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Overview
Downstreams Solutions CIC Ltd (‘Downstreams’) identified that there is scope for attracting and sustaining
new and bigger sources of support for river improvement projects from businesses and communities.
We proposed that the future of urban rivers could be transformed, if the twin challenges of lack of
engagement and limited funding could be approached, using internet technologies, crowd funding and
corporate social responsibility. The Making a Difference for Urban Rivers pilot, funded by Defra, allowed
Downstreams to test this concept using the www.downstreams.net web platform (‘the platform’).
The pilot demonstrated that the platform attracts sustained and diverse support for river improvement
initiatives. Its unique selling point is in the real connections that it builds between supporters and projects.
It creates these connections by finding commercial sponsors for projects and building supporter
communities around them, so that everyone knows that they are making a difference. Figure 1 shows a
case study overview from the pilot.
Figure 1

The St Nicks Wetland Meadow Project
overview
Key facts:
An urban field centre adjacent to the River
Foss. In a highly populated area that was
recently in the public eye as a result of the
2015 floods.
“Straight forward, time well spent”
fundraising for the creation of a wetland
meadow for habitat creation and flood
alleviation. Jonathan Dent, Project Officer
Engaging hundreds of people for
Successfully meeting its fundraising target of
£1000 over 2.5 months
Raising and releasing extra money for other
similar work
Forming a new strong relationship with a
genuine corporate supporter who now
aligns its construction objectives with local
wildlife and habitat needs, offers volunteers,
materials and funding to St Nicks

The original funding target was £1000. The campaign unlocked an additional £288 from community
supporters and from other business meaning that more can be achieved than originally planned.
The corporate sponsor for the St Nicks project has since gone on to support more projects and events with
staff time, financial support and by raising the public profile of the great work that St Nicks do. The two
organisations are working together to ensure that the corporate sponsor’s local work enhances the
environment and complements St Nicks work.

Key learning
This pilot explored opportunities with a variety of CABA and corporate organisations. It successfully
demonstrated that the combined efforts of project leaders, corporate sponsors and communities can raise
money and form relationships, in engaging ways, across the platform.
The summary key learning is illustrated in Figure 2 below.
The platform’s key ‘Strengths and Opportunities’ are that it:
 Unlocks finance for the abundant array of valuable projects that are looking for funding. This will
become increasingly important if public funds continue to decline.
 Creates and strengthens connections between projects leads, businesses and supporters communities
that help to expedite project delivery
 Makes it easier for businesses to find projects, to support them and to demonstrate their positive
action to their customers and employees
 Provides evidence that could be used to lever further match funding
 Forms relationships that shape and sustain initiatives
Figure 2.

There are also ‘Weaknesses and Threats’ which, when understood and managed, can unlock more
potential. For instance, when project lead organisations:
 have insufficient time, skills or even confidence
 are reticent about trying something new
 would prefer to simply ask for donations and retain freedom to spend as they choose rather than
publicly commit to specific projects
they are at risk of being ‘stuck in a rut’ and unable to seek new sources of funding.
There can also be challenges with:
 Explaining projects in compelling, exciting, ways. This makes it difficult for businesses and
communities to understand, relate to the issue/opportunity and therefore is a barrier to getting
involved
 Expectations of businesses. Most businesses need sufficient time and opportunity to engage,
understand, to form a relationship and to build trust before becoming a sponsor.

Recommendations
Downstreams recommends that further work is done to support CaBA partners:
 to build capability and capacity amongst the CaBA community on the strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities and threats mentioned above
 by inviting business and community funding for more projects
 that results in more, sustainable, relationships between CaBA partners and businesses and
 builds informative case studies and experience that the CaBA community can go on to exploit

Detailed report on project delivery against agreed deliverables
Objectives and outputs
1. Engage CaBA partners and project leads to identify up to five projects which would be suitable for
online ‘crowd’ engagement:
 Output 1 a. Downstreams reached out to potential project representatives via the CaBA
network and wider appropriate organisations. Twenty-one showed an interest offering twentysix project ideas for the pilot.
o More CaBA partners are showing an interest as awareness of the Downstreams
platform spreads
 Output 1 b. The initial shortlist of candidate projects that were considered to be potentially
attractive to corporate sponsors and communities consisted of eleven projects. That shortlist
was further narrowed down based upon:
o Match with the Urban Demonstrator criteria
o Achievability within the constraints of the project. The two main criteria were:
 the ability of the partner to support the project
 the size of the funding target and the likelihood of being able to raise the funds
within the short timescales of the project
o Six projects were posted to the www.downstreams.net platform
2. Seek corporate sponsors and match them to the projects.
 Outputs 2 a. & b. Thirty three corporate partners were invited to be involved in the project.
The Utility and Construction sectors were the most accessible because of their interest in the
physical environment.

Types of businesses approached
for Sponsorship
Commerce
Construction
Utility
Insurance
Tourism
Communications





Greatest success was found where, the sponsor:
o shares or has corporate objectives that are reflected in the project
o has previously donated a small amount of money
o is a neighbour of or a user of the site
Three corporate businesses funded a project, twelve others retain an interest and may fund
future projects. These only represent a tiny fraction of the corporate sponsors that could be
engaged in future.

3. Output 3a. Create a final shortlist and progressively launch the projects as a ‘crowd’ engagement
and funding campaigns on the Downstreams platform.
 A combination of key learning points led to an adjustment to the pilot design as follows:

o

Corporate partners commonly need more lead in time before they will commit to
supporting a project than was possible within the Defra pilot timescales
o Engaging illustrations of the projects, displayed on the platform, can be instrumental in
securing corporate sponsors by bringing the funding opportunity ‘to life’ for them
For these reasons, we adapted the pilot design so that projects were launched before
corporate sponsors were in place. This meant that we posted two projects under Output 3b,
‘St Nicks Wetland Meadow’ and ‘Fixing the Frome’ and an additional six projects on the
platform that we could use to attract sponsors by illustrating the kinds of projects that they
could sponsor in the future.

Fixing the Frome
A project to improve habitat
availability, access and community
ownership. The Frome is suffering
from a number of habitat issues
due to artificial alterations.
38 supporters raised £126 toward
a £6000 target for improvements.
Planed to be a 6 month project
working with the local community.
Insufficient local resources to
support the project to fruition

Additional projects:

From hereon we will use the St Nicks campaign as a case study and integrate learning about the other
projects into the text.
3 c. News Updates were prepared and published in liaison with the project lead e.g.

Sharing news with funders and
supporters
In total, 5 news updates were posted
across a 10 week campaign. The updates
featured:






Photographs of the site
News on how the fund raising was
progressing
More in-depth descriptions of the
nature of the work and its benefits
Thank you messages
An invitation to join in with a
forthcoming wetland planting day

All of this was designed to keep people
engaged and informed, to prove that this
is a credible project and a valid cause.





3 d. Identify audiences to ‘warm up’ before launching projects. This is critical to the success of
any crowd funding campaign. It relies on the project lead organisation’s resources and social
media skills. It has worked well where the project lead has been able to engage audiences such
as: members or ‘friends’ of the project lead organisation; social media connections; newsletter
recipients; visitors of any associated site; local people. We successfully identified useful
occasions and methods for ‘reaching’ St Nicks audiences. St Nicks issued 17 tweets over the
campaign period. They created #MakeUsAMeadow to help create an interesting theme and to
invite people, from their twitter followers, to fund their project. The Frome project officer
carried out a high street promotion activity that involved giving code vouchers out to shoppers.
The Downstreams team also approached a number of small businesses in the area.
3 e. Help project leads to design communications. Downstreams worked with St Nicks to
support their approaches to corporate sponsors. We advised on methods, styles and timings
for influencing corporate sponsors to support their campaign. Downstreams worked with
Fixing the Frome to explore how to attract local businesses, we also went out to local retailers
to introduce them to the project. Projects that were under resourced or more reticent about
approaching supporters weren’t able to launch campaigns well within the timeframes of the
project.

Communications
A simple twitter campaign helped to:
 spread the word across St Nicks 1500
followers
 explain the purpose of the project
 have a visual impact
 invite people to request a code for a
50p donation voucher
 engage in conversation with
followers who were interested to
learn more
 advertise ways that people could get
involved
Downstreams supported St Nicks by
producing a tiered approach to engaging
local corporate businesses for
sponsorship. It was important to:
 Consider the best method of
approach
 Identify what might motivate them to
get involved
 Establish how to be tenacious and
confident about the request



3 f. Upload project information and agree start and finish date. Each project has a preparation
phase, an operation phase and a post-closure phase. The initial finish date sets a milestone to
head for, but it’s one that can be adjusted when that allows for a final ‘push’ that could create
momentum and excitement that might engage more people in supporting the project. For
instance, we started, and then extended, the St Nicks end date to allow them to engage
supporters through various engagement activities that they were targeting at the public.

4. Manage the campaign by supporting each CaBA partner as they produce content and to support
them as they contribute to platform communications. This will run from the day each campaign
starts and until it closes.
a. Liaise with each project lead representative on message moderation
b. Manage platform performance
c. Support promotion using Downstreams Twitter and Facebook accounts

Communicating with funders and
supporters on www.downstreams.net
Messages were exchanged between funders,
supporters and the St Nicks team, across the
platform.
In each case, the Downstreams team
moderated the messages before publishing
them.
The Downstreams team was able to suggest
replies in some cases but the St Nicks team
found it easy to send engaging messages and
fed back that the workload involved was
minimal.
The system was simple, efficient and
responsive. People were able to pass on
encouragement, support and ask questions.
St Nicks were able to thank people and to
provide information.

5. Output 5 Allocate all funds raised to successful projects as soon as is possible within payment
service rules. The www.downstreams.net system is now set up to ensure that funds go from a
supporter, via an external payment system, to the project. Downstreams do not handle the funds.
All funds are released in line with standard e-commerce procedures. The St Nicks project hit its
£1000 target. Approximately 75% came from the corporate sponsor of the project and 25% came
from members of the public. The corporate sponsor had effectively underwritten the project with
£1000. As the project only needed £1000, St Nicks have an extra £250 to spend on other projects.
6. This report represents our evaluation/lessons learned report. It can be used to inform future
engagement of this kind on urban river improvement projects. Output 6.
Future potential
This pilot project demonstrated the value in taking an innovative approach to involving communities and
business sponsors with urban river projects. The businesses involved identified that their work and
corporate social responsibility investment are directly related to important urban river challenges. Since
the closure of the pilot project Downstreams has successfully secured interest from more business
sponsors and project leads. With further investment in supporting CaBA partners and in engaging business
sponsors, Downstreams, CaBA partners, Defra and businesses can jointly go on to make rapid progress that
builds strengthened, sustainable, funding for the future of our river environments and water bodies.
Downstreams is seeking further funding to focus on the learning gained from this pilot and the
recommendations made in this report.

