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David Brockbank could have sold the family mill in Cumbria and retired to the
Caribbean a millionaire. Instead, he’s created a rural economic miracle.

SPOTLIGHT BUSINESS

NO REST FOR THE OPTIMISTIC
Optimism, it seems, can keep you awake at night.
“I sometimes find it quite hard to sleep because I’m so
excited,” says Ruth Turner, non-executive director at social
research company Vision 21. “There are just so many
possibilities for making things better.”

Still in her early 30s, Turner has already had plenty of
excitement in her life. Given the scope of her career to
date - co-founder of two businesses, award winner, member
of the Labour Party’s National Executive Committee, board
member and more - it’s perhaps surprising she isn’t asleep
the moment her head hits the pillow.

It was Turner, along with co-founder Anne MacNamara,
who brought The Big Issue up north from London to a humble
portacabin in Manchester’s Piccadilly Gardens. That was in
December 1992, when she was aged 22 and newly graduated
from Salford University.

“It was a very, very exciting time,” says Turner, and one
conducted in an atmosphere of “beautiful, creative chaos.”
Inevitably, mistakes were made. For the first issue “we
ordered 20,000 and sold about 2,500. So we used these
stacks of unsold magazines as seats because we didn’t have
any chairs.”

It was also a time when Turner learned many lessons that
have stayed with her and cemented her positive outlook. “One
of the things which I’ve learned and held with me is that most
things are possible if you work hard, are resourceful, and are
not daunted by the fear of failure… it’s about inciting and
inspiring enough people who are prepared to put some effort
into it, to go with you.”

Under Turner’s editorship, The Big Issue in the North won
a hatful of awards and weekly circulation climbed to over
60,000.

But with The Big Issue as her first and only ‘real’ job, in
2000 Turner moved on and soon found herself working for
Vision 21, a social research company set up by Simon
Danczuk, a former social research manager at The Big Issue.
The company carries out community consultation into a rich
mix of social issues, working with the public on topics ranging
from begging to regeneration projects.

“The age of deference is over,” says Turner. “For too long
the mistake was made to do things to people, rather than
doing things with people.”

It was the idea that projects tackling social problems
should be based on sound evidence that appealed to Turner.
But there has also been a growing appreciation among
organisations in a range of fields that people need to feel
involved in the changes that affect them if the benefits are to
be long lasting.

One organisation Turner is working with is Mersey Waterfront,
ensuring that local people in Liverpool, Sefton, Halton and the Wirral are
able to have a say as projects to refocus attention on some 70 km of the
River Mersey’s waterfront are designed and delivered.

“There’s absolutely no point in building and developing great things,”
Turner points out, “if they then fall into rack and ruin through vandalism
or neglect or not being loved and cared for.”

How organisations talk to people and gather evidence is another
question, however, and this is where Vision 21 comes in. These days
there is a sophisticated tool kit of techniques available to help facilitate
the conversation. It might be as simple as conducting a survey. Or for
more intensive research there are the many different kinds of focus
groups, on up to citizens’ councils or citizens’ juries, which can last for
three or four days.

But if the conversation between organisations and the public goes
well, the pay off can be huge. Organisations become more effective, while
the impact on members of the public can be transformational. Turner
tells the story of how Vision 21 were asked by the NHS to find 30 people
who had never previously been involved in public life to be part of a new
citizens council. The National Institute for Clinical Excellence wanted to
bring a public perspective to decisions on how drugs and treatments
should be used in the NHS. Over 35,000 people came forward. Now
when the company contacts people on the original list they are often no
longer available. Instead, they have been motivated to volunteer their
time to other organisations.

The point for Turner is that individuals and organisations alike have to
be inspired to want to make a difference. “I think that you can create an
environment in which people start to believe that it’s possible to make a
difference and that generates its own momentum and excitement.”

“If you assume that you are surrounded by good people who want to
do their best … then people really live up to that and really respond and
that’s when big things become possible.”
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Graduated from Salford University with an honours degree in English and

History. Soon after, co-founded the Big Issue in the North.

Became board member and later executive committee member of

Sustainability Northwest, which works to promote a sustainable future for

the region.

Awarded Ernst & Young’s Community Entrepreneur of the Year award for the

north of England, along with Big Issue in the North co-founder Anne MacNamara,

in recognition of their application of business excellence to the social sector.

Became non-executive director at social research company Vision 21,

based in Manchester. Elected to the Labour Party’s National Executive Committee

(NEC). Re-elected in 2001 and in 2002 and sits on the NEC Business Board,

the Organisation Sub-Committee and the Selections Panel.

Appointed as the first ever lead representative for the National Endowment

for Science, Technology and the Arts, based in the Northwest of England.

“Every single one of us is capable of being much more than we think we are, given the right kind of push and pull.”

The Kent in Cumbria earns for itself the title of the fastest
flowing river in England as it gallops from the heart of the Lake
District to Morecambe Bay. Dippers dip and kingfishers fish in
fast waters flowing past meadows bright with speedwell,
celandines and daisies.

In less pretty times, the Kent was an unfailing source of
power for industry and there were once 80 mills along its
banks. Now only one 50-year-old water turbine is still turning.

To find it you have to go round the back of a café just off
the main street in Staveley, a busy but not particularly
picturesque village between Kendal and Windermere and
home to a hugely successful - and partly water-powered - rural
regeneration project.

The turbine is on the site of a 17th century fulling mill.
In 1830, wool gave way to wood as an entrepreneur began
turning out cotton reels for Lancashire’s mills. A century ago,
the mill switched to producing wooden handles for pick axes
and the like. But in the last quarter of the 20th century,
business sagged: they estimate that every new JCB cost them
30,000 pick axes and 30,000 shovel handles.

So in 1981, David Brockbank’s father summoned his
accountant son, then 25, back from London to a mess
of sheds on the banks of the Kent to help shore up the
family firm.

Brockbank saw the mill was not making much money and
took control five years later. He mechanised (they could turn
out a hammer handle in five seconds), tripled production and
cut staff from 60 to 25. But it was clear that the writing was on
the mill wall.

“Any business is dependent on its employees and we
couldn't get people to work here,” said Brockbank.
“We couldn’t pay good wages and our workers couldn’t afford
houses here.

“We would train them up but when they married they
couldn’t afford to stay in the village and moved to Kendal or
Carnforth. The real watershed was the Conservative
government’s decision to sell council houses. When that stock
went, that was the death knell for us.”

The crunch came in 1995. At that point Brockbank could
have sold the site for £8 million and retired to the Caribbean
to drink rum punches. But his family had been connected with
the mill for 100 years and he did not want to quit.

“You can only sell something once,” he said. “Once you
have sold it, it’s gone.”

Within ten years, he has created a rural economic miracle,
a site where 200 people work. Give him a couple more years
and the jobs total will double, making Staveley the biggest
employment centre in the Lake District national park.

It is already a model of how business activity can thrive in
one of the most beautiful landscapes in the world. Not that
Staveley Mill is beautiful; no one is going to give it a Civic Trust
award for elegance and it is certainly not a tourist attraction.

But it works: here you will find, in units converted from a
coppiced wood drying shed, a baker, a cheesemonger, a
catering equipment supplier and a pair of upholsterers. Across
the way, a mountain bike business thrives in the sheds where
broom handles were once stored. Elsewhere in the jumble of
buildings is a joinery, a motor engineer, a day nursery, the café
(much loved by cyclists) and a specialist who, far from the
madding crowd, devises crowd control systems.

There are now 36 businesses on the site; more will
come when a planned three-storey block of offices, with
thinking time views of church, bowling green, river and fell,
is complete.

The beginnings were humble. “I had no planning
permission, no building regulations permission and no bank
approval,” said Brockbank. “I had to build up an income
stream quickly. I couldn’t afford anyone to do the work for me

so I set off with the Reader’s Digest do-it-yourself manual.
“We have been successful because our rents are

affordable and we provide layouts the way our tenants want
them.

“And,” added Brockbank with the stains of a morning’s
tarmacing still on his jeans, “we do all the work ourselves.

“The businesses here now are profitable and successful
and the people who work here are more skilled and better paid
than before. I believe that what we have here is a blueprint for
other rural communities in Cumbria and across the country.”

Small wonder then that Staveley Mill Yard has just won
recognition for Brockbank in the Northwest Business
Environment awards, run by the Mersey Basin Campaign.

The Kent, meanwhile, supplies 20% of the site’s power;
a planned new turbine would boost that to 30%. And, if
Brockbank gets his way, a string of community hydroelectric
schemes may be introduced to provide electricity for
communities along the river. Without disturbing the dippers
and the kingfishers.
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Here you will find, in units converted from
a coppiced wood drying shed, a baker,
a cheesemonger, a catering equipment
supplier and a pair of upholsterers.

WORDS: DAVID WARD

MORE INFORMATION:

David Brockbank 01539 821 234

brock@brock.co.uk




