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In Our Own Voices - Compact Voice 2018

We often talk about doing things differently and how the Third Sector and public 
sector might collaborate more effectively; perhaps what we should really do is just 
listen more carefully to people.  
 
There are many reasons why people find themselves facing difficult or uncertain 
times, so what really happens when someone finds themselves sleeping rough, 
isolated as a consequence of old age and infirmity or just simply stuck?
  
Through listening to people’s experiences we know that the Third Sector can provide 
a crucial role in supporting people and creating conditions where agencies can 
work in partnership and there can be real changes in people’s lives. 

Voluntary organisations work locally, understand people’s needs and tailor their 
responses to fit. They create opportunities within a community setting where people 
can feel comfortable and supported to make changes in their lives.  
 
Over the last few years there has been consultation in Edinburgh to understand 
the priorities of the City, these appear in Locality Improvement Plans, Everybody’s 
Edinburgh and the Community Plan. By looking at these priorities and listening to 
people we will begin to understand how change might happen.

Jan-Bert van den Berg, Chair of Compact Partnership
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People’s Voices

The stories on the following pages illustrate what helped people out of difficult 
situations. The colour coding links some of the city’s priorities and the stories.*

Supporting people to avoid them becoming homeless
During the period April 2015 - March 2016, 18 people died whilst 
sleeping rough in Edinburgh.

Tackling isolation and loneliness for older people
With a growing and ageing population, the demand for services for older 
people in Edinburgh will continue to increase.

Access to affordable childcare for parents so they can help 
alleviate the effects of child poverty
Parents, usually mothers, become trapped in low paid, part time work as 
the high cost of childcare prevents them from extending working hours.

Provide access to community mental health services which help 
prevent distress and promote good mental health and wellbeing
In 2011-15 the suicide rate was more than three times higher in the most 
deprived areas compared to the least deprived.
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* Taken from Locality Improvement Plans, Everybody’s Edinburgh and the Community Plan.

Promotion of healthy living and increased physical activity
Community services and activities can improve people’s health and 
prevent hospital admission.

Services supporting independent living at home for those 
with additional care needs
In 10% of cases, the care and support provided has not been sufficient 
to prevent a hospital admission.

Maximising people’s income
Over 80,000 people in Edinburgh live on incomes below the UK 
poverty line.
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Piotr, Granton Information Centre

Funded by NHS Lothian through the 
Edinburgh Health and Social Care 
Partnership, Granton Information Centre 
runs an advice service in GP surgeries and 
medical centres.

Piotr, 35, found the Granton Information 
Centre’s GP service a lifeline when he and his 
family faced eviction.

Unforeseen Circumstances
Piotr explained: “Life was going along quite happily. We didn’t have much money 
but my children were well fed and clothed and we were okay. That all changed in 
the space of a few weeks and I struggled to cope.

“First, my wife had to give up her work earlier than we had planned. She was 
expecting our third child but she became ill so she had to stop working. She had 
high blood pressure and we did not want to put her life, or the baby’s life, in danger.

“We had been saving what we could because we knew my wife would be going on 
maternity leave, so it just meant being even more careful about what we spent.

“My car broke down and it needed a really expensive repair. At the time I was 
doing three different jobs to try to make ends meet. I needed the car for delivering 
parcels during the day and also to get me to my other jobs. What made things worse 
was that if I didn’t work I didn’t get paid.

“Then, the same weekend, I injured myself playing football with my son, I fell 
awkwardly and landed on my wrist. I had planned to cycle to one of my other jobs 
to keep some money coming in, but I sprained my wrist and ankle and so now I 
couldn’t even do that.
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“I kept it to myself.”

With no income and debts quickly spiraling, Piotr ignored letters from his landlord.
“I put it off”, he explained. “Although my English is okay, the letters were difficult to 
understand. I did not want to worry my wife so I kept it to myself. I hoped that, once 
I was working again, I could sort it and things would be okay. That was wrong - 
things would just have got worse and worse.”

Piotr accompanied his wife to an appointment to see her practice nurse, who 
suggested it would be worth speaking to a Granton Information Centre adviser. 
The adviser was in the medical centre at the time and Piotr was able to share his 
problem.

Good Advice
He said: “At last I felt able to share my problem with someone. She was very patient. 
She explained that we were facing eviction unless immediate action was taken we 
would have found ourselves homeless.

“It was very serious, but our adviser was so good. She made sure that we were 
able to stay in our home. She also worked with us to find out what benefits we were 
entitled to. I had thought I could not claim benefits because I was working - but I was 
wrong.”

While Piotr and his family are not debt-free, their debts are being managed and the 
family are now receiving the benefits they are entitled to.

Piotr concluded: “It was a relief to talk over our problem with someone who 
understands the system. I had been keeping it all to myself and it made me ill. We 
were so close to losing our home.”
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Agnes, Grassmarket Community Project

Agnes had always worked, but things started to get on top of her when she was 
diagnosed with cancer.

She said: “I worked non-stop for 32 years. I was always on the go but then 
everything stopped when I became ill.

“I stopped working when I was diagnosed with cancer and that diagnosis, and the 
chemotherapy that followed, knocked me for six and depression set in.

“I started sleeping all day, drinking a lot and couldn’t get myself out of bed in the 
morning. My hygiene was all to pot as well but I wasn’t really aware of how bad 
things were getting – I think because I was having mental health problems I just got 
trapped in my own wee world.

“My family were very worried about me. Social Work stepped in and carers came 
to visit me three times a day, mainly to make sure I was eating. I really didn’t want 
that though – that was the work I had done before I was ill.”

A Positive Path
As an alternative, Agnes’ social worker suggested a visit to the Grassmarket 
Community Project and the visit put Agnes back on a positive path. She quickly 
found a welcoming place in the project’s tartan textiles group.

Grassmarket Tartans is a social 
enterprise launched in 2014. The 
in-house volunteers receive training 
in textile skills to produce a range 
of beautiful tartan products. Agnes 
is proud to be playing her part in 
creating goods that raise funds to 
support the project.



9

She said: “I wasn’t sure how it would go at first as I last used a sewing machine 
about forty years ago, but I picked it up again really quickly.

“Five years on, I now volunteer and run the group on a Tuesday and I really enjoy it. 
I teach volunteers how to use the sewing machines.

“This place is very special and it’s been 
really good for me. We’re all different 
and we come from all walks of life but 
we are friends. There are people with 
vulnerabilities, folk with health problems 
but we all get on. It’s like a big family.”

Life Changing
That visit five years ago transformed Agnes’ life. Indeed, she’s convinced she owes 
her life to the Grassmarket Project.

“It’s fair to say that coming here saved my life. I think that, if I had continued the way 
I was going, the drink would have killed me. I would have been dead. I’ve no doubt 
about that.”
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Steve, A One Stop Shop for Mental Health

The Mental Health Information Station drop-in at Walpole Hall on Palmerston Place 
has been running every Thursday for two years.

The ‘one stop shop’ service, which is led by Occupational Therapists, is a joint 
initiative between NHS Lothian, Health in Mind, Volunteer Edinburgh and Penumbra 
adult education project, providing support, information and sign posting for anyone 
affected by mental health and wellbeing issues.

Over one thousand people visited the Information 
Station in its first year of operation – and the service 
has been even busier in its second year.

The Value of Volunteers
Steve is a volunteer and has been involved with the 
project since the beginning.
An ex-serviceman, Steve helped to set up the 
veteran’s peer support charity Veterans 1st Point 
(V1P) and was looking for new volunteering 
opportunities. He said: “...With the support of 
Volunteer Edinburgh I got started at the Information 

Station. Initially I took on a stall – a physical activities table; walking, gym, social 
events ... and I have been able to develop that. It’s a role I very much enjoy.

“Every week is different. It’s an open door policy, and you never know who is going 
to come through the door, particularly with mental health; burly builders, young 
people, older people. We’re fortunate that we have the people available here with 
a wide range of skills who are able to offer support.”

Teamwork
Steve believes teamwork is the key to making the Mental Health Information Station 
a success. He said: “Since the very start the Service Station has always been very 
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much a team effort.

“There’s no difference between professionals and volunteers, we work together as a 
team and I think that shows in the service we are able to provide.

“I always make it clear I am not a medical professional but often people just want 
to share things with someone. The feedback we receive has been very positive and 
it’s really good to know that the work we are doing is helping so many people. It 
certainly gives me a lift.

“I have done volunteering on and off for many years, but mental health is an issue 
that I have personal experience of, something I understand - and being part of the 
team here has changed my life direction.”

The Mental Health Information Station is getting more and more referals from GPs, 
and numbers continue to rise.

Steve continued: “People who call in – whether referred by GPs or those who just 
see the posters outside and come in to have a look – are understandably nervous. 
Having the confidence to take that first step takes courage. When they do, it’s up to 
our team to help and support them make the next step.

“We all know about long waiting lists for mental health services. This hub is right 
in the centre of town and there is no appointment system here. You get to talk to 
someone when you walk through the door. We will help you – it’s a start.”
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Vimal, Dr Bell’s Family Centre

Dr. Bell’s Family Centre in Leith provides a comprehensive range of support services 
and facilities for local families. These include a childcare service, community café, 
counselling, therapy sessions and parent support groups. Dr Bell’s currently has 11 
volunteers mostly giving half a day per week.

The family-focused centre has proved to be a 
home from home for Vimal and her energetic three 
year old son Kavanveer.

Vimal and her husband, who works in IT, moved 
from India to Edinburgh in 2014.

She said: “When Kavan was around eighteen 
months old, I thought it was the right time to 
go back to work and I spent a month training 
with Royal Bank of Scotland. However my son 
wouldn’t settle in nursery, so I had to leave. 
I would not leave Kavan somewhere he was 
unhappy.”

A Solution
Vimal wanted opportunities for Kavan to mix with other children and a conversation 
at a Bumpstart session provided a solution.

She said: “A friend who attends Dr. Bell’s with her child told me about it. It’s funny - 
she lives across town – and I live just round the corner from Dr Bell’s but hadn’t been 
to the centre before!

“The crèche staff are excellent – they helped Kavan settle in. He cried at first, but 
they were so good with him. Now, Kavan loves the crèche, he asks to come here 
every day. During the summer there have been arts and crafts, cup cake decorating 
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and a trip to the zoo. It’s good to see Kavan laughing and having fun playing with 
the other children.

“When we first came to Edinburgh from India I didn’t know anyone and we had no 
relatives here. It’s good to be able to share concerns and talk about our children with 
other local mums.

“We support each other and organise things together. We are so lucky to have a 
facility like this in Leith.

“With Kavan at the crèche I have opportunities to do other things. I use the time to 
study and I can also carry out volunteering work. My plan is to work in IT and Dr 
Bell’s has helped me to prepare for going back to work.”
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John, Grassmarket Community Project

John has been attending the Grassmarket Community Project for over a year. 
Making contact with the project has helped John get his life back on track and 
presented new opportunities to reuse old skills.

“My problem was the drink”, said John. “I served my apprenticeship as a joiner and 
drinking was a normal part of working life from the start. It’s just what you did, a few 
pints at dinner time and after work.”

He said: “I started taking time off work because of the drink. One pub had a group 
nicknamed The Monday Club – all building trade guys like me, off on the sick. Back 
then, you didn’t worry about losing your job – there was plenty work, and if you 
were paid off on the Friday you could get a new start on the Monday. I lost quite a 
few jobs.”

John eventually realised the damage that alcohol was causing and tackled his 
problem head on. 

“I was making myself really ill, I was sick every morning and I knew it couldn’t go 
on. I felt awful, so I stopped drinking and I haven’t had a drink for fourteen years 
now.”

John’s life took another turn for the worst when his Dad’s health deteriorated. 

“I had looked after my Dad constantly for twenty years, until he died. Then I realised 
that I was going to have to find work and somewhere to live. It got on top of me and 
I suppose life fell apart.”

Whilst visiting the Jobcentre, John first heard about a project that would help lift his 
spirits and improve his outlook.

He said: “My adviser told me how important it is now to have computer skills. When 
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she suggested I take computer classes at the Grassmarket Project I decided to give it 
a go.”

New Skills 
John quickly made himself at home at The Grassmarket Project.

“It was a small friendly group and after a few sessions I got to know the others and 
came out of my shell. I enjoyed the learning too and looked forward to the weekly 
sessions.”

When that course ended, John 
volunteered for the Grassmarket Project’s 
furniture workshop.

 “I thought I might be able to use my old 
skills,” John said. “You never forget what 
you’ve learnt and the experience gained 
over the years, even if your skills are a 
wee bit rusty! I took to it right away and 
Tommy was brilliant.” 

After having lived in a hostel, John now lives in sheltered housing in Colinton.
“It really suits me. I’m on my own, but I have all the friends and company I need at 
the Grassmarket. 

 “I’m lucky that my drinking hasn’t caused any lasting physical damage and old 
family relationship problems have been resolved as well.

“Life’s taken some twists and turns and there have been dark times when you wonder 
if it’s all worth it. But things are good now. I gave myself a kick up the arse when I 
needed it and the Grassmarket Project has given me the friendship and support to 
help get my life back on track. I’ll always be grateful for that.”
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Kevin, Edinburgh Access Practice

Edinburgh Access Practice offers medical advice to anyone who is experiencing 
difficulty in accessing Primary Healthcare, whose accommodation arrangements are 
uncertain and who may have additional support needs.

Granton Information Service provides a benefits service at The Access Practice 
funded by NHS Lothian through Edinburgh’s Health and Social Care Partnership.

Kevin, 57, is an alcoholic and currently lives at the Grassmarket Hostel. A civil 
engineer, Kevin’s drink problem began when an employer went bust. Since then, 
Kevin has made numerous attempts to stop drinking, including a £60,000 stay in a 
private health clinic.

However, after dry periods, Kevin has relapsed.

Rock Bottom
Twelve months ago Kevin was at rock bottom. Having gone through marital 
breakdown and eviction, he was sleeping rough. In November he found temporary 
bed and breakfast accommodation, but there was another setback.

Kevin said:“I still had pension policies to cash in but I was in a bad way and made 
some bad decisions. I foolishly gave my PIN number to a girl who lived in the hostel 
to get me drink when I couldn’t. It was crazy - she’s an addict, and she ripped me off 
for £9000. Over the years drink has cost me many thousands of pounds - and much 
more besides.”

Kevin moved into his current lodgings in the Grassmarket in April.

He said:“Years ago I used to drive past the hostel and saw the alcoholics hanging 
around outside. I promised myself I would never end up like that - but I have.

“I’ve now reached Day 117 of abstinence - I see active addiction around me and 
I think: ‘Christ, I used to be like that’. I sometimes get frustrated with some of the 
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people I live alongside, but seeing how unreasonable people with addictions can 
be spurs me on to keep going: I do not want to be like that again.”

Kevin now has a schedule mapped out for his week.

“I attend Access to Industry on Monday afternoon and Thursday all day and I go to 
the gym at Libertus on Monday morning.”

Advice and Support
With insurance policies exhausted, Dr. Budd at the Access Point encouraged Kevin 
to speak to Granton Information Centre (GIC) for benefits advice.

“A few years back, I would have dealt with these things myself. I haven’t ever had to 
deal with benefits, and the forms are incredibly complicated. One application form 
alone is sixty pages long. GIC were able to explain the system to me and we have 
worked things through. They have been really helpful, incredibly patient. I trust them 
absolutely.

“I was struggling, mentally ill at the time, and if it hadn’t been for GIC I would have 
been overlooked and missed out on what I am entitled to, despite having worked all 
my life.

“The government say they are trying to simplify the benefits system, but in making 
it simpler for them they are making it more complicated for ordinary people. Thank 
God we have people like GIC who can support us through the process.”

The Future
“I take every day as it comes, trying to look after my health. Given what’s happened 
in my life I won’t plan too far ahead, but I would still like to work with animals in 
some way.

“I was attending college in Dumfries to train to become a veterinary nurse before my 
last relapse.”
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Roberta, LOOPs Phoneline Adviser

Roberta is a recent recruit to the LOOPs phoneline volunteer team.
 
Glasgow-born Roberta has lived in many places and during her working life has 
gained experience in a range of jobs. She’s been a librarian, a nurse, a counsellor 
and a trainer.

Roberta has lived in Edinburgh since 
2002, living in Leith for the past four 
years. 

She said: “I am one of the more 
recent volunteers. I hadn’t considered 
becoming a volunteer and it came 
about in an unexpected way. 

“It came at a time in my life when I had become quite isolated through various 
circumstances. I hadn’t lived in Leith for long and hardly knew a soul, I came to 
realise that I really had become too isolated. 

“I spoke to my doctor who suggested I contact Health in Mind, who then connected 
me up with the Pilmeny Development Project.

“It was during a visit to Pilmeny for a group activity that I saw a tweet from 
LOOPS, who were looking for volunteers for a minimum of two hours a week to 
staff a helpline. I wasn’t looking for anything like that – me, going out there to do 
something helpful, because I hadn’t felt up to it.”

The LOOPs Phoneline is volunteer-run and provides information, support and 
sign-posting to older people to help combat social isolation, helping people find 
things to do in their local area or services and support available to them.
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After a series of informal meetings and training sessions at LOOPS Roberta was 
ready to ‘fly solo’.

What does Roberta get out of volunteering?
Roberta found that volunteering helped to break the cycle of alienation and 
loneliness she had found herself in. 

She said: “It was that initial feeling of ‘I can do that’, coming at a time when I hadn’t 
felt able to do too much at all for quite some time. I had been very down, but the 
action of starting to go out and meeting people again broke that cycle of not quite 
hopelessness, but alienation, and the feeling that I no longer had anything to offer to 
others. 

“I enjoy this work and it can be so satisfying. I am sure I get at least as much from it 
as do the people on the other end of the telephone.”
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What is the Third Sector?

The third sector is comprised of charities, voluntary organisations, social enterprises 
and community groups. Its purpose is to help to support and protect people, 
animals and the environment through policy development, provision of services and 
strengthening grassroots and community engagement.

Edinburgh’s Third Sector
The top 5 categories of charitable purpose in 
Edinburgh are: Education, Citizenship or
Community Development, Arts, Heritage, Culture or 
Science, Disadvantaged People and
Health. There are 2679 registered charities and an 
estimated 1200 community groups.

Edinburgh’s Third Sector Interface (TSI) is a 
partnership between Volunteer Edinburgh, Edinburgh Voluntary Organisation’s 
Council (EVOC) and Edinburgh Social Enterprise (ESE) which helps to support and 
develop the city’s Third Sector.

There are forums and networks for Third Sector organisations in the city focusing 
on issues of interest such as disabilities and mental health, or geographical areas. 
The purpose of these forums is to generate 
collective viewpoints and improve networking and 
collaboration. All Third Sector forums and networks 
are invited to take part in the Third Sector Strategy 
Group (TSSG) which feeds into the Compact 
Partnership.

EVOC represents the interests of the Third Sector in 
Community Planning and supports
other organisations to do the same.
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Volunteering – an integral part of the sector
Volunteers add enormous value to the sector, enabling services to grow and 
develop and volunteering has proven health and wellbeing benefits as well as 
giving people opportunities and developing their skills and employability.

The average volunteer contributes 3.8 hours a week and with 159,000 people in
Edinburgh regularly volunteering, that’s over 600,000 hours donated each week - 
generating £410million per year.

Volunteer participation in the city is consistently above the Scottish average of 27%, 
however there are challenges. Organisations report the need for more volunteers 
and volunteers are more focused on what they want 
to get out of their volunteering.

Social Enterprises - a growth business 
model for the Third Sector
A Social Enterprise is a business with a social 
purpose that trades products or services in the open 
market, alongside private sector companies. Social 
enterprises aspire to generate profits to deliver 
positive social or environmental outcomes. The more profits they create, the more 
social or environmental benefits can be delivered.

Social Enterprise is a growing area for employment, with paid posts in Edinburgh 
increasing tenfold in the last four years.

Edinburgh Social Enterprises are showing high levels of consumer facing trade, with 
49% selling directly to the public. 76% of Social Enterprises in Edinburgh have 200 
or more beneficiaries, providing support to vulnerable people.

All in all, Social Enterprise is creating employment, training and volunteering 
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opportunities: increasingly contributing to Edinburgh’s economy.

Income to the Sector
Income to the sector is generated through grants, funding, trading and investments 
which is then invested back into services and organisations. In 2018 income to the 
sector was £3.4 billion.

However, funding continues to be the main issue for 
the sector when delivering services due to short term 
funding, funding streams subject to year on year 
change and reductions in public sector funding.
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For further information about Edinburgh Compact 
Partnership please visit www.edinburghcompact.org.uk


