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1. Background and Introduction: 

Exeter Connect is a service funded by Exeter City Council that provides free, independent, professional 

and practical support to existing and new community organisations in the city, and help groups to 

develop and become self-sustaining. Exeter Connect is a service of Exeter Community Initiatives (ECI), 

a local charity. 

  

The aim of the service is to help build capacity with a particular focus on the skills, knowledge and 

expertise of grassroots groups and organisations to improve their communities (both geographic and 

communities of interest).  In doing so, we share the ambition of Exeter City Council to promote the 

quality of life, health and wellbeing of Exeter residents, and improve inclusivity and community 

connectivity across the city. 

 

The Voluntary and Community and Social Enterprise (VCSE) Sector is a key part in the fabric of the city:   

 

‘Their value is in the social capital brought to communities through the local connectivity, 

social organisation, leadership and ownership, demonstrated through the fantastic things that 

people achieve in their communities.’1  

 

This was no more so than in the response of the VCSE sector to the pandemic and the willingness of 

local people and community groups to step forward and do what was needed at a time of crisis and 

uncertainty.  

 

The Coronavirus pandemic has had a significant impact on the VCSE sector, nationally and locally, both 

positive and negative. There are a growing number of reports based on research into the impact of 

Covid restrictions on community groups and organisations and how they have responded.  

 

Devon Community Foundation reported, ‘the VCSE sector has responded quickly, efficiently, and 

generously (in all senses) to the crisis. It has shown itself to be professional, resourceful and 

knowledgeable, but above all flexible and empathetic when responding to need.’2 

 

Locality, a national charity supporting community organisations, in their research report  ‘We Built for 

This’  highlighted that the role of community organisations as ‘Cogs of Connection’ within communities 

had been strengthened, noting the distinctive ability of organisations to adapt at pace leading to a 

significant contribution to providing support at local levels.  As their report says, ’there is a vast 

reservoir of ideas, skill, innovation, passion, local knowledge and long-term commitment that lives in 

our neighbourhoods.’3 

  

However, the pandemic has also brought unprecedented challenges to the sector. In May 2020 the 

Department of Culture Media and Sport Committee acknowledged the VCSE sector is ‘fighting for 

survival’ with increasing demand for many of the services whilst facing significant funding cuts.  As the 

                                                           
1 Exeter City Council, Grants Programme, July 2019 
2 Devon Community Foundation, Roads to Renewal: Learning and Direction, July 2020. 
3 Locality, We Were Built for This, June 2020 

http://committees.exeter.gov.uk/documents/s70203/New%20draft%20policy%20FINAL%2012%20June%202019%20003%20Appendix%201.pdf
https://devoncf.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Roads-to-Renewal-report-1-final.pdf
https://locality.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/We-were-built-for-this-Locality-2020.06.13.pdf
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report states: ‘Social distancing is making delivering services harder and more costly. Reserves are 

running out.’4 

 

In this report we have focussed on both the challenges and successes identified by the VCSE 

organisations and groups in the survey carried out by Exeter Connect in November 2020. The report 

will also look forwards to what support the VCSE sector will need in order to play a role in the recovery 

from Covid. The importance of the VCSE sector cannot be understated, as an integral part of the 

infrastructure necessary to facilitate and encourage on-going community activation whereby 

neighbours, families, friends and communities come together to identify local assets and issues and 

work together to support each other and build better neighbourhoods. This will be needed to support 

people and communities who face the greatest challenges in the new Covid landscape; to enable 

communities come together and to address the inequalities we always knew where there but have 

been exacerbated by the pandemic. 

 

 

2. Rationale and Method: 

The survey5 on which this report is based was carried out in November 2020 six months after the initial 

shock of finding ourselves in the middle of a pandemic and the radical change that created; with social 

spaces closed, groups unable to meet and social distancing guidelines that put a halt to much of the 

activity and services provided by the sector. The VCSE sector has had to find new ways to continue to 

deliver services online or develop new services to meet new needs that emerged.  

 

We know from our own experience Exeter Community Initiatives as a charity had to adapt quickly to 

the changing circumstances. At the start of the first national lockdown the service provided by Exeter 

Connect was focussed on supporting Exeter City Council and the Wellbeing Exeter partnership to 

respond to the pandemic. In particular, Exeter Connect was involved in supporting the work of the 

Local Area Teams that emerged in response to the crisis. The successes and challenges at the time are 

captured in the Exeter Connect report on the Local Area Teams.6  

 

In this second report the focus is on assessing the state of the sector to support groups in the recovery 

phase of the pandemic.  We wanted to understand how groups and organisations within Exeter have 

been adapting: how has the sector been changing; who has been struggling and who has been thriving; 

are there themes that can help us understand the impact and what needs are emerging within the 

sector? From this understanding we wanted to be able to present a picture of the changes for groups 

and communities; identify what support organisations and groups are likely to need over the next 12 

– 18 months from ourselves as well as what support we need to advocate for on behalf of the sector.  

  

The survey was carried out over a 3 week period in November 2020 during the time of the second 

national lockdown.  It was circulated by email through various networks to try and reach as many 

                                                           
4 DCMS Select Committee Report, May 2020 
5 The survey was adapted from the NCVO Respond, Recovery, Reset research project which they have been 
undertaking to see how the sector is faring, adapting and learning from the experience of lockdown. 
6 Exeter Connect, Summary of the response of Local Area Teams in Exeter during the Covid 19 pandemic, 
August 2020 

https://committees.parliament.uk/committee/378/digital-culture-media-and-sport-committee/news/114670/governments-emergency-funding-too-little-too-late-to-protect-charities-from-covid19-crisis/
https://valonline.org.uk/ncvo-partners-respond-recover-reset/
https://exeter.gov.uk/media/5294/exeter-connect-local-covid-19-response-report-website-v3.pdf
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groups and organisations as possible.  There were inherent limitations as some groups or organisations 

may have been closed at that point and so missed out on the opportunity to respond.   

 

In total we heard back from 64 groups and organisations and were impressed by their willingness to 

share what was going on for them.  The respondents were as diverse as the sector with a range of 

smaller and larger groups with 34 of the respondents employing 200+ 

staff between them and 56 of the respondents wielding 1700+ 

volunteers between them.   

 

We heard from groups providing services within the Care and Wellbeing 

sector for a range of different people; groups using Creative Arts to 

engage different communities; groups championing environmental 

issues; Resident & Community Associations as well as those from the Faith Communities. (See 

Appendix 1 for a graph profiling all respondents).   

 

 

3. Our Findings 

Overall we see a picture where the VCSE sector has responded quickly and where possible has been 
adaptive to what it could and could no longer do.  Being able to operate on some level rather than 
close has been the priority of many groups, demonstrating their adaptability in trying to keep 
supporting and maintaining connection with the individuals and communities that they serve.  
 
This includes both those with whom they were working before the pandemic as well as reaching out 
to others within their neighbourhood or community that they had not engaged with before. This 
initiative showed the resilience, flexibility and ‘can-do’ spirit in the VCSE sector which build on the 
goodwill and neighbourliness of people wanting to help others.  Where groups closed there were often 
external factors such as social distancing restrictions that led to that decision.  
 
This report is the story of the experiences of all these groups and organisations.  It is a summary of the 
challenges and how groups have responded and adapted and focusses on 4 themes:  
 

1. Physical Social Spaces  

2. Changes to Ways of Operating;  

3. Financial Impact; and,  

4. Staff and Volunteers. 

 

1. Physical Social Spaces and Gatherings  

Challenge 
When we look at which organisations closed it was most likely to be those that ran a physical space, 
relied on meeting in one or the nature of their activities 
involved gathering in sizeable groups.  Being closed was not 
limited to one sector as there are a spectrum of organisations 
managing physical spaces or operating within physical spaces 
and involving bringing groups of people together.  So this 
includes Community Centres; Church Halls; Sports facilities 
across the City and Arts venues such as the Barnfield Theatre.  

Organisations and Activities 

33% remained open 

41% operated on a reduced scale 

26% closed 

People 

53% employ paid staff 

88% have volunteers 
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The impact of these closures affected all sectors of the Community, from a local Scout Group, through 
to lunch clubs for older people who required a venue in which to meet. (See Appendix 1 for a Graph 
profiling by Group type) 
 
Exeter Badminton Club summed up their situation very succinctly: ‘No Hall = No Badminton’. 
 
After the first lockdown some Centres did attempt re-opening.  They had to get to grips with Covid 19 
guidance on safe ways to operate and utilise personal protective equipment (PPE).  
 
However, as Alphington Community Association reported, many of their regular bookings were for 
social groups for older people.  They were not able to return so they took temporary additional 
bookings for other activity groups between the first and second lockdown, however decreasing 
numbers made that unviable for the groups. 
 
Response and Adaptation 
Faced with restrictions about using physical social spaces and large groups meeting there were many 
examples in the survey where the creativity of the sector shone through as groups and organisations 
pivoted by setting up new activities or found ways to adapt existing activity.  The very nature of a 
crisis means that different activities and services become more relevant than others. 
 
Inclusive Exeter who run Exwick Community Centre switched tack to begin providing meals to people, 
and Stoke Hill Community Association who manage St Katherine’s Priory set up St Katherine’s Food 
Larder. 
 
Running/Exercise groups adapted their activities to take on delivering shopping/prescriptions to 
people who were shielding and other groups unable to meet created Art or Activity packs to distribute 
to residents. 
 
Art Club Exeter explained that when they could no longer run sessions:  
 

‘We moved into creating free projects and packs for those in need, isolated, lonely and for 
children on premium meals. We are keen to continue reaching out to people and providing 
art for wellbeing activities. With a view to bringing people together for creative workshops in 
a social environment as soon as rules allow.’  

 
Groups that had fundamentally been created to facilitate people meeting together like Connections 
Group Exeter, a social network for people with mental health problems, recognised the importance of 
maintaining contact with their members even if they could no longer meet:   

 
‘Before Covid our main activity was taking people on social events e.g. walks, 10 pin bowling, 
coach trips, meals out. We also did some 1:1 work, supporting people who needed it and 
assisting with a range of problems. Lockdown stopped the events. Instead our worker phoned 
everybody once every 3 days as necessary to check on them. He assisted with Covid related 
problems and the usual range of issues.’ 
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2. Changes to Ways of Operating: 

Challenges 
All respondents were faced with the challenge of how they could adapt to different operating 
conditions and had to consider whether they could continue or needed to stop completely.   
 
There were challenges around staffing and decisions about whether to keep them on. Some 
organisations made use of the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme to furlough staff to enable them to 
keep them, whilst one group, for example, had to end a cleaning contract and cover that with 
volunteers instead. 
 
Many groups moved their activities online. This was not universal.  Some groups were concerned 
they did not  have the right skills or sufficient competence  to fully embrace life online and others 
identified the need for equipment upgrades to enable them to meet more substantial digital 
challenges.   
 
One example of this was a local Community Centre who commented that some of their own work such 
as heritage talks by experts needed to go online but, ‘they don’t necessarily have the kit or expertise 
to make high quality videos’. 
 
The process of adapting meant that many groups could not offer the range of services and activities 
that they had previously been able to do – not everything can go online and adapting to the new 
circumstances meant that their 
delivery had reduced. 

 
Exeter Community Radio which 
trades as Phonic FM said: ‘It has 
stopped any broadcast activity 
which requires more than 1 person 
in the studio at a time, so has 
severely affected some forms of 
output i.e. discussion, guest 
interviews etc. We have also been 
restricted by the opening hours of 
our landlord.’  
 
A number of groups and 
organisations rely on events as a means for raising funds, engaging people and promoting their work 
so not being able to do this has been a significant change. 

 
Response and Adaptation 
For some groups this situation created an imperative for work that had possibly been an aspiration. 
There are examples where groups needed to upgrade their IT equipment; explore online solutions & 
new ways of working and increase IT skills. 
   
There have also been unintended consequences. Parklife Heavitree noted that: 
 

‘Some of our events and activities have been more accessible online, e.g. Park Yoga sessions 
have subtitles and sign language on the YouTube channel. Next summer we want to keep 
online as well as the session in the park.’ 

Services 

67% their range of services decreased in the last 6 months 

16% their range of services increased in the last 6 months 

A further 16% stayed the same 

45% expect increased demand over the next 6 months 

27% expect decreased demand over the next 6 months 

11% expect to stay the same 

A further 17% said it depended on whether there were 

further lockdowns 
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Some groups shared that because of the circumstances they had become ‘more adept at social media 
which was beneficial’ to them.  Others shared that Committee and other meetings moved online with 
Zoom becoming the norm.  Other groups developed online drop in sessions using different online 
platforms.   
 
Neighbourworks CIC (Wool on the Exe) explained: 
 

‘We host an online Zoom drop in group that is very popular and we'll continue to do so. We 
also have a very active Friends of Wool on the Exe Facebook group as well as a beginners 
group on our Knit Stop Facebook page.’ 
 

Whilst the ability of a number of organisations to offer the full range of their services was significantly 
impacted by Covid 19 as not everything can go online, the demand for their services presents a 
different picture.   
  
The following is a good example of 
how an organisation’s range of 
services necessarily had to decrease, 
whilst demand continued, and shows 
how they have met the challenges to 
re-start operations: 
 

‘We have reopened one toy 
library as a click and collect 
service, our other one should open in December, both contact free. We no longer run play 
sessions alongside toy lending services so families are more isolated because of this, but they 
are contacting us more through email, phone and social media for advice. The new online 
service was a huge amount of work to set up (using Lend Engine software and taking and 
uploading photos and details of  over 1300 toys), but it is great and will continue even after 
we can again run sessions face to face. We have had to adapt our working practice to sole 
working with lots more cleaning of both toys and our surroundings. We now have a plastic 
green house in the Scrapstore for quarantining toys before cleaning them! 
 
‘Committee meetings are now on Zoom. We miss all the community events we are normally 
a part of, and are losing income because we can't run most if not all of our fundraising 
activities. This has impacted on engaging volunteers as they don't have activities to get 
involved with. We reopened at the request of families who missed us.’   
 
Merry-Go-Round Toy Library 

 
Where an organisation’s services and activities remained the same they had to make changes in how 
they operated.  As Baby Bank explained:  
 

‘We had to adapt during the first lockdown to operate from home.  We have set up a Donation 
drop off system by appointment that we will now retain moving forwards’. 

 
Other groups maintained activities by being creative and innovative. Broadfields Community Group, 
for example, moved a Stargazing event with Exeter University Astrophysics Department on to Zoom 

Demand  

40% of experienced increased demand for services 

35% experienced the same level of demand for services 

25% experienced a reduction in demand for their services 
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which was a good trial run for the University’s coverage of the Great Conjunction between Jupiter and 
Saturn later in the year. 
 
Groups that increased their range of services evolved their ways of being in contact with the people 
with whom they work and how these services were delivered.  As the Armed Forces Community 
Support Hub Devon and Exeter explained: 
   

‘COVID has made us more flexible and we can offer blended services to the Veterans, Service 
Leavers and their families. This has enabled the Hub to maintain the support over the period 
when other veteran organisations were unable to deliver’.  

 
Read Easy Exeter, who support adults with their literacy, also made the point that the use of Zoom 
and WhatsApp had opened up new possibilities for the range of people they can support and they 
can now cover a wider geographical area. 
 

3. Financial Impact 

Challenges 
For the organisations that reported a deteriorating financial position over the last 6 months, the 
majority run physical spaces or their activities involve large gatherings of people.  They are typically 
reliant on income from users whether that is Community Centres that generate income through 
lettings; membership fees or performance venues that generate income from ticket sales for 
performances. 
 
One Community 
Association 
explained: 
‘We are a 
community hall, 
reliant on 
gatherings for 
income. This has 
dropped 
substantially. We 
reopened between 
lockdowns for 
some distanced 

events/classes/activities but at greatly reduced levels. In the meantime running and staff costs 
remained high’. 
 
For groups like this they have had to meet additional costs around cleaning, signage, PPE, etc. in order 
to make their spaces as safe as possible for use. 
 
For organisations that generate an income from their work they may require specialist equipment and 
facilities such as a recording studio to be able to do that work.  One organisation explained: 

 
 ‘We have been able to deliver some 1:1 tuition on music production techniques and music 
technology online via Skype and some mixing and mastering has been done remotely, but the 
majority of our services are delivered face to face from our recording studio facilities, we 
cannot work from home’. 

Finances 

33% reported a deteriorating financial position over the last 6 months 

14% reported an improved financial position over the last 6 months 

45% reported their financial position had stayed the same 

A further 8% have no income 

39% expect their financial position to stay the same over the next 6 months  

36% expect their financial position to deteriorate over the next 6 months 

12.5% expect their financial position to increase over the next 6 months 

A further 12.5% have no expectations of an income 
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With the VCSE sector heavily dependent on grants there was a major challenge when funders closed 
their normal programmes and switched to Covid Funds. 
 
One organisation shared that their financial positioned worsened as provisional approval of local small 
grants was rescinded as grant programmes were suspended.  Other plans for longer term funding 
were also hindered as national funding streams suspended their programmes and re-directed towards 
Covid support.     
 
The challenges faced by organisations in terms of a deteriorating financial position are similarly 
reflected in expectations regarding future financial position. One group reflected that: 
 

‘The funding we have is very short-term, around 6 months. The future after this is a little 
uncertain as nothing solid is secured’ and their concerns were shared by another group who 
said: ‘Income from April - very serious deficit if no support from grants etc.’ 

 
Financially the challenge for VCSE organisations is moving beyond Covid related funding to sustain 
core business.  The situation impacts their ability to plan for the future.   
 
Bridge Collective CIC commented: 
 

‘It has been harder to plan future funding bids because some funding organisations have 
focused on emergency Covid response funding.’  

 
For groups managing buildings it is difficult to know whether they will be able to generate sufficient 
trading income in the future.  When Government guidance allows groups to meet again it is unknown 
whether previous hirers of spaces will feel confident and comfortable returning to meeting face to 
face and it is similar for organisations that involve bringing people together in groups. 
 
One Community Centre said: 
 

‘We have just finished a major refurb to increase the meeting spaces in the Centre by a third 
as we were bursting at the seams before March 20.  We are fortunate that many of our letting 
rooms are large, therefore can cope with face to face groups socially distanced.  But if demand 
does not go back to previous levels we will need to repurpose rooms and spaces to try to 
attract different markets.’ 

 
Response and Adaptation 
The principle way in which groups adapted financially was to access dedicated Covid Funding.  
Funding like the Business Support Grants for Buildings helped to meet some running costs whilst 
closed, whilst other funding was to 
sustain or to develop activities to support 
people.  Whilst this funding did not 
prevent all groups from experiencing a 
worsening financial position, it can be 
seen that it helped some organisation to 
maintain the same financial position and 
in some cases to actually improve it.  
 

Covid Funding Support 

64% of organisations accessed Covid Funding Support 

45% accessed Local funds only 

29% accessed National funds only 

26% accessed both National and Local Funds 
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As Countess Wear Village Hall commented:  
 

‘The funding has helped us enormously to provide additional cleaning and associated costs, 
offer staff furlough arrangements, reduce costs for hirers so as to help self-employed 
workforce who are working with smaller groups with the same overheads.’ 

 
Park Life Heavitree attribute their ability to maintain the same financial position to their size and the 
agility this gives them.  They shared that: 
 

‘Being small in scale still allows you to adapt - we have had to stop doing events in the park 
but have been able to pick up deliveries for Lloyds Pharmacy in Heavitree. Having low running 
costs also means you can keep going without having to finds loads to stay afloat ‘ 

 
Demand for services is another way that organisations have been able to sustain or increase their 
income.  There has been demand for different types of services so for example, Cosmic, who provide 
digital skills training and services, were able to adapt to online delivery whilst seeing an increased 
demand for their services.  Meridian Raw CIC who create participatory photography projects also 
reported that they had developed an online programme and saw an increased demand for their 
services. 
 
There were reported increases in services and/or activities being offered.  Whilst a proportion of 
these were in relation to food provision and/or shopping and prescription deliveries in direct response 
to Covid (and likely to be short term) other groups were able to adapt and offer online support which 
enabled them to reach more people.  These changes are likely to have a long term impact on how 
organisations are working.   
 
Exeter Scrapstore is an example of this, they explained that:  
 

‘We are becoming more outward-looking and not be so dependent on everyone having to 
come to us to use our services. This includes taking our service to people and building an e-
commerce offering.’ 

 
Magic Carpet are another organisation who anticipate an increased demand for their services in the 
future and shared some of their experience of how the new way of working impacts the people with 
whom they are working:   
 

‘We have consolidated some of our activities that were specific to geographical area and 
moved some of them into Zoom live workshops. Although many of our participants missed 
face to face engagement we see that that Zoom is meeting the needs of others and in some 
cases participants are becoming more engaged.’ 

 

4. Staffing and Volunteers 

Challenges 
With the first lockdown there were inevitable closures of services run by the sector that impact on 
levels of staffing and both paid and voluntary within this sector.  Charity shops are one obvious 
example where total closure meant that staff were likely to be furloughed and volunteers ‘rested’.  
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Community Centres and other physical spaces, 
where they had employed staff were also most 
likely to have accessed the Coronavirus Job 
Retention Scheme.   
 
One Community Centre shared: 
 
 ‘… We have taken all precautions as suggested 
by the government but community activities 
have had to cease, funds are depleting and we 
have put the staff on Flexi-furlough until 
further notice’. 
 
Whilst some groups and organisations experienced an upsurge in volunteers to support Covid relief 
activities, 28% of groups saw a decrease in the number of their volunteers. This was partly due to 
services and activities stopping but also partly due to volunteers who were older or clinically 
vulnerable needing to shield. 
 
Groups also voiced concerns about the future because of the need for more help.  One Community 
Association shared:   
 

‘Our major concern is how we can continue without more help from volunteers or a manager… 
Many of our committee are elderly and despite advertising, we’re not attracting a cross 
section of the community on our committee.’ 

 
Response and Adaptation 
Nearly one in five, (18%) of the organisations that have paid staff reported that they had increased 
their staffing during the past 6 months, and that recruitment under Covid presented a whole new 
challenge.  There was a need to adapt how this was done, either through socially distanced interviews 
when meeting was permitted, or via Zoom. 
 
Where practicable organisations adapted with staff working from home; activities and services were 
put online where possible or other accommodations made.  Not all groups went solely on line and 
groups maintained contact with people using phones as well, as cited by Connections Community 
Group. 
 
The impacts of the change to working online are likely to be sustained as one organisation 
commented:  
 

‘We have adopted remote working for all staff, and remote delivery of all services. This is likely 
to be permanent (to a great extent).’ 

 
There was also a significant increase in volunteers during this period.  This was because groups were 
adapting their activities and services to provide support with food, shopping, and getting 
prescriptions, as well as activities to support people’s wellbeing.   
 
St Leonard’s Neighbourhood Association were one of the groups that increased their volunteer 
numbers through providing support to people in need in their community.  Taking on this work helped 
raise the profile of the organisation within their area and even though they anticipate a decrease in 

People – in the past 6 months 

16% increased their staff 

18% decreased their staff 

66% maintained the same staffing level 

31% increased the number of volunteers 

28% saw a decrease in the number of volunteers 

41% maintained the same number of volunteers 
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volunteer numbers in the future as the need for emergency support subsides, they feel that their ‘C19 
Volunteer Service has helped to bring community cohesion’. 
 
 

4. Future Outlook  

There is now widespread acknowledgement that we will not return to the world as it was before the 
pandemic.  It is therefore vital that we look at how we can harness the goodwill, neighbourliness and 
creativity of the VCSE sector in responding to the crisis so they can be involved in re-shaping and re-
building for the future, and supporting others in the plan for recovery.  

 
While it is important to acknowledge that along with worry, anxiety and concern experienced by many 
in the VCSE sector there have also been many positive things that have come from this crisis. This is 
reflected in the experience of a sector that has at its heart the flexibility and adaptability to respond 
to the needs of people and communities. Therefore, in this section as we look forwards we will be 
reflecting on both the successes and optimism as well as the concerns. 
 

1. Physical Social Spaces 

For organisations running physical spaces there were some concerns that volunteers may not want to 
return or hirers (and their users).   One Community Centre was particularly concerned because of the 
length of break in being able to provide its usual activities and felt apprehensive that they may not be 
able to recruit new volunteers or attract new users when they re-opened.   
 
Countess Wear Village Hall saw the challenge as:  
 

‘Convincing the community it is safe to return and that we have strong safety measures in 
place.’    
 

Some groups expressed concerns about their future viability as businesses. Organisations mentioned 
potential Brexit disruptions, the need to attract new members and/or business alongside how and 
where to advertise when there are fewer community events happening and former networks not 
currently in operation.   
 
For those running Community Centres the question seems to be how do they run with smaller classes 
or fewer groups but the same overheads?  One respondent running a Village Hall said they would be: 
‘Working with activity class tutors to ensure they are able to offer their popular classes and make a 
living.’   They were concerned about being able to meet their running costs with restricted activities 
and fewer people to ensure the Hall had a future. 
 
Going forwards, support will be needed for groups to enable them to re-open social spaces as 
restrictions are eased.  This will involve financial as well as practical support helping groups adapt to 
the changing guidance that is likely to be the new norm in coping with Coronavirus.  Throughout this 
process there will be a need to build confidence within our communities about using social and public 
spaces again. 
 
Opportunities need to be considered to be more creative and explore greater collaboration between 
organisations running social spaces and other groups that could potentially use those spaces. This may 
involve re-imagining those spaces to make them more inclusive and open to individuals and groups 
that may not have previously used them. 
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2. Changes to Ways of Operating 

We know that groups and organisations have adapted their ways of operating to meet the challenge 
of how they can continue to deliver services. For a number this has been by largely moving their 
activities online. The pandemic has accelerated change, pushing some to adopt new technology and 
ways of working quicker. The upside of moving activities such as classes and workshops, and even 1:1 
support, is that this enables people to connect remotely without the barrier of using a centre or 
physical location. Magic Carpet noted that better engagement has been achieved with some people 
who prefer the online offer.   
 
Many VCSE organisation and groups will retain the ways they have adapted during the crisis. Inclusive 
Exeter CIC shared that: 
 

‘We've delivered some very successful COVID response projects. They have set the 
foundations for other work’. 
 

Bury Meadow Residents Association reported: 
 

‘We have adapted our social activities and will likely retain some of the new activities.’  
 

Exeter Community Radio (Phonic FM) adapted their broadcast output and have acquired new 
technology that has made it possible for them to work remotely which had not been feasible 
previously.   
 
A Drama Company unable to perform in person have taken to recording short plays, poems and 
monologues which they have made available through their website.   
 
The publisher of Exwick News shared: 
 

‘I am now running a website for the magazine so readers can see it in flip book form. I am also 
asking readers for old photos so I can do a 'Look Back at Exwick' in photo album form on the 
website.’ 
 

However, not everyone in the community will be served by these changes. Many activities are not 
adaptable. Many will continue to prefer to meet in person. Others still will feel left behind as more 
and more activity goes online. One aspect of the pandemic has been that it has highlighted the ‘digital 
divide’ between people who have technology (and can afford to run it) and those that don’t.  Read 
Easy Exeter, like other groups, noted they have a need for equipment, such as tablets, to be able to 
support people who do not have the technology.    
 
The survey has also revealed a ‘skills gap’ for some groups who do not have the expertise to run 
services online. There will be a requirement for more training for VCSE organisations and groups to 
enable them to reach out and support people in the community. Digital inclusion for individuals and 
community groups will be a key challenge in supporting the VCSE sector respond to the changing 
landscape created by the pandemic. It is clear that many VCSE organisations and groups have this 
expertise and are best placed to support others within the sector. 
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3. Financial Impact 

Funding and future financial sustainability was understandably the topic which drew the most 
comments in the Survey. Many respondents were concerned about the future of their finances.  Some 
funds were suspended and then cancelled during the crisis. Others were diverted to Covid related 
activity. Many organisations and groups benefited from Covid related grants and the Business Support 
Grant. However, once these come to an end there was concern that funding that would previously 
have been available will no longer be there. Some were concerned they would run out of funds before 
they could re-open and begin trading. 
 
Many small and medium sized VCSE organisations have been cushioned from the immediate financial 
impact of the crisis because they held existing contracts and grant funding. Commissioners and grant 
funders have been flexible in allowing organisations to repurpose funding to meet the requirements 
of responding to the crisis or by extending deadlines or changing monitoring requirements. These 
organisations have also been able to secure specific Covid relief funds. However, even those 
organisations that are relatively secure because of existing contracts and grants in the short to 
medium term will be stretched by diminishing resources and increasing demand going forwards. The 
cliff edge may not be now but in 12 to 18 months-time. 

 
Grant funding will continue to be an important part of the financial model for VCSE organisations 
going forward, particularly as fund raising and earned income through trading are less accessible. 
What will be needed is funding to enable organisations to adapt and address many of the underlying 
inequalities that have been highlighted during the pandemic, financial hardship, mental and physical 
health and wellbeing, social isolation and loneliness. The pandemic has also thrown into sharp relief 
issues around diversity, community and personal safety and the impact of domestic violence. 
Throughout the pandemic the VCSE sector has shown their ability to respond flexibly and support 
people faced with these issues. 
 
There will be a need for many groups to review their financial model, not just in response to the 
pandemic but also to secure their longer term future. Some groups – particularly Community Centres 
for whom room rental was a reliable source of income – have been significantly impacted by not being 
able to open and trade in the same way. There are opportunities from adapting to new ways of 
operating, and many new partnerships and collaborations that have happened over the past 12 
months that would not have been realised had their not been a crisis moment.  
 
It has been a theme in the VCSE sector for a number of years that organisations need to diversify their 
funding profiles for sustainability.  VCSE organisations and groups will need support to explore how 
they can diversify their income away from a single source of funding.    
 

4. Staff and Volunteers 

Whilst there is concern for some 
groups about losing staff and 
volunteers, there is more 
generally confidence within the 
sector that staff and volunteers 
can be retained.   
The majority of groups who 
responded to the survey 
anticipated they would retain the 
same number of staff or increase 

People – Future Outlook for next 6 months 

22% anticipate increasing their staff 

13% anticipate decreasing their staff 

65% anticipate maintaining the same staffing level 

19% anticipate increasing the number of volunteers 

18% anticipate a decrease in the number of volunteers 

63% anticipate maintaining the same number of volunteers 
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their workforce. Many of the staff who continued to work through the pandemic have had to adjust 
to working remotely and delivering activities and 1:1 sessions online. A few groups have said they will 
continue to hold some staff and committee meetings online rather than in person.   
 
The way in which staff and volunteers have adapted has shown the strength of the sector in 
responding to change and very quickly identifying local need. This adaptability and creativity in 
response has not been limited to a particular type of group or organisation, as highlighted by examples 
in the previous sections of this report. Changes to the way groups have operated have attracted 
volunteers with different skills and, for some, made it easier to get involved. This has opened up 
different ways of working and different ways to support people in the community. 
 
For some groups there was an upsurge in volunteers, particularly to support food distribution and 
collect prescriptions for those who were self-isolating or unable to collect this things for themselves. 
However, some groups are anxious that many of their volunteers will not return in person when 
lockdown and social distancing restrictions are eased, even when physical social spaces are re-opened. 
There were also concerns about the ‘skills gap’ in moving activities online. 
 
Although many new volunteers have stepped forward in the past 12 months, there is a clear difference 
between volunteers responding to a crisis and those volunteers needed for the day-to-day operation 
of a community asset like a Community Centre or Village Hall. A few groups were concerned about 
strengthening their management committee and attracting new trustees, some were conscious of the 
need to diversify in this area. As one group said: ‘We are not attracting a cross section of our 
community onto our committee.’ 
 
Moving forwards, there will be a need to share learning between groups and organisations and to 
look at ways in which volunteering can be supported in a more collaborative way within the sector. 
 
 

5. What happens next? 

Where individual requests for support were made in response to the survey, we have followed these 
up with individual groups. The report also highlighted a number of themes where further support is 
needed by the sector to build resilience and aid recovery.  
 
These will form part of the priorities for Exeter Connect to work on with the VCSE in Exeter over the 
next year: 

¶ Supporting groups to re-open social spaces as restrictions are eased (not just the management 

of these spaces but also opportunities to re-imagine these spaces) 

¶ Business planning and income diversification to support longer-term sustainability in a 

continuing Covid landscape 

¶ Building capacity by supporting groups develop new skills to meet the changing 

circumstances, for example, digital skills; use of social media; online facilitation; 

presentations/videos; remote recruitment, etc., are needed  

¶ Supporting groups to build confidence in the community to use physical social spaces once 

again  
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¶ Promoting volunteering, especially support for Management Committees and Trustee Boards, 

increase diversity and attract people with new skills 

¶ Reviewing what groups expect or want from a volunteer, to understand what may not be 

appealing to attract new volunteers, and to explore creative solutions. 

¶ Addressing the ‘digital divide’.  Some groups embraced change or their activities were more 

suited to online delivery. However, there will be a need to support those left behind.  

¶ Developing greater collaboration and collective support within the sector as well as greater 

collaboration with the statutory sector to develop the closer working we have seen during the 

pandemic. 

¶ Working together on issues of inequity that pre-date but have been further highlighted by the 

pandemic.  

 

We would like to thank everyone who took the time to complete the survey, and hope that we can 

continue to work together on the resilience and recovery of the sector which makes such a valuable 

contribution to the citizens of Exeter. 
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6. Appendices 

Appendix 1:  Exeter Connect ‘State of the Community Sector’ survey and responses 

Exeter Connect is undertaking this survey to build a more detailed picture of the current state of the 
community sector in Exeter. COVID-19 will undoubtedly have had an impact on how community 
groups and organisations have been able to run and operate. It may have challenged sustainability 
or created new opportunities. We would like to understand more about this and use it as an 
opportunity to see how Exeter Connect could get to know or support your group or organisation. 
 

Section 1 

Your organisation/group 

1. Name of organisation/group 
 
2. Name and role of person completing survey 
 
3. What is the rough size of your organisation/group in terms of staff and volunteers? 
¶ Overall, the number of paid staff (the majority being part time) across all organisations 
totalled 213 compared to 1716 volunteers. 

 
4. What is the legal form of your organisation/group? (Select all that apply)  
 

 
 
 
5. Would you describe your organisation as a social enterprise?  
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6. What stage of development is your organisation in?  

 

 
 
 
 
 
7. Which areas of Exeter do you work in? 
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8. What is the main focus of your activity? (Select all that apply) 
 

 
 
 
9. Are you currently open, closed or operating on a reduced scale? 
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Section 2 

Looking back 

10. Over the last 6 months has demand for your services/activity 
 

 
 
11. Over the last 6 months has your paid workforce 
 

 

 
12. Over the last 6 months has the number of volunteers in your organisation/group 
 

 

13. Over the last 6 months has your financial position  
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14. Have you been awarded any COVID-19 response funding during this time? 
 

 

 
15. Was this local or national? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
16. Have you applied for and been awarded any general funding during this time? 
 

 

 
17. Please provide more details below (e.g. who awarded the grant, what the focus of the grant was) 
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18. Was this local or national? 

 
 
 
19. Any further comments regarding funding 
 
 
20. How has the implementation of COVID-19 measures affected your organisation's/group's 
operating costs? 
 

 

 
21. How has COVID-19 affected the range of services/activities offered by your organisation/group? 
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22. Has the proportion of your services delivered online as a result of COVID-19:  
 

 

 
 
23. Further comments on your experience of adapting to COVID-19 
 
 
 

Section 3 

Looking forward 

24. Over the next 6 months, do you expect demand for your services/activity to 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
25. Over the next 6 months, do you expect your paid workforce to 
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26. Over the next 6 months, do you expect the number of volunteers in your organisation/group to  

 

 
 
27. If applicable, are you facing redundancies and/or cut backs? 

 

28. Over the next 6 months, do you expect your financial position to 

 

 
 
29. As a result of COVID-19, have you had to adapt, create or be innovative in a way which has been 
positive for your organisation/group? Would you like to retain some of these changes moving 
forward? 
  
 
30. What concerns do you have for your organisation/group moving forward? 
 
  
  



 

  

 

26 
 

Appendix 2:  List of grant sources cited by respondents both local and national  

 

National grant sources cited:   

Co-op Local Community Fund   
The Co-op Local Community Fund supports not for profit organisations to run projects that will 
benefit their local community. New causes are chosen every 12 months with applications now closed 
until spring 2021.  
 

For more information visit: https://causes.coop.co.uk/   
 
 

Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme   
Under the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme, the UK Government will pay 80% of employees’ usual 
wages for the hours not worked. This will continue until the end of June 2021, with a reduced 
contribution from July till September 2021 when the scheme ends.  
 

For more information visit: https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/coronavirus-job-retention-
scheme   
 
 
Culture Recovery Fund (DCMS and Arts Council England)   
The Culture Recovery Fund offered financial support for cultural organisations that were financially 
stable before Covid-19, but were now at imminent risk of failure. This funding was to cover costs in 
order to help organisations remain open or to reopen/restart, where appropriate. The first round 
closed on 21st August 2020, and the second round closed on 4th September 2020.  
 

For more information visit: https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/funding/culture-recovery-fund-
grants#section-1   
 
 
Magic Little Grants   
The 2020 Magic Little Grants programme awarded £500 grants to local charities and community 
groups which were supporting and inspiring people to participate in sports or exercise. The 2020 
fund closed on 31st October 2020. The 2021 fund has expanded its eligibility criteria and will remain 
open until 31st October 2021.  
 

For more information visit: https://localgiving.org/magic-little-grants/   
 
 

National Lottery Community Fund  
During the pandemic, the National Lottery Community Fund has provided funding to voluntary or 
community organisations to support them to continue to deliver activity, as well as to change and 
adapt to current and future challenges.  
 

For more information visit: https://www.tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/   
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://causes.coop.co.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/coronavirus-job-retention-scheme
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/coronavirus-job-retention-scheme
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/funding/culture-recovery-fund-grants#section-1
https://www.artscouncil.org.uk/funding/culture-recovery-fund-grants#section-1
https://localgiving.org/magic-little-grants/
https://www.tnlcommunityfund.org.uk/
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Ofcom Community Radio Fund  
The Community Radio Fund helps to fund the core costs of running Ofcom-licensed community radio 
stations.   
 

For more information visit: https://www.ofcom.org.uk/tv-radio-and-on-demand/information-for-
industry/radio-broadcasters/community-radio-fund  
   
 

Retail, Hospitality and Leisure Grant Fund (RHLGF)   
The government’s Retail, Hospitality and Leisure Grant Fund supported businesses in the retail, 
hospitality and leisure sectors with their business costs during coronavirus. Businesses were entitled 
to a one-off cash grant of up to £25,000 from their local council. This fund was closed in August 
2020.  
 

For more information visit: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/check-if-youre-eligible-for-the-
coronavirus-retail-hospitality-and-leisure-grant-fund   
 
 

Tesco Bags of Help COVID-19 Communities Fund   
The Tesco Bags of Help Covid-19 Communities Fund provided a single payment award of £500 to 
organisations who support vulnerable groups, as part of their emergency response in supporting 
local communities. The fund was closed in September 2020.  
 

For more information visit: https://tescobagsofhelp.org.uk/home/community-apply-bags-help-
grant/tesco-cv-fund/   
 
 

The Armed Forces Covenant Trust   
The Armed Forces Covenant Fund Trust deliver funding programmes that create real change to 
Armed Forces communities across the UK.  
 

For more information visit: https://covenantfund.org.uk/   
 
 

The Small Business Grant Fund   
The government’s Small Business Grant Fund provided one-off cash grants of £10,000 to small and 
rural businesses in England to support with their business costs during coronavirus. This fund was 
closed in August 2020.  
 

For more information visit: https://www.gov.uk/guidance/check-if-youre-eligible-for-the-
coronavirus-small-business-grant-fund   
 
 

The Sylvia Adams Charitable Trust   
The Sylvia Adams Charitable Trust Covid-19 emergency fund offered grants of up to £500 for small 
and medium sized charities working with disadvantaged children aged 0-3 years. This fund was 
closed on 28th April 2020.  
 

For more information visit: http://sylvia-adams.org.uk/   
 
 
 
 

https://www.ofcom.org.uk/tv-radio-and-on-demand/information-for-industry/radio-broadcasters/community-radio-fund
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/tv-radio-and-on-demand/information-for-industry/radio-broadcasters/community-radio-fund
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/check-if-youre-eligible-for-the-coronavirus-retail-hospitality-and-leisure-grant-fund
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/check-if-youre-eligible-for-the-coronavirus-retail-hospitality-and-leisure-grant-fund
https://tescobagsofhelp.org.uk/home/community-apply-bags-help-grant/tesco-cv-fund/
https://tescobagsofhelp.org.uk/home/community-apply-bags-help-grant/tesco-cv-fund/
https://covenantfund.org.uk/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/check-if-youre-eligible-for-the-coronavirus-small-business-grant-fund
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/check-if-youre-eligible-for-the-coronavirus-small-business-grant-fund
http://sylvia-adams.org.uk/
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Local grant sources cited:   
Devon County Council Covid-19 Fund  
Devon County Council COVID-19 Fund provided flexible resources to organisations working with 
communities who were disproportionately impacted by coronavirus. This fund was closed on 5 
March 2021.  
 

For more information visit:  https://www.devon.gov.uk/coronavirus-advice-in-
devon/document/grant-and-funding-support/  
   
 

Devon County Council Locality Budget  
Devon County councillors can use their locality budget fund to support projects or activities that 
benefit the communities they represent. Any constituted not-for-private-profit voluntary or 
community group can apply to their local county councillor for a grant.  
 

For more information visit: https://www.devon.gov.uk/democracy/councillors-nav/locality-
budgets/   
 
 

Exeter City Council   
Exeter City Council have been supporting businesses and community groups during the 
pandemic through various grant schemes. Exeter Ward Grants can also support a community project 
or activity with a grant of up to £500.  
 

For more information visit:   
Covid-19: https://exeter.gov.uk/clean-safe-city/community-safety/coronavirus/  
Ward Grants: https://exeter.gov.uk/people-and-communities/grants/exeter-grants-
programme/exeter-ward-grants/   
 
 

LiveWest   
The LiveWest Communities Grant will fund specific things that allow a group’s work to continue or so 
they can do more of what they are doing. This work should be focused on access to food, providing 
support and activities for young people or helping to improve the areas they live in.  
 

For more information visit: https://www.livewest.co.uk/my-community/grants#crisis-hardship   
  
 

Recovery Devon Development Fund  
The Recovery Devon Development Fund provides funds small projects which create opportunities for 
recovery in Devon.  
 

For more information visit: https://recoverydevon.co.uk/involvement/recovery-devon-
development-fund/    
 
  

https://www.devon.gov.uk/coronavirus-advice-in-devon/document/grant-and-funding-support/
https://www.devon.gov.uk/coronavirus-advice-in-devon/document/grant-and-funding-support/
https://www.devon.gov.uk/democracy/councillors-nav/locality-budgets/
https://www.devon.gov.uk/democracy/councillors-nav/locality-budgets/
https://exeter.gov.uk/clean-safe-city/community-safety/coronavirus/
https://exeter.gov.uk/people-and-communities/grants/exeter-grants-programme/exeter-ward-grants/
https://exeter.gov.uk/people-and-communities/grants/exeter-grants-programme/exeter-ward-grants/
https://www.livewest.co.uk/my-community/grants#crisis-hardship
https://recoverydevon.co.uk/involvement/recovery-devon-development-fund/
https://recoverydevon.co.uk/involvement/recovery-devon-development-fund/

