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About 3ni
The national network for neighbourhood improvement is a learning network for local government

and the wider public sector that supports policy and practice towards community-led

regeneration. It was incubated by Local Trust in 2024 and is hosted by Capacity.

info@3ni.co.uk

3ni.co.uk

About this report
This is a write-up of 3ni's study visit to the North East in October 2025.
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At 3ni, we believe that real transformation starts from the ground up. Through our national network for

neighbourhood Improvement, we're sharing and shaping the best and next practices that help rebuild

disadvantaged communities. Our research, events, and activities are designed to support local government

and public sector partners in learning what works — and, more importantly, putting it into action. 

Our approach focuses on what makes places thrive: strong local connections, empowered communities,

and the foundational social infrastructure that underpins long-term regeneration. With access to the latest

evidence, data, and a suite of strategy and practice tools, we help partners understand and enable

community-led change. 

We build on the lessons of pioneering local authorities, past regeneration programmes, and groundbreaking

initiatives like Big Local, which gave 150 communities the power and resources to invest in their own future.

The programme showed that where social infrastructure – such as local networks, community groups, and

accessible spaces – already existed, change happened faster and with greater success. 

Now, at a time when local government and public services are under growing pressure, 3ni is here to bridge

the gap between neighbourhoods that need support and the policies and practices that can make a

difference. By sharing evidence and developing tools to lead on community-led, regeneration, we’re

working to create stronger, fairer, and more resilient places together. 

3ni is a new social value partnership, bringing together policy and practice to transform

neighbourhoods across the country. By creating a space for collaboration and innovation,

we're working with local government and the wider public sector to drive meaningful, lasting

change where it's needed most. 

Introduction
About 3ni - The national network for neighbourhood improvement
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The need for partnership working between local authorities 
and communities  

Sustainability is crucial for neighbourhood initiatives to be successful, as impactful 

change cannot be achieved without patient, long-term investment. This is why building 

confidence amongst community members and investing in volunteers and community leaders

is important. Local people need the time to develop the skills and capacity to create a legacy 

from local community development initiatives.  

The success of neighbourhood level initiatives fundamentally relies on building the capacity for community

leadership. A lack of social infrastructure in areas with high community need means that stocks of social

capital are depleted, with weakened connections between residents, organisations and public agencies,

and lower levels of volunteering and wider civic activity. In doubly disadvantaged neighbourhoods especially,

residents want to see their places thrive and to contribute to community-led initiatives to transform them,

but they may lack the time, resources, experience, confidence and existing networks needed to do so.  

Regeneration of the most disadvantaged neighbourhoods depends on effective collaboration between

different tiers of local government. Efforts to build inclusive economies must centre on the priorities and

harness the experience of the neighbourhoods making up a wider geography. Progress measurement

should factor in the unique strengths and needs of individual neighbourhoods.  

This is why local authorities should target investment into building social infrastructure, prioritising capacity

building in areas that have historically missed out on local funding. Building community capacity empowers

local expertise to be harnessed and directed toward shaping the design and delivery of services, while

ensuring that resources are strategically allocated to meet community priorities. 

Taking an asset-based approach, and creating space for community leadership, will allow for initiatives to

be created that take advantage of the skills and potential that all communities already possess. However,

this will require local authorities to work with partners to identify, harness and build on the unique strengths,

assets and networks characterising a neighbourhood to achieve improvements to life outcomes, rather

than focusing solely on deficits, and what is lacking or needed. With a genuine commitment to co-

production, and emphasis on fostering community leadership, our neighbourhoods can thrive. 

Aims of the study visit 

In October 2025, 3ni organised its second funded study visit to the 

north east to examine how Sunderland is working to connect communities to regeneration 

and how communities are addressing persistent challenges in their neighbourhoods. The visit brought

together practitioners from local authorities across England to learn from Sunderland's experience

and to examine both the successes and ongoing challenges of neighbourhood-level working. 

Participants spent time with senior council leaders, visited community organisations delivering on the

ground, and heard directly from residents and frontline workers about what works, what doesn't, and

what takes time to change. 
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Sunderland City Hall

Participants began their day at Sunderland’s City Hall with a warm welcome from council

leader, Michael Mordey. He started his welcome with this statement that summarises

Sunderland Council’s approach and beliefs: ‘Sunderland is a place with a proud past and an

ambitious future, and we’re working hard, in partnership with our communities, to build a city

that is vibrant, inclusive and full of opportunity.’ This is evident in the council’s ongoing

transformational city-wide regeneration, with investments to address industrial decline and

deprivation. Sunderland City Council is a prime example of how local government can adopt

new ways of working to genuinely involve communities and ensure that they benefit from

resources and funding flowing into the area.  

Making Sunderland’s regeneration journey work for residents 

Sunderland is a city in transformation. With over £600 million of investment currently on the ground and

plans for more to follow, the city centre is experiencing one of the most significant regeneration

programmes in the country. Alongside new housing and physical infrastructure, a construction and skills

academy has been opened to transform employment pathways alongside the thousands of jobs being

created by new investments. 

However, as Sunderland's leadership acknowledged from the outset of the visit, physical regeneration alone

does not guarantee that communities will benefit from change. In many ways, this has been the fundamental

challenge faced by Sunderland and shared by places undergoing similar transformation: how to connect

residents experiencing disadvantage to the jobs, housing, and opportunities that regeneration creates. 

This disconnect became starkly visible in the aftermath of the civil unrest that affected cities across

England in 2024. When city leaders engaged with communities following the events in Sunderland, they

heard a widespread sentiment of residents feeling left behind, unheard, and undervalued. In communities

like Southwick, in sight of the new housing on Riverside Sunderland and the construction and skills

academy, residents felt completely disconnected to the regeneration happening on their doorsteps. 

The council’s response has required recognition that the issues faced by the city’s most disadvantaged

communities are entrenched in the long-term and need to be addressed through similarly long-term

responses. Sunderland’s emerging strategy around communities represents an attempt to address this

systematically. Rather than imposing a single model, the strategy operates on the principles of patient,

long-term investment which is led by communities themselves. This has required a fundamental shift in

mindset for both officers and elected members: moving from “doing to” communities towards an approach

of listening, supporting, and enabling. 

‘That’s the key thing we’ve got to get right: Local government can’t

put one size fits all in any community, it’s got to be led by the

community and it’s got to be patient and long-term.’ 

Patrick Melia, CEO of Sunderland City Council 
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Sustainability and long-term commitment
 

Building this sense of ownership requires patience, consistent engagement, and genuine trust to be built in

order to support communities to become self-sustaining. Council leaders were clear that business-as-usual

approaches, such as standard performance management and governance requirements, are

counterproductive in the attempt to build this long-term transformation.  

Similarly, a recurring question throughout the session at City Hall concerned protecting neighbourhood

initiatives from political change and funding cycles. The council has made public commitments to prioritise

neighbourhood funding in its budget and has moved to make previously temporary funding streams

permanent. For example, funding for the SARA project, initially established on short-term grants, has been

made permanent by the council, with plans to roll out similar approaches across six localities. 

At the same time, council leaders acknowledged the threat of party politics and shifting priorities. With

challenging elections and boundary changes ahead, the sustainability of neighbourhood investment

depends partly on building strong local coalitions of committed actors and demonstrating results that

transcend party politics. So despite the vast energy and resources the council has channeled into engaging

with their communities, their key takeaway was the sustained effort and ongoing commitment to learning

that is required to build new ways of working which go against the grain and empower communities. 

The study visit provided an opportunity to see examples of this approach in action: with Back on the Map

representing nearly 25 years of sustained community-led development; the SARA partnership’s multi-agency

response to entrenched issues in Southwick; Bunnyhill Family Hub bringing communities directly into the

design of services; and Changing Futures' relational approach to supporting people with complex needs. 

Finding the right balance 

Council officers were frank that this balance – between standard ways of working and a community-led

model – has been difficult to manage. For example, there was an acknowledgement that major

regeneration projects were initially focused on securing funding and getting developments ‘out of the

ground’, rather than ensuring deep community involvement. 

Governance structures have seen a similar balancing act. The council has trialed new arrangements to

encourage area-based partnership working and bring budgets closer to neighbourhoods, while bringing

new digital hubs into community venues and channeling public health funding into community

organisations. However, there is a consistent need to reflect on whether these structures reflect community

needs and feel accessible to residents, rather than appear as solutions parachuted in by elected leaders.  
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Joanne Cooper grew up in Hendon and now leads the organisation as Chief Executive. She explained that

when the NDC programme ended in 2011, there was a sense that it had fallen short of what was expected

and crucially, "the community didn't have a voice in the decisions." The 10-year, £54 million programme had

employed 28 delivery staff but was focused primarily on project and grant management, with very little

direct engagement or decision-making by the community. This disconnect existed despite extensive

consultation mechanisms, with forums and sub-groups creating the appearance of participation without

delivering genuine community ownership and most funding contracted to external organisations. 

When Back on the Map was reconstituted as a charity in 2011, it had three staff and 62 houses that were

more liability than asset: with a third empty, sixteen unhabitable, and all requiring a lengthy asset transfer

from the city council. They began by creating a board of residents and canvassing door-to-door to

connect with locals and hear directly about what they thought their community needed. Over time, they

developed a structure for their vision for the area: 

Back on the Map

Back on the Map in Hendon represents one of the most sustained examples of community-led

regeneration in the North East, with roots stretching back nearly 25 years to the New Deal for

Communities (NDC) programme. However, the organisation's current form as a thriving asset-

backed community business emerged from a deliberate break with its NDC past. Back on the

Map was the second stop on our study visit, to hear about how Hendon has been transformed

from the bottom-up.  

Fifteen years later their presence in Hendon is unmistakable: with a thriving community hub, a youth hub, a

sustainable stock of housing for rent, a range of properties leased out to community businesses, and a

wide array of community activities on offer for local residents. 

Joanne attributes much of their success to the organisation’s golden thread of valuing local voices. Today,

64% of staff live locally, most volunteers are local residents, and the organisation describes itself as

embedded in the daily life of the community. When Hendon’s former library building faced closure, Back on

the Map worked with residents to take it over on a 25-year lease, creating the community hub that now

serves as their base. 

 A Stronger Community 

Reduce social isolation

Improve residents’

physical health

Reduce intergenerational

unemployment 

 A Local Voice 

Support residents to identify local

needs

Coproduce community services

Create volunteer opportunities

Give residents an influencing role 

 A Better Place 

Create quality homes

and sustainable

tenancies in the area

Support local wealth

building

Reinvest rental income

in the community 
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From grant dependency to sustainability 

The transition from grant dependency to asset-backed sustainability is among the organisation's most

significant achievements. In their early years after reconstituting, they recognised their property portfolio as

the key to sustaining their wider vision for Hendon: both due to the issues caused by anti-social tenancies in

the area and the potential to fund community services in perpetuity with consistent rental revenue. 

After securing asset transfer of their original housing stock, Back on the Map began generating recurring

revenue for reinvestment. With a mix of savings, rental income, and social borrowing, they created a £1.2

million house purchase fund. Timing favoured the initiative, and with a dip in the local property market, they

were able to purchase 22 additional houses in the local area. Additionally, their connection to the local

community was a benefit to their acquisition, with many locals willing to sell approaching Back on the Map

directly, preferring to sell to a community business with the knowledge that the homes would benefit the

area in the long-run. 

With a new-found surplus of income and a source of consistent revenue, Back on the Map has been able to

grow their offer to local residents: from childcare out of their youth hub to art classes for residents with

undiagnosed mental health issues. Moreover, they have been able to remain responsive to local issues as

the area has changed.  

Responding to new challenges 

The Covid-19 pandemic and its pressures prompted new responses from Back on the Map. After running

door-to-door surveys, they identified three vital concerns of local residents: health inequalities, a lack of

opportunities for young people, and the deteriorating high street. In particular, drug dealing and crime in

the area had increased during Covid, with a negative feedback loop of shop closures accelerating this

decline and perceptions of safety. When lockdowns were lifted, the local economy struggled to recover. 

The unique context pushed the board to expand their business model, at the time focused on capital

investment in housing, towards a focus on wider economic development. Recognising the issues and

opportunities on their high street, Back on the Map acquired multiple derelict and vacant shops on the high

street and refurbished them to turnkey standard. The most ambitious recent project involved a derelict

block of five shops that had been empty for 15 years – an area of particular concern to residents due to

anti-social behaviour. Taking this on required eight months just to engage the landlord, followed by the

assembly of a complex financial package: reserves from capital investment funds, help from a Community

Ownership Fund grant, and a seven-year social loan.  

They then focused on filling the units with local businesses which could stay financially viable and continue

to feed the virtuous cycle of income generation for Back on the Map. This is the heart of their approach, as

exemplified by their youth hub. In the downstairs, dedicated youth services are offered to local residents,

while the upstairs has commercial office lettings which generate income. This ‘mixed economy’ has allowed

Back on the Map to sustainably scale up their community regeneration approach without a reliance on

government funding. 
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SARA (Southwick Altogether
Raising Aspirations) 

The SARA project - Southwick Altogether Raising Aspirations - emerged from a crisis.

Southwick has always been one of the most deprived areas of the city, with a range of issues

including poverty, health issues, crime, and anti-social behaviour. These issues culminated in

an increasingly dangerous bonfire night tradition: with cars being driven onto the bonfires,

followed by cars with explosives, and in 2019, an attack on the fire services who came out to

respond. Problems were met with a sense of fear and resignation by local residents, many of

whom had lost faith in the ability of local government to respond. 
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Universal services and geographic challenges 
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Bunny Hill Family Hub 

Our study visit stopped next at Bunny Hill Family Hub, one of five hubs across Sunderland

offering pregnancy, young person and family services. The trip was excellent insight into how

statutory services are working with each other, and communities, to create a better offer of

help for families. The hub has a core emphasis on the first 1001 days – pregnancy to age two

– while still supporting older children as part of a whole-family approach. 
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Changing Futures Northumbria 

Our final session on the study visit was a morning presentation in Gateshead, from Changing

Futures Northumbria (CFN), which gave a radically different lens on supporting people in the

community who are experiencing what services label “complex needs”. Changing Futures was

launched in 2020 by the Ministry of Housing, Communities, and Local Government (MHCLG)

and the National Lottery Community Fund (NLCF), to understand how to improve outcomes for

the estimated 363,000 people in England living in multiple disadvantage. The programme

was launched as a learning and systems-change programme, rather than an operational

delivery service. 

Breaking down the pixelated view
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Reflections

The study visit to Sunderland illuminated how one city is grappling with a challenge faced by

places across England: ensuring communities experiencing disadvantage benefit from

regeneration and public investment. Through visits to initiatives operating at different scales

and with different models, participants saw the potential of long-term, community-led, place-

based, and relational approaches to transformation. 

Common themes across the visit 
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»�¢qÅ�®¨¿��¸¿Ì�¨ÌN®ÊÅ�Ô�} ¬Ì�q} Ì®¨ÌÅ��Ì6q¸Ê¿ÌdhÁÚ�q»Ì�®Ê»¨�ÚÌÅ®Ì»�Á�¿Åq|¢�¿�Ì}®¨����¨}�Ì�¨Ì$�¨�®¨¬Ìq¨�
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»Ê}�q¢¢Ú¬ÌÅ��ÌÓ�¿�Å
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