Firms seek
social projects
with relevance

Better tracking means business is now
getling a bigger bang for its buck

MARK EGGLETON

AUSTRALIAN business is gener-
ally becoming a lot more sophisti-
cated in how it measures the im-
pact of corporate communily
investment programs. We might
be lagging slightly behind the rest
ol the world on some levels but
we're fast catching up, says Lon-
don Benchmarking Group’s CCI
director for Australia/New Zea-
land, Simon Robinson.

He says Australian businesses
are asking all the right queslions
in regard to how best manage
their CCI and gaining a better
understanding of how they can
get more “bang for their buck”
from their programs.

He says some of the 58 LBG
members in Australia still choose
to invest in pure philanthropic
pursuits while others look at how
they can make their CCI invest-
ment work in their business and
have the most impact in their
communitics and importantly,
with their employees.

“Business s finally askingitself:
whal makes sense for the busi-
ness,” Robinson says.

He says many companies are
reviewing what sorts of programs
and organisations make strategic
sense to align with and they're
increasingly  asking  their
cmployees: “What should we
align ourselves with?”

And the answers coming [rom
those conversations more often
deal with the fact that companies
should involve themselves in
projects, which reflect their core
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business. “A good example is ANZ
who support financial literacy
programs in disadvantaged com-
munities and it makes sense for
them to do that,”Robinson says.

Other good examples of com-
panies aligning themselves with
issues close to their core business
practices include Woodside and
Grocon. Woodside, which is in-
volved in oftshore drilling, sup-
ports groups such as the Surf Life-
saving Association of Auslralia
and other coastal advocacy or-
ganisations.

“Tt makes sense for them Lo en-
gage with organisations involved
in coastal issues,” Robinson says.

Grocon is working in partner-
ship with a number state govern-
ments and community groups,
building facililies for homeless
people.

According to Jane Wilson,
Grocon’s corporale affairs man-
ager and chair of its community
committee, the company decided
tobuild the facilities alter meeling
with the founders of Common
Groundin2007.

Founded in New York, Com-
mon Ground builds and operates
a range of housing options for
homeless people and low-income
earners — housing that is attract-
ive, affordable, well managed, and
linked to the services and support
people need to rebuild their lives.

“It’s an excellent iniliative de-
signed to tackle homelessness as
we're building homeless people a
place lolive with the essential ser-
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vices they need wrapped around
them. It'simportant to have medi-
cal and employment services
nearby because these people can't
atford to travel. What's more, re-
search shows it makes good econ-
omic sense Lo give people a home
and access to these services,”
Wilson says.

For Daniel Grollo, Grocon'’s
chief executive, the move into
social housing projects was an
important one and a praclical CCI
project for the construction giant.

The first facility was built in
Melbourne afler the Victorian
government boughtland in Eliza-
beth Street. It was completed last
year and was built at cosl by
Grocon with the savings handed
back tothe government and Yarra
Communily Housing.

Wilson says the government
and community housing bud-
geled $43 million for the project
and Grollo was ablc to complete
the project for $34 million with
the excess dollars now being used
for other community projects.

Groconnot only brings its con-
siderable planning and building
expertise into the project but it
also gets to work with community
groups every step of the way.

“It benefits our own pcople
enormously as they get involved
in building for the homeless and
they get towork closely with com-
munity service providers. Daniel
Grollo says the project has in
many ways brought more to our
own organisation than we have
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given in many ways,” Wilson says.

“It's a great opportunity for our
people lo work with charilies,
work with homeless people and
work in the community and
they'vebecome quile enthusiastic
about the program and the facili-
ties we have built.

“We have since gone on to
build similar facilitics in Sydney’s
Camperdown (opening Novem-
ber15) and in Brisbane.”

Wilson says it has been a re-
warding experience working with
community organisations from
the planning stage as issues
surrounding sccurity, apartment
layouts and medical facility needs
are discussed.

Grocon's core building exper-
tise has also been used in a num-
ber of other community projects
such as helping communities re-
build after the Victorian bushfires
and building a facility in Mel-
bourne for the aged al cosl price.

“We build these things because
we're builders,” Wilson says
malter-of-factly.

The company also supports
Kids Undercover and is develop-
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ing a community employment
program with the Brotherhood of
St Laurence for disadvantaged
youth. [t also runs workplace giv-
ing and volunteering programs,

LBG's Robinson says while the
bigger companies look to get in-
volved in larger projects aligned
to their businesses, smaller com-
panies are realising the import-
ance of getting involved in their
local communities.

“In regional arcas, many com-
panies are part of a community’s
social fabric and it's important
they align themselves with local
festivals and charities,” he says.

Imporlantly, Robinson says
there are now a number of tools
available for companies to assess
the impacl of theirinputsinto CCI
programs and the outputs they
generate.

“Twelve of the 48 Australian
LBG member companies that re-
ported this year have used the
Lools Lo assess Lheir inpuls and
they directly impacted on L1 mil-
lion people,” Robinson says.

He says the impacl assessment
toollooks at five key arcas such as
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the impact company CCI projects
have on a communily, the com-
pany’s employces, the business
and the environment.

The next slep for Australian
companics, Robinson says, is for
them to look beyond financial
programs and grow as a propor-
Lion of conltributions, the level of
volunteering among staff.

“In the United Kingdom they
do this very well and business has
been a little more clever in how
they use their staff'in the commu-
nity. They use volunteering as a
way to develop leadership, per-
sonal and communication skills.

“In the long-term, companies
should simply look atthe commu-
nity as part of their corporate soci-
al responsibilily and inlegrate
LBG into theirbusiness processes.
They should be helping commu-
nily organisations function day-
to-day because they 're part of the
business. The challenge for LBG s
being able Lo incorporale and re-
port a return on investment for
these programs.”
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