
Annual report 2019/2020



Welcome to our review of 2019/20.

This document examines our ambitious commitments, as set out in 
our strategy Cambridgeshire ACRE Strategy 2019 – 2024 - Towards 
our 100th Year: Building stronger rural communities and looks at our 
achievements over the past 12 months.

As 2019/20 concluded, the COVID-19 pandemic was just beginning to 
take effect on the country. None of us could have predicted the 
impact it would have on our daily lives, how we work with 
communities and the legacy it will surely have.

Cambridgeshire ACRE had a highly successful year overall, with new 
funding of £1.14m being drawn down over the course of the year. As 
we move into 2020/21, we are in a strong position to continue our 
support to rural communities.

We said we would:
• Lead community-led developments that 

increase people’s life chances and  
ensures that, as things change, new  
investment opportunities are realised.

• Provide support services that help to 
strengthen rural businesses and  
encouraging support networks that bring 
people together.

• Monitor future developments with the 
Local Industrial Strategy / Shared  
Prosperity Fund / Market Town  
Masterplans to ensure future investment 
into Cambridgeshire is appropriate for 
our rural communities.

• Tackle the challenges faced by  
businesses, communities and individuals 
by poor digital connectivity.

We have:
• Concluded our Cambridgeshire Fens 

LEADER programme, after five years, 
with £1.36 million in grants invested 
into rural businesses. This investment 
has created 75 new jobs, increased 
day visitors to the region and  
developed new agricultural products 
and techniques.

• Continued delivery of the Wisbech 
Community Led Local Development 
programme funding projects to help 
Wisbech residents back into work, 
education or training. Three years 
into the six-year project, two thirds of 
the £872k funding available has been 
allocated and nearly 1,700 people will 
benefit from tailored support.

We have:
• Played a key role in supporting the 

County’s COVID-19 community sup-
port efforts through its membership 
of the County COVID-19 Community 
Support Group; providing rapid re-
search into the impacts of the pan-
demic in rural areas and helping with 
the development of recovery and 
localised outbreak plans.

To improve the health and wellbeing of  
rural communities
We said we would:
• Expand the programmes that tackle 

poor social mobility, poor educational 
attainment and increasing poverty levels.

• Strengthen support given to youth 
organisations and young people so that 
they can get a good start in life.

• Develop and deliver community  
wellbeing services to reduce pressure 
on health provision and clinical  
commissioners.

• Act to help people isolated in rural areas 
because of issues such as age, health, 
income, mobility or homelessness.

Introduction To help grow the rural economy



To support 
community-run 
assets and services

We said we would:
• Expand the Community Buildings  

Advice Service, ensuring that high 
quality specialist support is available 
to all communities.

• Strengthen the support given to  
Parish Council’s, enabling them to play 
a crucial leadership role in maintaining 
assets and developing new services 
required by their communities.

• Strengthen the support given to rural 
communities to help them tackle  
digital skills gaps and to adopt new 
digital technologies to help  
them thrive.

We have:
• Provided more community buildings than ever before with advice and support (310 cases 

dealt with in 2019/20, up from 250 cases in 2018/19). Intensive support has been required 
as volunteers have sought assistance with managing the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic 
on their buildings and its activities.

• Continued to deliver the actions set out in the Cambridgeshire Local Councils Development 
Plan 2017 – 2021 including the successful hosting of the annual local councils conference. 
We work in partnership with Cambridgeshire County Council and CAPALC to deliver the  
support and services that local councils need.

• Made a successful application to Arts Council England for £100k to reinstate a rural touring 
programme for the Cambridgeshire Fens. We will work with 12 village halls in the Fens area 
to bring high quality arts and cultural performances to their communities.

• Supported the Girton Town Charity to establish and set up their new William Collyn  
Community Centre in Girton. The centre has quickly become a vital community asset in  
Girton and achieved bookings to the value of £25k in its first year of operation.

To support communities to plan for their 
own futures and undertake community-led 
housing development
We said we would:
• Support communities to plan for their own futures through undertaking and delivering 

high-quality and well-evidenced Neighbourhood Plans.
• Strengthen community-led housing advice through working with partners to deliver a  

inancially viable Community-Led Housing Hub for the East of England.
• Support the Cambridgeshire Rural Housing Partnership to deliver affordable homes on 

rural exception sites.

We have:
• Seen four schemes developed through our Rural Affordable Housing Partnership start on 

site, delivering 41 affordable homes and 14 market homes at Needingworth, West  
Wickham, Bluntisham and Wicken.

• Supported 17 Neighbourhood Planning groups with the ongoing development of robust 
plans through our Neighbourhood Planning Service.

• Taken the lead in establishing Eastern Community Homes, a new community-led housing 
hub for the East of England. Working with our ACRE Network partners and assisted by a 
range of technical experts, we will assist communities with developing new community-led 
housing schemes including community land trusts, co-housing schemes and housing  
co-operatives.

To grow our consultancy work
We said we would:
• Be an active member of the ACRE LLP 

Consultancy offering our staff  
expertise and knowledge to rural 
partners, communities and businesses 
across England.

• Expand our consultancy work in 
Cambridgeshire offering our rural 
expertise to partners, community and 
voluntary sector groups so they can 
successfully progress their own  
ambitions.

We have:
• Worked with ACRE Network colleagues 

to establish the ACRE LLP, now named 
Cirican LLP.

• Continued to deliver high-quality 
consultancy projects, including several 
private housing needs surveys, some 
case studies on affordable housing 
for a local authority and research into 
VCSE support for people with cancer 
on behalf of Macmillan Cancer  
Support.



To enhance the natural environment 
and create a greener Cambridgeshire
We said we would:
• Increase our work with 

partners to make  
Cambridgeshire an 
exemplar for landscape 
scale restoration of the 
natural environment.

• Develop innovative  
approaches to involve 
and engage with  
communities to protect 
and enhance  
Cambridgeshire’s natural 
assets.

• Strengthen our work to 
support communities 
with climate change  
resilient practices,  
including reducing waste, 
consumption of  
non-renewable  
resources and raising 
flood awareness.

We have:
• Led a project to nominate part of the Fens as a UNESCO Biosphere 

Reserve thus promoting good practice in sustainable development that 
benefits the environment, communities and land-based economies.

• Drawn down £730k from the National Lottery Heritage Fund to  
implement our ‘New Life on the Old West’ project which will work with 
communities and landowners to undertake habitat improvement works, 
increase the resilience of fragile priority habitats and species, and deliver 
activities to engage local communities.

• Secured £125k from the Environment Agency’s Water Environment Grant 
Scheme for a new project which will address issues of agricultural diffuse 
pollution and contribute to supporting improvements to the water quality 
within the fenland drain network.

• Continued to lead the Water Catchment Partnership for the Old Bedford 
and Middle Level Catchment, achieving better co-ordinated action by 
those who use water or influence land management as well as gaining 
greater engagement of local people to tackle the significant pressures 
placed on the water environment.

• Recruited, trained and managed volunteers for the Anglian Waterways 
Volunteering Scheme, supporting the Environment Agency in their stat-
utory navigation objectives. We now have 32 volunteers working across 
three sites. 

To be a strong and valued organisation
We said we would:
• Improve our communications and organisational profile.
• Recruit, maintain and invest in the best people to shape and deliver our programmes and 

consultancy work.
• Increase our collaboration with organisations that share our objectives and, through working 

together, can help us increase the effectiveness of our work.
• Recruit, maintain and invest in the best people as our trustees to govern the organisation.
• Increase the profile of volunteers in our work and the work that they do.
• Ensure all aspects of the organisation’s governance are delivered to a high standard through 

the use of the Charity Governance Code for Smaller Charities.
• Strengthen the voice and engagement of our members and rural communities within our work.
• Support ACRE with national policy work to improve rural services, the economy and  

environment.

We have:
• Begun to consider how we might  

improve our communications and  
enhance our digital presence.

• Adapted rapidly to the changed working 
practices brought about by COVID-19. 
Although our physical work in  
communities had to cease temporarily, 
we found new ways of engaging with 
our customers and partners. We had 
the IT systems, resilience and agility to 
cope remarkably well.

• Recruited additional high-calibre staff 
to further enhance and strengthen our 
staff team.

• Updated our Articles of Association to 
make them suitable in the way we now 
operate and sought approval of the 
revisions from our charity membership.

• Continued to engage closely with our 
members throughout the COVID-19 
pandemic in order to understand the 
impacts on them so we could tailor 
our support to provide the assistance 
required.

• Worked closely with ACRE nationally to 
lobby Government in respect of rural 
services, the rural economy and the 
environment.




