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The Engage System 
 
What is Engage? 
 
Engage is a lean and sustainable form of Electronic Town Meeting that was developed in the 
University of Ulster. The Town Meeting has been a means of participation in local government 
practiced in the U.S. region of New England since colonial times, when an entire community was 
invited by government officials to gather in a public place to formulate suggestions or provide 
feedback on policy actions. 
 
In its modern version, an Engage event, citizens can participate in debates and express 
themselves individually on the issues, all facilitated by the Engage software and methodology. 
 
The Client, Joseph Rowntree Foundation and the Building Change Trust, wanted to use a digital 
platform that would assist in generating a real time record of the event and the discussion by 
seminar participants. The ‘Empowering Communities’ event was to launch two important pieces of 
research, Community asset transfer in Northern Ireland (appendix one) and Ethical Property 
Development (appendix two).  
 
The seminar provided those attending with an opportunity to discuss key findings from the 
research and to provide additional comment particularly in respect of legislation, resources and the 
uses of public assets. Outlined in this report are the moderated comments fed back by table 
facilitators as well as the research presented on the day. The moderated comments are intended 
as an accurate summary of the general flow of conversation. The comment from the table 
discussion is therefore a complement to the primary research. 
 
The Main Features 

The method combines the live aspect of small-scale discussion with ICT: on one hand it allows 
rapid transmission of work-group results to a plenary assembly; while on the other it permits 
surveys of individual participants’ opinions through a polling system. 

Engage consists of four different work steps, all aimed at facilitating the participants’ discussion of 
the themes at issue: 
 

 information and in-depth investigation, allowing the participants to gain confidence with the 
topics of discussion; 

 discussion in small groups, allowing reciprocal listening and the confrontation between 
different perspectives; 

 reflection, during which the results of group work are summarised and sent back to the 
whole assembly; 

 polling step, in which participants are asked to individually answer questions generated 
during discussion. 

 
While all comments and votes stored in the Engage system are anonymised, this final report from 
the event will be distributed to all participants, and may be passed to colleagues within the 
participating organisations and other interested groups. The report may also be made available for 
distribution and re-use under the terms of an open access and distribution licence. 
 
Further Information 
For more information about the Engage system, contact Brendan Galbraith at the University of 
Ulster - b.galbraith@ulster.ac.uk . 
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Contents of the Event  
 
Empowering Communities - Asset Transfer in Northern Ireland 
 
Local communities have been developing their own assets for much of the last 40 years, often 
through a shared sense of marginalisation and a ground-up call to action; sometimes with state 
assets, often with their own; the legislative and policy framework, however, lags behind that in GB. 
 
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) has funded research which has been conducted by 
Queen’s University Belfast, exploring how Community Asset Transfer (CAT) is currently operating 
in Northern Ireland and what policy options can underpin and accelerate the process. 
 
The Building Change Trust has been to the fore in promoting the debate around asset transfer and 
what this might mean for the community and voluntary sector (CVS) with regards to safeguarding 
its sustainable development. The Trust has supported Development Trusts NI, invested in 
research considering the utility of new ethical property company models and worked closely with 
the statutory sector to explore convergence of policy and practice on asset transfer in NI. The Trust 
remains strongly committed in promoting further debate, understanding the challenges and in 
identifying next steps in moving forward. 
 
The final Programme for Government published in March 2012 includes a commitment to “develop 
and implement a policy framework on Community Asset Transfer with support from DFP”.  
Progress on this commitment is gaining momentum, with departmental officials developing a policy 
forum and cross-departmental steering group.   
 
This workshop explored what we mean by social value in the context of delivering public services; 
how we think it might be incorporated into policy development and commissioning; and issues in 
measuring social value. Our central purpose is to better understand the relationship between policy 
development and commissioning, the issues and challenges faced, and how social value can be 
integrated within the commissioning process. 
 
Issues discussed 
 
Three key themes for discussion were: 
 

 A Legislative Framework 
 Resources (Financial & Technical) 
 Meanwhile Uses 

 
The event consisted of one discussion session, with the session focusing on the three themes 
above.  
 
 

Participants at “Empowering Communities”  
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Event Agenda 
 
 
10.00 Coffee and registration 

10.15 Introduction and welcome Quintin Oliver, JRF NI Adviser 
Bill Osborne, Chair, Building Change Trust 

10.30 

Asset Transfer in NI (JRF 
Research) 
An Ethical Property Trust (BCT 
Research) 

Brendan Murtagh, Queen’s University Belfast 

11.00 An Ethical Property Fund in NI Colin Stutt, Community Foundation NI 

11.20 Asset Transfer in Practice Jim Deery, Ashton Community Trust 

11.40 Q&A coffee break 

12.00 Group discussion 
 A Legislative Framework 
 Resources (Financial & Technical) 
 Meanwhile Uses 

12.45 Response & Next Steps  Michael Pyner, Development Trusts NI 

1.00 Lunch  
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Discussion Themes and Outcomes 
 
Theme One:  A Legislative Framework 
 
In Northern Ireland, there is no overarching legislative framework which regulates how government 
(central & local) should dispose of its assets (buildings & land). For example local government 
cannot dispose of its assets at less than market value without prior agreement of the Minister for 
the Department of the Environment. Central Government and its agencies are more ad hoc in the 
disposal and transfer of assets. This may include transfer of assets by sale between departments 
and ‘gifting’ of assets in ‘exceptional circumstances’.  
 
As the Voluntary and Community Sector becomes involved in the debate about the acquisition of 
public assets it must consider and articulate its needs. Does the voluntary and community sector 
(VCS) consider  existing arrangements for transfer, to be open and fluid and sufficient or does it 
consider that a more robust, standardised and accountable framework is necessary?  

General Comments and Word Cloud 
 

 We need to begin by at least being 
aware that asset transfer is a possible 
option for managing public sector  
assets - legislation may come later 

 Legislation is very important from the 
statutory sector point of view as they 
need guidance on the condition under 
which they can sell 

 We need a clear definition and terms 
of reference both from statutory and 
community sector 

 Government - local and national can 
transfer assets. Is there a need for legislation? What will be different? The culture of the civil 
service is to be risk adverse - for good reasons – so legislation may make it easier  

 Community groups can also be risk averse 

 There are inherent complexities of gifting sites e.g. Separate accounting procedures 

 There is a lack of awareness in VCS in how to make asset transfer happen.  Will legislation or 
guidance make this more understandable? 

 A lot of agencies and departments are unable to classify their assets, and that has to be done 
before making informed decisions about the legislation too 

 Councils have a series of options but the title of the asset may restrict action  

 Legislation should include clauses to incentivise Departments e.g. Social impact as result of 
asset being transferred 

 A clear point of contact for asset transfer would prove useful 

 A central register of assets would also be needed to improve access 

 Collaboration is essential between Government Departments and the voluntary sector 

 There are lots of buildings and institutions that are not sustainable.  

 The third sector needs for government to clearly articulate what its aspirations are in respect of 
the disposal of assets? Is it all about profit? 
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 The agenda needs to be about more than just working with deprived communities or get rid of 
"buildings" that are not of current use for departments  

 Government needs to develop and set out an engagement strategy which will set out its own 
preferred direction of travel and leave this open for debate. 

 Need to look at different models possible including lease and ownership - leasing doesn’t leave 
people unsupported or exposed - legislation or an enabling framework should take account of 
all options 

 Would like to see how the right to bid and right to buy progresses in the UK and how this might 
be taken up as either policy or legislation in NI 

 Can the VCS deliver public services as efficiently as a local council if an asset associated with 
the delivery of a particular service (be that daycare or youth service for example) is transferred 
to it? What are the control mechanisms to ensure best practice? How do we develop these , is 
this more about ensuring appropriate work practice to deliver social impact and does this 
require legislation? 

 Very important from the statutory sector as they need guidance on the condition under which 
they can sell - value of assets at market value? 

 Market value - responsibility for public assets. There are ways round it - one government 
department funds the purchase of land from other government dept. In theory that works, at the 
end of the day, the risks are still there. If it doesn't work, assets go back to government so do 
we need to wait for Assembly to legislate? 

 In terms of the legislation, we need to establish if central government will be able to draft 
'enabling' legislation in the context that many vcs organisations will not be interested.  

 Both locally and internationally, buildings trusts can point to examples where buildings have 
been restored and are good case studies. We also need to look at case studies where a vcs 
has decided not to go ahead on the basis of a sound risk assessment eg Portaferry Market 
House, offered for transfer by the council, but refused by a local community group.  

 Disposal of assets has to go round all the departments first before it can be considered for 
public sale, this slows things down. We Can’t just have legislation, there has to be an enabling 
environment as outlined in the presentations. 

 
Theme Two: Resources (Financial & Technical) 
 
Undertaking for the transfer of public sector asset whether a building or land brings with it many 
new challenges for VCS organisations. There are technical issues in relation to planning and 
business development and significant financial challenges in start-up and in maintaining any new 
business venture. The VCS needs to articulate its strengths, its skills deficit and 
funding/investment requirements if it is genuinely interested in pursuing the transfer of public 
sector asset. 
 
This discussion focused on issues such as the forms of finance most appropriate for the VCS and 
the capacity, business skills and entrepreneurship needed to make an asset transfer viable.  

General Comments and Word Cloud 
 

 Asset transfer should be another means 
for funding the VCS - an asset on the 
balance sheet has a market value 

 Feasibility and business planning should 
come first, asset identification and 
transfer either later or in parallel 
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 Asset transfer should form part of the work of neighborhood action plans - local government 
needs to consider how this will fit with their remit post 2015 

 We need seed funding for feasibility studies. The Architectural Heritage Fund will fund up to 
£10k for example 

 Need for a more strategic fit between the funding providers and community sector 

 We need to look at more creative ways of funding, including government match funding  

 DFP need to critically engage with the debate - Minister Wilson has already bought in to the 
principle but we need to develop the principle further 

 There is a need for a lead agency in government to oversee and identify finance options 

 If the government can skew resources to repair and sustain its own buildings, noting 
they've become unusable under government control, then you stand a better chance of 
getting custodianship of them with the VCS 

 We need formalized skills in the VCS, but they need to be tailored to the organisation 

 Third sector groups have to demonstrate that their objectives can be met in a different way 

 Technical: refurbishment, for instance, will require a technical set of skills. Could these 
skills be found outside the box?  I.e. Private sector? 

 Right to bid is a form of skewing, but how could resources be skewed in favor of 
transferring assets to the VCS. Selling at market value is another example of skewing.  

 There is a need for those who have been successful through asset transfers to act as 
'Exemplars'.  

 challenge of sustaining work in the asset - educate and skill orgs in financial tools, 
management, etc - revenue support is deemed necessary 

 What about succession planning? Management costs? Improve skills base in VCS regards 
property, business and management 

 Spaces and places as an example of funding. E.g. Big Lottery. 
We need a dedicated programme - with attached funding. There is a need for risk capital 
for feasibility studies etc - who would provide this resource? 

 VCS needs resources, eg accountants and legal experts at the start of a process but this 
will come with significant professional costs. This needs to be facilitated by government 
somehow.  

 
Theme Three: Meanwhile Uses 
 
If we agree that the transfer of public sector assets, including ownership and management, is a 
positive direction of travel for the VCS then we must consider by what means we advance the 
agenda. Given that this work is relatively new here it is unrealistic to expect that we can advance 
directly into an immediate programme of asset transfer. This will take time. However there may be 
a number of ways in which the VCS can involve itself in utilising public sectors assets immediately 
without over committing itself.  
 
Local and Central Government have assets which can be given over to an ‘interim use’ and could 
be encouraged to provide short-term leases and licenses to enable community groups to offer 
services without the responsibility of maintaining a facility.   
 
This session focused on issues such as what sort of could be given over to immediate usage, the 
type of activities is the VCS most likely to undertake and what sort of services do communities 
require that are not presently being met.   
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General Comments and Word Cloud 
 

 There needs to be a reduction in 
short term rates and rent to support 
active use of meanwhile spaces 

 Libraries, schools, leisure centers, 
youth clubs, health clinics, sports 
pitches/facilities are great assets that 
could be used 

 Let’s expand our thinking beyond 
buildings - what about forests, rivers, 
canals and use for recreation and 
leisure, Allotments and gardening 

 Ormeau Bakery shops are all empty.  Is there potential for to pilot a project, e.g. a school 
used for an incubation center? 

 Pop-up shops, small markets on small pieces of land in neighborhoods E.g. Killcoole 
Estate. 

 Scale is important - hence need for collaboration 

 Case studies of successful models needed to show opportunity 

 In terms of meanwhile uses, you won't yet be able to point to a case study in many areas 
around Belfast for example, and we need help from Government to develop early case 
studies that can drive further community businesses, such as was done in Brixton. 

 We should not underestimate the change of culture required in places like N Belfast. The 
VCS have been good at identifying their needs, but there's been insufficient change over 
the last 50 years in those areas. VCS are still in the mindset of just taking grants and doing 
the same thing over. 

 Should a meanwhile user group be given first choice of purchase if the building can 
eventually be sold? 

 There is potential for the development of more managed workspace - e.g. link with 
Enterprise NI network who could redevelop existing land/property  

 Government departments have to come together and across the process for the asset 
transfer which will make developing legislation easier 

 The seeds of policy are in existence, lessons need to be learned of how to make this easier 
for VCS including the business model for the "asset" 

 Artemis had to go through many hoops in getting control of schools with numerous 
stakeholders. E.g. Artemis has service levels with 5 Government Departments and 
numerous other stakeholders 

 There is not lack of will and there is a lot going on - small scales projects and maybe we 
can share more experiences and expertise. This must be something about finance and 
credit unions can help. 

 List of all available assets to be made transparent? Communities could access available 
assets through a Public Sector Trawl. 

 A Pop up restaurant in Crumlin Rd Jail 

 Glenda in Sandy Row trying to get hold of Gilpins Mill is another example. It's owned by a 
private developer, but they're coming under increasing community pressure as well. 
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Summary of Key Responses: 
	

1) A single legislative framework is needed and should connect with existing policies and 
procedures - developed through a participative dialogue with all relevant stakeholders. 

2) Better partnership working across government departments to make meanwhile uses 
happen quicker – A commitment to the principle. 

3) Share the lessons of how to make this easier for VCS including developing the appropriate 
business model for the "asset" being transferred. 

4) Need for a supportive framework that's not too prescriptive and pragmatic and common-
sense based, and relevant for the private, public and third sector. 

5) Collaboration and partnership - making better use of existing resources – develop a register 
of what we have including skills and talents. 

6) Business planning, reality about finances, a range of finance tools and skills - skills deficit. 
Sharing experience. Paid for by government. Best practice hub. 

7) Give orgs access & platform to use assets and allow them the opportunity to prove that it 
can be done. 

8) We need to map out the process, what works - best practice – what are our finance options 
– how do we sustain it? 

 
Comment from Development Trusts NI 
	
“The lasting impression of the Crumlin Road Gaol event is the need for 
capacity. Capacity not only in the third sector to respond appropriately to the opportunities 
presented by asset transfer but capacity in the public sector to understand the agenda and engage 
in a positive dialogue with other stakeholders and finally capacity in Government to develop a 
guidance, policy and legislative architecture to maximise opportunity. DTNI will play its part in 
building capacity by partnering DSD in developing five pilots and building a membership that can 
add value to sustainable communities in Northern Ireland".” - Michael Pyner, Development 
Trusts NI 	
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Social Media #CATNI 
 
During the event, participants were encouraged to Tweet using the hashtag #CATNI.  A summary 
of the Twitter activity is as follows:  
 
























