues raised 

As the trusted voice of the community and voluntary sector, we are committed to working 
with strategic partners such as the Council and the CVS to address the points raised. 

We will, firstly, ensure that this report is shared with all contributors as well as the Ealing 
Race Equality Commission so that the findings can be considered as part of their own 
consultation process.  

There are some actions for us too:  

- Many of the participants in the workshops were not members of ECN, and we need 
to ensure that they see the tangible benefits of membership with us.  
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- With Compact discussions starting imminently, these findings can provide a platform 
for interrogating further how the sectors work together for the benefit of Ealing’s 
residents and how each can work together to promote good working relations.  

- Many of the groups felt that they also had assets: knowledge, space, experience that 
they could share with others, and would appreciate support from within the sector 
from those further ahead and more successful in securing income.  

- We know that there is strength in collaboration, and we want to bring more 
stakeholders including businesses around the table to engage in dialogue about what 
a business – community partnership could look like and how that could create mutual 
benefit. 

- Comments that the workshops had enabled a safe space to share their experiences 
pointed to the ease with which they were able to share views on more sensitive 
issues such as discrimination that they had experienced and the extent to which it 
was felt that this hindered their ability to develop. We will explore how we can 
continue to support such dialogue, using the participating organisations as a starting 
point. 

 


