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On the 16th January 2007 representatives of Norfolk Rural Community 
Council (NRCC) met with the Norfolk MPs and the minister responsible for the 
Post Office, Jim Fitzpatrick, and delivered a presentation on their proposal to 
address the issues surrounding the future of the Post Office network. The 
presentation was received very positively by all and following discussion it 
was agreed to develop both a formal written version of the presentation and 
an outline proposal for a pilot project. This paper represents the latter 
element. 
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There has been concern regarding the closure of village stores and post 
offices for some time. The review of the subsidy procedure by the Department 
for trade and industry (DTI) has resulted in a greater focus on seeking ways of 
strengthening rural service provision. The Norfolk Rural Community Council 
therefore conducted an examination of the situation amongst Norfolk’s 
communities and discovered that the level of concern amongst villagers is 
very high with both Post Offices & shops being seen as an important part of 
social inclusion provision. Despite this concern, the use of these facilities has 
been in decline in most communities. There are exceptions to this decline and 
one common thread runs through all facilities which are successful – Fulfilling 
a need in a friendly up to date manner. This has led us to the belief that the 
theory of ‘use it or lose it’ is not correct. The reality is that if you provide 
consumers with a product that appeals and fulfills a need, they will come 
running. Fail to do so and they will engage consumer choice and run away. It 
is on this important premise that community hubs have been based. 
 
In many instances, people that use their local post office do so by default not 
desire. It is their only source to access essential services so they have to use 
it.  Our discussions with community groups led us to the need for a solution 
that creates a place that not just the socially excluded visit but somewhere 
that provides a wider appeal to the whole community.  
 
Many community groups are interested in moving forward with this concept 
but they do not have the necessary knowledge and skills to do so alone. 
Given the complexity of delivering such a project they require intensive 
support and, since every hub will be different this needs to be one on one. 
The aim of the support officer is still a capacity building one but the model is 
one of more intensive support in the early stages leading to greater long term 
sustainability. 
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Our starting point is one of change. Over recent times we have witnessed 
unprecedented change be it in the form of the communications revolution, 
globalisation or a more demanding consumer culture. All of these changes 
have had real effects on the way people live their lives and on the 
communities in which they live. Both as part of these changes and as a result 
of them, rural communities face increasing challenges particularly in terms of 
accessing key services. Unfortunately in many instances, key services and 
amenities have failed to adapt to these changes. Community hubs are an 
attempt to address this. 
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The community hub concept is a simple one: a multi-service point within the 
community. Housed in anything from a village hall to a converted bus shelter, 
it is run and owned by the community. A board of volunteers provides 
strategic direction but the hub is designed to employ staff, reducing the 
potential for volunteer fatigue and improving organisational capacity.  
  
The community hub business model stands on four simple premises: 
 

1. Increasing the number of services available from a single point 
increases the number of revenue streams and decreases the delivery 
cost per service. 

  
2. Increasing the number of services available broadens the appeal to a 

wider segment of the community increasing footfall within the hub. 
  

3. The product mix is such that it attracts higher disposable income 
groups. Whilst larger numbers of products with smaller margins are 
sold, small numbers of products with higher margins are sold to the 
higher income group. The result is that key products for deprived 
groups can be cross subsidised. 

  
4. Its social enterprise basis means it can survive on lower margins as 

profit is not a driving factor. However, the aim is always to generate a 
surplus to invest back into the hub and potentially the wider community. 

 
The result is a business entity that is both economically sustainable and fulfills 
community needs more closely.  
 
Commercial Shops and Hybrids 
Community hubs cannot be developed at the expense or exclusion of existing 
commercial enterprises. The current situation is that commercial ventures, 
even where there is demonstrable community benefit, are unable to access 
support. It is therefore necessary to allow a village shop to reach a terminal 
point prior to proposing community based alternatives.  
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Under the proposed pilot, commercial enterprises would be able to access 
support and also be encouraged to adopt a hybrid hub model in order to 
strengthen their business. 
 
A hybrid model may comprise the inclusion of community run services within 
or adjacent to commercial businesses. An alternative is that the community 
could purchase premises and then lease them to a commercial operator at a 
social level making the business financially viable. Service level agreements 
and other legal structures can be used to provide the necessary accountability 
and safeguards in partnerships between the commercial and voluntary 
sectors. 
 
Limitations of the model 
The hub approach is not a blanket solution nor a ‘one size fits all’ approach. 
Every hub will be different and will therefore yield differing results. One key 
requirement is that for a hub to be set up the community needs to invest 
significant amounts of time and energy. Experience suggests that this will not 
be forthcoming but there is a sense that if a community is to have genuine 
ownership and truly desires a hub it must be prepared to commit itself to the 
endeavour. 
 
In some highly deprived areas the model also breaks-down. These 
communities are categorised by an insular nature, low capacity and cohesion 
and the notable absence of community champions. This makes the 
establishment of hubs unlikely. In addition the absence of a higher income 
group is incompatible with the business model.  It is in these communities that 
some level of subsidy will need to remain to ensure access to key services. It 
is likely that mobile models will be the only viable methods of delivery. It is 
however important that these are supported with dedicated outreach work and 
community development support so that in the long term these areas of high 
deprivation improve and develop. 
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Changes in peoples’ lives and communities result in changes in their needs.  
Whilst from a social inclusion perspective, we talk about needs from a 
business perspective this could be interchanged with markets or demand. 
 
Whatever lexicon you choose to adopt, what is clear is that where change 
occurs facilities and services must adapt to meet those changes in order to 
remain sustainable. 
 
Site survey 
The picture that emerges on the ground is two fold. Firstly, that a significant 
underlying need in terms of deprivation exists. This is supported by the recent 
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OCSI research that demonstrates the previously hidden extent of the rural 
share of deprivation.1 
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Therefore any program that seeks to address deprivation must not overlook 
rural areas. 
 
The second element is that in many rural communities, services and facilities 
have failed to adapt to change. The result is that many have disappeared 
whilst many more that continue are on a downward spiral which is ultimately 
unsustainable. 57% of Norfolk Shops report that their business is either static 
or declining.2 Since many shops estimate this on the basis of turnover, real 
growth for any static or marginally growing business is likely to negative, 
painting an even bleaker picture. In addition 10% of Norfolk shops have 
expectations of closure.3 The NRCC has been notified of 29 Post Office and 
Village Shop closures in 20064  
  
Access to services is a key component of alleviating deprivation as it is 
through services that life opportunities are strengthened. Knowing this and 
then taking the two elements above together, demonstrates the clear need to 
provide additional support, if we are to target deprivation and encourage 
sustainable practice. Providing support for the development of community 
hubs would contribute to this. 

                                                
1 OCSI, Deprivation in Rural Norfolk, March 2007, available from the NRCC and Norfolk 
County Council websites 
2 Norfolk Rural Shops Alliance Database, January 2007 
3 Ibid 
4 NRCC survey of trends in rural services 2006 
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Community need is at the core of the hub concept. Again, whether this is 
viewed from a social inclusion perspective or from that of business, the reality 
is that communities will only use facilities and services that match their needs 
and desires. The key is to adapt or develop services to meet these needs. 
The exact package will vary from community to community and consultation 
will be required to determine the appropriate product range. The result is 
every hub will be different.  
 
This however does not mean that they will stand in isolation. There are many 
individual good practice examples to be found around the County and further 
a-field. Some are the product of a variety of pilot projects whilst others are 
home-grown. Whilst in their own right they are success stories they operate in 
isolation from the wider policy context. 
 
In order to create a truly sustainable project it is necessary to create a lasting 
interface between the bottom up community approach and the strategic 
platform. The hub concept appears to do this by neatly plugging the gap in 
service provision between designated service villages and smaller 
communities. Areas where locally based services are limited and access to 
service centres is poor can be identified from the local development 
frameworks and accessibility mapping. This methodology leads to a targeted 
strategic approach to delivering bottom up solutions. 
 
Community hubs can therefore be used as a middle ground between investing 
heavily in small communities and abandoning them under the self-fulfilling 
prophecy that they are unsustainable. 
 
In building community hubs within a strategic project a vehicle is created for 
the delivery services and the dispersal of information locally in historically 
hard to reach, sparsely populated areas. The reverse is also true in that 
community hubs can be used as a vehicle to gather information and 
communicate better with small local organisations that, as with businesses 
below the VAT threshold, traditionally fall below the radar but nevertheless 
collectively have a significant socio-economic impact. 
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Whilst designed to alleviate service access issues, community hubs can also 
contribute to a number of community priorities and cross-cutting strategic 
themes. 
 
The table below highlights areas for improvement, listed in priority order, as 
identified by rural Norfolk communities. It was compiled by summing the 
number of actions identified within parish plans that fall under each category. 
Whilst this is a crude measure and does not allow for many factors and 
therefore should not be taken in absolute form it is a useful indicator of 
community priorities. 
 
Although these are community originated priorities it is possible to link them 
with the wider strategic context. It is also possible to demonstrate the ability of 
the community hub concept to address these community priorities and 
contribute to strategic objectives. 
 
For the sake of simplicity strategic objectives are taken as falling within the 
three principle areas of sustainable development: economic, social and 
environmental. The community priorities to which they relate are then listed as 
numbers adjacent to the strategic heading. The paragraph below each 

heading outlines the context within which the community hub concept can 
contribute to the stated priority. 
 

Key thematic areas for improvement identified by rural Norfolk Communities listed 
in priority order as identified through Parish Plan Actions  
(RAE Parish Plan Database, April 2006) 

 Theme 
1 Traffic management 
2 Cultural, sporting & recreational facilities  
3 Community safety  
4 Access to information  
5 Environmental health & pollution  
6 Community assets  
7 Recycling & waste management  
8 Natural environment  
9 Facilities for younger children 
10 Local democracy  
11 Public rights of way  
12 Affordable housing  
13 Maintenance   
14 Shopping & services 
15 Jobs & local economy  
16 Public transport provision  
17 Access to health care  
18 Community transport  
19 Voluntary & community activity  
20 Access to training & skills development  
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Environmental- 1, 5, 7, 8  
Transport represents 47% of the UK CO2 output since 19845. Passenger cars 
represent 60%6 of all CO2 emissions from road transport. Many people in 
rural areas are dependent on cars for accessing even the most basic 
services. With car travel representing 10% of the average UK household’s 
carbon footprint7 and with 898 miles being the average distance travelled for 
shopping each year,8 positioning services locally can make a significant 
impact in efforts to address climate change. Hub usage has the potential to 
contribute up to 10% of the 9.5 tonne CO2 reduction target for each individual 
suggested by climate change groups.9 However hubs provide not only a 
reduction in consumer trips but with a likely focus on local produce hubs 
actively reduce supply side food miles. Reducing traffic volume will assist with 
traffic management.  
 
Social- 2, 3, 4, 6, 9, 10, 13, 14, 15, 17, 19 20 
From both their placing within the community priorities table and anecdotally 
we know that communities place a high priority on social benefits. A hub 
contributes to these not only by delivering access to hard services but also 
through the provision of soft services. By creating a community focal point that 
is designed for social inclusion, rather than emerging by default as the only 
facility in the community, the community hub can contribute effectively to 
community cohesion and social capital. These are not only beneficial in 
themselves but increase the penetration and effectiveness of the ‘friendly 
eyes and ears’ informal safety net prevalent in many communities. 
 
In many instances services exist at a local level but sometimes struggle due 
to poor uptake. This may be the result of market demand but in many 
instances it is the result of asymmetric information between a small well 
informed group and the wider community. A hub can be used as an effective 
information point as it is designed to offer services to appeal to the wider 
community and therefore offers an opportunity to reduce the information gap. 
This not only strengthens the hub but also improves the sustainability of 
additional community service providers. 
 
Dealing with issues such as climate change requires that knowledge and 
information be dispersed effectively to all groups in society. Traditionally small 
rural communities have been hard to penetrate yet, when taken together, form 
a significant number of people. Community hubs offer a way in to these 
communities that can be used by strategic organisations to disperse 
information more effectively in a variety of forms, be it leaflets, signposting to 

                                                
5 Energy Savings Trust- Observer Magazine, 21/01/07 
6 Ibid 
7 www.carbonfootprint.com 
8 Department for Transport, 2003, ‘Travel to the Shops in GB, fact sheet 6’ based on 
National Travel Survey Update 1999/2001 
9 Based on an average persons CO2 footprint of 11tonnes (Energy savings trust) and a 
target CO2 footprint of 1.5 tonnes per person (suggested by Tyndall Centre for 
climate change research and WWF) 
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online information or providing a venue for face to face engagement. This 
spans all three areas and differs from the information point in that it is more 
likely to be initiated at the strategic level than by the community. It can 
contribute to strategic targets such as benefit uptake or feed into initiatives 
such as the proposed MyNorfolk,10 which will rely heavily on helper agency 
referrals. 
  
Economic- 4, 6, 14, 15, 20 
Maintaining services within the local economy is important for the 
sustainability of existing local businesses. 82% of small businesses feel that 
the closure of the local post office will have a significant impact on them.11 
Community hubs can be used to ensure key services are maintained by either 
hosting sub Post Offices, Post Office outreach services or substitute services 
from other providers.  This will prevent the costs to local business of 
accessing these services from rising, which would be the case if they had to 
source these services from further a field.  
 
Community hubs can provide a retail opportunity for local producers. 
Providing a mechanism to get their goods to market can be crucial in the initial 
phases of an enterprise’s development. Community hubs therefore assist in 
enterprise start-up, growth and long term sustainability by providing this. 
 
Community hubs increase the money maintained within the local economy. 
This happens in a number of ways. By providing goods and services locally a 
greater proportion on consumer spending resides within the local economy. 
This is equally true when applied to local business spending. In addition by 
retailing locally produced goods and products and income source for 
businesses within the local economy is created. A proportion of this income 
can then be spent by the business within the hub or in other local businesses 
on goods and services. The employees of local business have the opportunity 
of spending their income with business also within the local economy. The 
hub facilitates the recycling of money within the local economy increasing the 
multiplier effect and the resultant benefits. 
 
Importantly, profits from the community hub are designed to be invested 
within the community hub or within other community facilities. This has two 
effects; firstly it increases the capital stock held by the community; secondly it 
reduces the money supply circulating within the local economy. Since 
encouraging money to be spent within the local economy will increase the 
money supply encouraging investment will mitigate against any inflationary 
pressures resulting from this. 

                                                
10 MyNorfolk is the Norfolk digital challenge project that whilst it did not win the national 
competition is still planned to be developed and provide a online tailored search service of 
trusted information based on either an individuals personal profile or a template profile (e.g. 
information relevant to a homeless person) 
11 Commission for Rural Communities and Postwatch, ‘The Future of the UK’s Rural and 
Deprived Urban Post Office Network 
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Community Hubs reflect a bottom up approach to development that focuses 
on community involvement with the result of increase empowerment and 
ownership. As hub development is based on community need it can therefore 
not follow a strict pattern. Below is an outline of a hub based on current 
projects. 
 
Projects usually result from some form of trigger that spurs the community into 
action. This can be a threat to an existing facility or can just as easily be the 
result of a presentation given by a development officer or the outcome of a 
parish plan. 
 
It then, more often than not, falls on a small steering committee of community 
champions to drive the initial vision forward. It is expected that they will 
consult widely with the community prior to setting up the community hub as an 
organisation. 
 
The likely legal form is that of a community interest company limited by shares 
with a large membership. This may not be appropriate in every case but 
provides adequate safe guards for the individuals involved, reflects the image 
of a social enterprise and provides a genuine ownership on behalf of the local 
community. 
 
It is expected that the community will appoint a volunteer board of directors 
usually from the initial steering committee. It will fall on them to draw up firm 
plans and construct a business case prior to seeking funding. 
 
Once funding has been achieved the committee will turn to the initial set-up, 
stocking and promotion of the community hub. The services identified for 
inclusion in the hub from community consultation may either come on line 
altogether or develop over time as a result of the need to manage finite 
human and physical resources. (The latter scenario is more likely, otherwise 
resources can become too stretched) 
 
Once up and running it is expected that the committee will hand day to day 
control over to paid staff perhaps supplementing this with additional 
volunteers. However it is important that the committee adopt a strategic 
position and avoids getting bogged down in the administrative minutia. The 
committee’s target is to monitor and evaluate the community hub, make 
whatever changes are necessary with the aim of becoming self-sufficient in 
the short to medium term and to constantly adapt to changing community 
needs. 
 
!���
����
Supporting the development of hubs has two elements. The first is funding the 
set-up costs, the second is providing the advice, training and support required 
to empower communities to establish hubs.  
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Looking at the first element: whilst it is the short to medium term aim of every 
hub to be self sufficient they will require capital investment to set-up. As the 
surpluses generated by the hub are likely to be low they will neither attract the 
private investment necessary, because returns will be minimal, nor will they 
be able to viably finance it through credit, as repayment periods will be very 
long and cripple ongoing investment.  It will therefore be necessary to provide 
the capital investment needed from other sources, in the form of grants, 
service level agreements and potentially soft loan elements. 
 
Examining the second component of community hub support; communities 
will not be able to establish hubs without intensive support. As every hub will 
be different the support needs to be one on one, it cannot be provided solely 
in the form of a website, help-line or toolkit. This is further compounded by the 
experience of development workers who find that whilst their job has a 
component of technical information it is also to a large extent, about providing 
encouragement and emotional support. This support also needs to be 
ongoing as challenges do not stop the day the hub opens. 
 
In addition, the type of support given requires a variation on a traditional 
capacity building approach. The complexity of the task requires support to be 
more direct and limited to providing information. This is aimed at not only 
ensuring successful setup, but also developing confidence. Rather than 
forcing volunteers to acquire new skills immediately, additional support fosters 
confidence and as a result in the longer term skill acquisition becomes self-
guided and automatic. 
 
Hub Components 
For illustrative purposes a hub may include the follow services but this is far 
from an exhaustive list: 
 
Shop 
A shop element will be common to many hubs. It will stock essential items but 
also is likely to show case local produce as discussed above. In smaller 
communities it may take the form of a buying collective rather than a full time 
shop. One characteristic of the hub is that many services are essentially 
scalable to meet local requirements.  Experience of local shops has shown 
that very often they are used as a place to socialise. By including a cafe 
element interaction is further facilitated in response to community desires and 
an additional revenue stream is also created.  
 
Advice 
Residents often receive communications from agencies and businesses that 
they find difficult to understand. This is often distressing to vulnerable 
members of the community but this distress can be often alleviated with help 
from a friendly ear. With only minimal training this service can be provided by 
either employees or volunteers. The focus is on basic information coupled 
with an understanding of the appropriate points at which to access further 
information, which potentially could be done on a resident’s behalf adding an 
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element of advocacy. This could also incorporate regular involvement of the 
local Citizens Advice Bureau. 
 
IT 
The communications revolution has been one of the most significant changes 
in recent years. Inclusion of internet access points allows access to a huge 
range of information and services. These range from retail to educational 
opportunities and have the potential to address many of the traditional 
problems associated with rural service delivery. However the potential of a 
growing digital divide between those with and those without access to the 
internet looms ominously over this overwhelmingly positive development. By 
providing local access points the hubs offer an opportunity to bridge the digital 
divide. 
 
Police Facility 
Whilst providing a constant police presence in small communities is practically 
impossible, one concept that is currently being trialed is the use of non police 
facilities to deal with many administrative services such as crime reporting 
and information. 12 As well as doing this hubs could provide a convenient base 
for any patrolling police. 
 
Integration of Young & Old 
Whilst none of the previous three services offer revenue streams they are 
designed to increase footfall within the hub which is likely to lead to sales of 
additional products. The internet access point does offer the possibility of 
delivering training both related to computer usage and delivered via 
information communication technology. One option currently being developed 
is the possibility of engaging with younger members of the community with 
good computer literacy and matching them with older members of the 
community to provide informal training. Such a solution not only improves 
skills but also stimulates intergenerational cohesion. 
 
Postal Services 
Postal services may also be included but these should not be limited to Royal 
Mail products in the interest of both competitiveness and consumer choice. 
Financial products will also be important and should include a full range of 
products including access to cash as well as pensions, bill transactions and 
banking. 
  
Health & PCT Facilities 
Hubs offer a real potential for delivery of health services ranging from simply 
prescription collection to clinics. Basic training could allow volunteers or paid 
staff to perform basic health checks, such as blood pressure, which could 
provide an early warning system covering vulnerable members of the 
community. In addition first responder training and equipment could provide 
vital early treatment for incidents, mitigating against longer ambulance 

                                                
12 Examples include  Watton, Reepham, Loddon 
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response times in rural areas. Alternative therapies are often popular with 
individuals and these could also be delivered through the hub providing an 
additional revenue stream. 
 
Consultation & Engagement 
Many individuals and organisations are under pressure to consult and engage 
with people at a local level. Recent research suggests13 that the best way to 
achieve this is not through investment in formal governance methods but by 
utilising existing behaviour patterns. In practice this means going where 
people are, be it the bus stop, school gate or the community hub. By 
concentrating services at one point, the hub also concentrates people, thus 
facilitating greater intra and inter community dialogue. 
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The community hub concept provides a way forward, which not only 
addresses service provision in rural areas, but does so in a way that is 
designed to be sustainable and less reliant on subsidy. We are currently in 
discussion with the Post Office to explore ways of continuing services with 
less need for social payment. At the moment too many stores are reliant on 
their survival, because of the income generated from the Post Office subsidy. 
In other words, the subsidy is being used to subsidise other activity. The hub 
concept overcomes this as the whole proposal is about delivering products / 
services defined by the local community. It is a very simple ‘supply & demand’ 
fulfilment. Added to this is the wider involvement of the local community 
leading to greater community cohesion and stronger and wider social 
inclusion. By providing local employment and with the involvement of local 
traders this helps to strengthen the local / regional economy and also a 
reduction of the carbon footprint. 
 
The concept is already being piloted in a number of communities to set up 
hubs. The enthusiasm of the groups involved is testimony of the potential that 
is available. In one village we have managed to set up a working group, form 
a Community Interest Company and start trading in the space of 6 weeks. 
After 8 weeks of business, turnover has increased by 300% and they are on 
target to meet employment and their higher level profit objectives. We are now 
working with the group to explore the next stages of Hub development, which 
are designed to make this community enterprise more sustainable. 
 
Barriers do exist to their provision and it is our hope that we can achieve the 
funding set out for this project, in order that we can clearly demonstrate the 
practicality of this project in creating stronger sustainable communities.  

                                                
13 Skidmore P et al, ‘Community Participation: Who benefits?’, (2006: Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation) 


