Transcript – The Prince of Wales visits Arlington to mark the 10th anniversary of the Ready for Work programme

Stephen Howard, Chief Executive Business in the Community: “Hello my name is Stephen Howard, I’m Chief Executive of Business in the Community, and we are here today at Social Enterprise Centre, working with the homeless. As The Prince of Wales was joining us on a tour of the facility we took the occasion to meet a number of people both at work here in a number of programmes, but also various clients from the Business in the Community Ready for Work programme - people who have found themselves in the trap of homelessness and are in the process of working themselves back into employment.

The Prince of Wales: “Ladies and gentlemen, I must say I just want to take this opportunity to say how much we all owe to John Varley for having taken such enormous trouble with this whole initiative, because if it wasn’t for marvellous people like him, we wouldn’t get very far. I must say I’m thrilled to have this opportunity to join you all here at the refurbished Arlington House above all to celebrate the 10th anniversary of the Business Action on Homelessness Ready for Work programme. 

“And of course Arlington is one of the famous Rowton houses built at the turn of the Century to give shelter to the homeless, and it has famous literary connections, praised by George Orwell in Down and Out in Paris and London for amongst other things the excellent bathrooms, none of which I’ve had a chance to see in my expedition round this establishment.
“So for over a hundred years Arlington has helped people get back on their feet, either by providing shelter, or as I’ve seen today, providing many people with the skills they need to stand on their own feet. But of course homelessness is as you all know a complex issue and a whole range of reasons can be found to explain why someone at the end of the day ends up on the street. And it should come as no surprise therefore, that the journey back into employment and engaging with society can be a long and not always linear progression.

“It obviously requires the most tremendous dedication and passion from a whole range of people to ensure someone who has found themselves without a home is able to regain their self respect and return to full employment.

“It would be hopelessly naïve of me to suggest that business has all the answers for every stage of the journey, clearly it doesn’t. But companies such as those represented here today, and I’m hugely grateful to them taking up the invitation to come, do have a crucial role to play in that last stage – getting back into work.

“But that, ladies and gentlemen, is why we established Business Action on Homelessness so long ago and why ten years ago we started the Ready for Work programme. Now I can scarcely believe that in that time and right across the country, over 5,400 people had been helped and over 2,000 gained employment and that really is a remarkable achievement, to the willingness of companies to cooperate.

“Needless to say, I’m so pleased that some 280 separate agents now refer people to one of the 23 ready for Work programmes running across the country.

“Now perhaps I should at this junction just take a moment to thank all those incredible individuals who have done so much over the years to make such a difference…
“…Well of course the programme would not succeed without the ongoing support of companies which have been part of the Ready for Work story. Thankfully the momentum continues to build as Accenture become the latest addition to the leadership team, joining Marks and Spencer’s which has been there right from the start, Royal Mail, Freshfields as well right from the start, Barclays, KPMG…
“…It is crucial of course that we not only maintain this momentum but also if we possibly can add to it if we are to avoid future problems. This is a difficulty when it was formed in the midst of the social and economic upheaval of the 1980s, it was in some ways an emergency response to the crises that were unfolding across the country. The farsighted business leaders who were involved understood that to tackle economic and social responsibilities was an essential part of far-sighted business practise, or as Marcus Sieff used to say, “Prosperous high streets require prosperous back streets”. 

“Well, in recent years it’s been all too easy to forget this particularly as business is booming but there are signs that the problems are creeping up on us again, in the last six months the number of homeless people has begun to rise and as our economy continues to struggle I fear this threat may continue. Despite the economic boom of recent years, it is estimated that there are some 20,000 people in this country who are either homeless or have experienced homelessness and could be back at work but are not, and that is before any increase caused by the downturn. 

“So ladies and gentlemen, please remember that business has a crucial role to play in this, which I hope you’ve discovered today, the work of Business Action on Homelessness has shown over the last decade what is possible, so I can only call on as many companies and individuals as possible to join in and do all they can to help.” 
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