CASE STUDY

From collapsetoprosperity

Keith Fernett used a slogan on a t-shirt to help turn around his ailing housing charity

hen Keith  Fernett
became chief executive
of London homeless-
ness charity Anchor
House in 2004, it was on the verge of
collapse. Six years later, its turnover
has almost tripled and it has won
awards for everything from financial
management and regeneration to use
of technology. How has he done it?
Fernett joined the charity soon
after the introduction of Supporting
People grants, which required provid-
ers of housing support for vulnerable
or disadvantaged people to submit to
a review of their services. Anchor
received the lowest rating in all six
categories. “The organisation was a
sunken submarine with water pour-
ing in everywhere,” he says.“It had not
moved with the times. There was no
business plan, budget or procedures”
His first priority was to boost
morale among the charity’s 34 paid
staff.“I got the staff together and asked
them for their vision} he says.“I had to
get them focused on the reason they
were here — to change the lives of the
residents. I involved them and com-
municated with them. I swore a lot?
He also started wearing a t-shirt
that said “Make things happen”on the

Fernett Standards are now very high’

front and “Now” on the back. There
was also a crackdown on terminology:
words such as ‘hostel] ‘homeless’ and
‘support worker’were banned and the
charity’s building was rebranded as a
‘life skills and residential centre’
manned by ‘lifestyle architects

With staff on side, Fernett’s next
job was to bring in much-needed
income. He persuaded the trustees
to sell half an acre of land next to

“We have cut spendingin
areassuchascleaning
because volunteers have
taken the place of staff”

its building that had been left unde-
veloped, raising £2.5m. The charity
used the money to completely refur-
bish its building, add 25 extra beds
and overhaul its IT system, providing
a computer in every bedroom.

It also persuaded local colleges
and businesses to provide training for
residents, and started encouraging
residents to volunteer. It then began
providing opportunities for volun-
teers to help run the charity. “We have
reduced spending on staff in areas
such as maintenance, cleaning and
catering because volunteers have tak-
en their place]” says Fernett.

The charity has about 40 employees
now, including six former residents. He
expects Anchor’s turnover this year to
be £2.3m — up from £850,000 when he
joined. “We've had to be ferocious in
our financial management] he says.
“Our standards of management and
professionalism are now very high?

And it all started with a positive
mental attitude. “I told the staff we
were not going to have blame or talk
about how things used to be — we
were going to look forward;’ says Fer-
nett. Femibce Colborne

More Management at: third
sector.co.uk/resources/goodpractice

Conversation piece Barriers to training volunteers

Funding is the main barrier to
training volunteers, but their limited
desire for development and time
constraints also pose problems,
according to Valuing Volunteer
Management Skills, a survey of 1,004
volunteer managers. More than 25 per
cent of charities have no training plan.
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