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SOAR COMMUNITY 

THE INSIDE TRACK 
PREAMBLE: Back in the middle nineties I was talking to Jane Woodford from Northern Cross 

Credit Union about the work that the Longley Tenants and Residents Association, were doing. 

We were wanting to set up as a charity and to develop a Community space. The challenges 

were immense and Jane said the Longley estate was no different from other neighbouring 

estates. An idea was born. 

A meeting was called in 1997 of community activists, in what came to be called Southey 

Owlerton. About 25 people attended. When introducing themselves and their concerns and 

issues were being shared, there was a lightbulb moment. All the concerns and issues were 

the same across the piece. There was a renewed appetite and a hunger to work together to 

drive action and change. 

The first initiative was a communal tidy up of Tongue Gutter on Holgate Avenue which is part 

of the Trans Pennine Trail. Thirty or so people came out that Saturday morning, the skips were 

soon filled, new friendships were made, people arranged to work together on other 

initiatives. A core group evolved which created a charity called North East Sheffield Trust 

(NEST). 

Resources were secured. The key piece of work was the production of a Community Audit. 

There would then be clear and unambiguous evidence of the nature of the issues in Southey 

Owlerton. There was £5k to be invested in this work. Angela Holt, one of the activists, was 

commissioned to do the work and being the trooper that she was set about it with dedication, 

drive and passion. If NEST had commissioned some swanky set of consultants to do it the price 

would have cost ten times £5k. In 1997 Angela produced a seminal piece of work ranging from 

the high-level executive summary down to the data tables in both appendices. 

Sheffield City Council used the Audit as the basis for their submission to the Single 

Regeneration Budget Round 5 (SRB5). This was successful, securing £20m for the Southey 

Owlerton area over 7 years. An additional £30m was levered in over the programme lifetime 

making a £50m total that was invested in an area that has a population of around 44,000 

people.  

Angela Holt’s work was key to levering in this sum. The financial return delivered amounted 

to a 10,000 increase on the original £5,000 cost. Unfortunately, Angela is no longer with us, 

but without her SOAR would never have left the NEST. 

 

SOUTHEY AND OWLERTON AREA REGENERATION PROGRAMME: (SOAR) in 1999 the Board 

was set up and a staff team recruited. Alan Ingram from Longley was the first chair. 
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Subsequent Chairs have been Ian Drayton, Louise Nield, Ian Smith, Keith Donston, Cyril Olsen, 

Paul Howard and Claire Lane. The partnership board had three component parts: local 

residents, independents and local councillors. Local residents were a majority on the board. 

The staff team were headed up by Miranda Plowden and were employed by the council. The 

Board was the sovereign body, even though there was no governance document in place1. 

This a testimony to the council that they placed their trust in the community lead board. 

Processes and structures were developed: community lead theme groups identified key 

issues, wrote strategies, commissioned and initially assessed bids under mandates set by the 

board. 

Demolition: early doors a council lead bid was presented to the board about demolition of a 

small amount of council housing stock due to falling demand for housing. The board were 

very uncomfortable about the use of community regeneration monies for what was clearly a 

council responsibility. The compromise reached was that the small amount of monies was 

approved, but the board made it clear that it would not entertain any further bids for such 

projects. 

The council had commissioned a firm of consultants to review the council housing stock in the 

area. At a SOAR organised consultation event these consultants presented their proposals as 

part of a consultation process. The maps presented showed vast swathes of housing up for 

demolition. This was the first-time local residents had any inkling of demolition. The swanky 

people had not checked with the council how the consultation process should be rolled out. 

The Board was outraged, but more importantly local residents were up in arms. The residents 

of Shirecliffe in particular, led by Brian Wilson, staged rooftop protests; successfully 

generating publicity in the Sheffield Star. The proposals were significantly trimmed back, the 

Shirecliffe estate was not raised to the ground as proposed, but was done in a small and 

sensitive pepper pot fashion. 

Neighbourhood Strategies: what were the neighbourhoods in Southey Owlerton area? How 

should the monies be spent? How could neighbourhood groups be developed to inform and 

support this? Key questions for the board, so in 2001 the process for developing a set of six 

neighbourhood strategies was commissioned.  A summary is contained here. 

Neighbourhood 

Strategies leaflet 2002.doc
 

Community Hubs: “SOAR has developed the concept of hub projects – projects that can 
provide a minimum core of services in each neighbourhood that would fit our ideas of equal 
access to services regardless of where you live – set within a distinct neighbourhood centre. 
These are based on the projects currently being supported through the Northern Clusters 
project”2. These community Hubs are still there and run by: Burton Street Foundation 
(Hillsborough), Shirecliffe Forum, Foxhill Forum, Southey Development Forum, Parson Cross 
Forum and Longley 4 Greens. 

                                                           
1 SOAR was incorporated on 2-3-04, SOAR Enterprises on 10-3-04 and SOAR was registed as a charity onCharity 
10-11-05. 
2 SOAR Regeneration Strategy 2002 
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Follow the Money: people 
A total of 126 projects were funded, the majority of them revenue projects. 
 “The Programme has done especially well in respect of its targets for: 

• Pupils benefiting from projects assigned to improve attainment 

• Number of people entering employment who were previously unemployed 

• Young people benefiting from projects to promote personal and social development 

• Dwellings where security is upgraded  

• Number of voluntary groups supported 

• Number of community groups supported”3 
 
Follow the Money: stuff 

• Seven parks improvements: Busk Meadow, Colley, Cookson, Longley, Middlewood, Parson 

Cross and Wolfe Road 

• Four community hubs: Foxhill, Parson Cross, Shirecliffe and Longley  

• Four streetscene improvements: Parson Cross, Herries Road shops, Shirecliffe and 

Longley. 

• One Enterprise Centre in Parson Cross – completed 2011 

• One new Library/Learning Centre in Parson Cross – completed 2011 

• Physical improvements to the front gardens on the arterial roads through the area. 

 
THE TRANSITION: In 2005 a team of six people directly employed by SOAR were created 
headed up by Ian Drayton in a new role of Partnership Manager, based at Burton Street. What 
was to be done? 

• How to sustain the outcomes achieved and wean people off the grant funding?  

• How could the Forums deal with the challenge and maybe embrace an economic 
dimension to their activities?  

• How could SOAR move from a spending role to an influencing role, ensuring that ongoing 
funding streams and mainstream service providers continue to meet the area’s needs and 
allow it to exploit its opportunities? 

 
In 2006 £1.85m was secured for three years to resource the SOAR team4, allocations to each 
of the neighbourhoods (including Lower Stannington), support an employment programme, 
and a youth programme. This 3-year investment was seen as a way to wean the area off a 
reliance on regeneration funding. The Hubs that had been created enabled the Forums to 
earn some core income from the rental of space. They were on the front foot. 
 
Key partnerships were developed and enhanced:  Neighbourhood Action Groups, Area based 
Theme Groups, the Councils Area Panel, the North Regeneration Team, sister organisations 
across the city, Local Strategic Partnerships Boards, Sheffield Infrastructure Network, 
Community Assembly Health Partnership. In 2007 Joint meetings with the Area Panel and the 
SOAR Board were piloted but did not prove to work for either parties. 

                                                           
3 SOAR Programme Evaluation 2006. 
4 Yorkshire Froward Investment Plan, Neighbourhood Renewal, ERDF, Local Enterprise Growth Initiative, 
Housing Market Renewal. 
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Social Enterprises developed and supported: Southey Owlerton Regeneration Care 
Enterprise, Green City Enterprises, Green City Events, Healthy Cross, Workbase, Foxhill Advice 
Centre, High Green Forum, Lower Stannington Forum, SOAR Build, Community North Forum, 
4 Greens Café, Sheffield Health and Wellbeing Consortium, Prosper Consortium 
(Employment). 
 
Buildings: 2006 – Shirecliffe Community Centre revamp completed and handed over to the 
Forum. Longley 4G community centre completed. 2008 - 11 Southey Hill secured as a new 
base for SOAR. Outreach base in Firth Park and Burngreave (Sorby House). 2011 – Bellhouse 
Road shop front and office secured for use as the employment team base and two health 
coaches. Learning Zone and Knutton Road Enterprises Centre completed. Old Parson Cross 
Library secured on a 30-year peppercorn lease. Heron Foods are the current tenant. 
 
Services: 2007 – Smoking Cessation contract, Enhanced Public Health Programme contract 
(EPHP), Enterprise Champions co-located with the SOAR Team. 5Alive magazine produced. 
2008 - JobNet contract novated to SOAR from Burton Street Foundation. Employment and 
Learning Champion and learning bursary contract secured, Employment Key Worker contract 
with BEST was secured. 2009 – Engage Project – work placements in schools. Prosper 
Consortium secure Future Jobs Fund Contract – SOAR employ 6 staff – two of whom are still 
employed by SOAR (Finance Manager, Finance Assistant). IAPT worker seconded to the team. 
2010 – Prosper Consortium employment contract with Reid. SOAR Learning contract with 
Sheffield College. Training Manager appointed. EPHP contract significantly expanded. 2012 – 
Prosper contract with A4E – Work Programme. 
 
Social Prescribing is first talked about in SOAR as a thing in 2010. Foxhill Advice Service were 
subcontracted to provided debt and income maximisation services. The Health and the 
Partnership Manager were challenged to develop relationships with GPs and to shape a 
narrative about social interventions. 
 
Other Developments: Governance documents reviewed and revised in 2010 and 2012. The 
Charity name was changed to SOAR Community. Board agendas were split between strategy 
and discussion, followed by business and scrutiny. In 2008 the first set of social accounts were 
produced. Quality Badges acquired – IIP, Matrix, Customer First. Financial Management 
Systems developed and enhanced.  
Tenderitis grew as an occupational health hazard as more work was put out to tender and 
three Sheffield Consortiums were formed in response to changes in commissioning 
procurement strategies. 
 
Working with the Primes: National Government policy lead to the development of large 
Prime Contractors e.g. the Work Programme. The phrase ‘bid candy’ springs to mind and that 
is what we learnt. We were given one particular contract and went to pitch our offer to the 
Prime provider staff, only to find that they provided that service themselves. In another 
instance our offer as set out in the bid did not match what we were offered. Apparently, there 
was no relationship between the bid writing team and the delivery team.  
It came to a head under the Mandatory, payments by results, Work Programme: the Prime 
provider picked all the low hanging fruit, passing the more challenging people to us. We 
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realised that we would have to cherry pick ourselves to earn the money. This would have 
been a flagrant breach of our values and so we handed the contract back. BEST was the only 
Prime that we had a good relationship with – but they were swallowed up by a larger Prime. 
 

 
AUSTERITY BITES: 2013 was the year when Universal Credit advanced over the horizon and 
Sheffield CAB was created from the existing twelve or so independent advice centres. The 
former did not materialise in Sheffield until late 2018 and was a core part of the Government 
Austerity Programme designed to save money as well as demonising the mythical ‘skivers’ 
and ‘shirkers’. The creation of Sheffield CAB was driven by the needs of the council to make 
efficiency savings in their ever-thankless task of balancing their ever-shrinking budgets. 
 
Health and Wellbeing: responsibility for Sheffield’s investment in Public Health i.e. 
preventative health interventions had been a movable feast for a while:  from the Primary 
Care Trust, to the Clinical Commissioning Group and finally to Sheffield City Council. The 
community-based intervention is now called the Community Wellbeing Programme and 
explicitly refers to the social model of health as an underpinning principle. 
 
Employment Services: The contracting landscape moved on in this period. The Council 
developed a contracting framework under the banner of Sheffield’s Working. The initial focus 
on geographical areas created opportunities for SOAR and it’s sister organisations. This 
enabled employment services to become integrated with the health and wellbeing 
interventions. 
 
Adult and Community Learning: 2013 saw the creation of a contracting Framework for this 
work and an expansion of the outsourced elements. This was driven again by the needs of the 
council to make efficiency savings. SOAR successfully managed and administered the 
programme for North Sheffield until 2016.  We had to hand the contract back; firstly because 
we were making a significant loss and secondly because the over engineered paperwork tail 
was wagging the willing dog 
 
People Keeping Well: 2015 saw the Council launch a radical new way of investing in 
communities: Community Partnerships. A Pseudo Framework was created that now has 14 
partnerships. SOAR was fortunate to become the lead body for four: Burngreave, Southey 
Owlerton, Firth Park Shiregreen and Chapelgreen. There are forty or so benefiting members 
in total. The basis for the commissioned work is outcome based i.e. we identify the 
interventions we will use to the achieve the outcomes required. The monies available are 
connected to the indices of need and a method statement replaces the formality of the tender 
approach. 
 
Primary Care Networks: contractual and working relationships have developed significantly, 
moving from our employment of a Project Development Worker to an Emotional Wellbeing 
Worker to now three Single Point of Access Co-ordinators. The referrals are running at around 
1,800 per annum. 
 
Centres:   

• SOAR Works has been 100% full in 2015 and again 2020.  
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• Learning Zone is being launched as a re-invigorated community hub 

• Following a local campaign to save Burngreave Library, SOAR took over the running in 
2015. Our challenge is to create the income to pay for the Library Co-ordinator 

• In 2016 we were approached by Longley 4G in2016 to help stabilise the business. We 
have a very close working relationship with them and no longer subsidise them 
financially. 

• Current outreaches – Stocksbridge Library, Longley 4G, Chapeltown Job Centre, Learning 
Zone, SOAR Works, Shiregreen Neighbourhood Centre.  

 
Proving it: Partnering with Sheffield Futures and the National Institute of Health Research at 
Sheffield University we have developed a client management information system: Penelope. 
The system is also used as a performance assessment and improvement tool, enabling us to 
provide evidence and metrics to all our stakeholders and establishing the nature of our 
social impact 
 
Staff:  

• 2013 SOAR adopted the Proper Living Wage. 

• 2016 SOAR agreed to increase all salaries in line with the increase of the Proper Living 
Wage. Also the ratio between the lowest and the highest paid member of staff was fixed 
at 3. 

 
Partnerships: Age Better, Sheffield Social Leaders Network, VCF Health representatives, 
Better Care Fund, Sanctuary Housing, Sheffield Cubed, Sheffield Community Investment 
Deal. 
 
Ian Drayton 
SOAR Partnership Manager 
4th January 2021 


