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Bill Munsie – a man with a mission

*
Murdoch MacDonald meets Access North Ayr chief executive Bill Munsie – a man charged with the responsibility of bringing more employment and economic inclusion to deprived areas of the town.

*
AMIDST the air of organised calm that pervades all the managerial offices of Access North Ayr, there’s a sign on the wall of chief executive Bill Munsie’s own room that reads “No Put-Downs”. In the best tradition of Through the Keyhole, I take this as a clue to how this particular business is run.

For make no mistake – although Access North Ayr’s primary purpose is a social one, (it’s mission is to “assist any resident of North Ayr who wants a job to get a job that pays sufficient to meet their needs”), it is nevertheless a business, and is having of necessity to become even more of one very quickly.

Out of around £1.5 a year million that Access North Ayr receives at present from the European Social Fund, approximately £1 million will disappear by 2006, which means that before then the organisation will have to become largely self-financing through its own trading activities.

But more of that later. First the style of the operation, as evidenced by that telltale “No Put-Downs” sign on the office wall.

Bill Munsie agrees that in general he runs his ship by consensus and agreement rather than with a rod of iron.

“When it comes to management, you can only really be true to your own inner nature,” he says. “It’s no use trying to be someone you’re not - sooner or later people are going to see through the pretence.

“I prefer to run this company together with my managers as a team. I like to involve people and enthuse them, rather than just tell them what to do. I think people prefer to work that way – I know I do.

“I’m very lucky with my board of directors. I’ve got a clear job of work to do – to get the long-term unemployed people of North Ayr into meaningful jobs. I advise the board of directors how I want to achieve this, and they let me get on with it, offering only encouragement and support along the way. And that’s how I like to treat my colleagues as well.

“Occasionally there might come a time and an occasion when something is going badly wrong, and a firm line needs to be taken, but if you pick the right team in the first place and treat them properly, these instances will hopefully few and far between.”

Bill Munsie started off his career in social work in Greenock dealing with what he describes as the appalling poverty and unacceptable housing conditions prevalent at the time. His ambition then, as now, was to combat economic exclusion. “Making a difference is more important than making money,” he argues, and points to the example of Andrew Carnegie, who gave away much of his considerable accumulated wealth in the latter part of his life and wrote: “The man who dies rich, dies disgraced.” 

Bill’s own inspiration was the Scottish schoolteacher and Marxist educator John Maclean and the Independent Labour Party of the 1920s, and the book about those times “The Clydesiders” by Keith Middlemas. 

I ask Bill whether he ever considered making a difference by treading a political path, but after some early involvement in the trade union movement he realised that too many politicians became too immersed in the political process, and risk losing sight of their original ideals along the way.

Instead Bill pursued his career in social work, aiming to alleviate the inadequate housing occupied by unemployed people in Greenock by setting up community-based housing associations But he soon realised that improving people’ housing conditions was not the best way to alleviate economic exclusion – it is more beneficial to combat chronic unemployment. Helping to get people into meaningful jobs that pay a wage adequate to meet their needs is attacking the root cause of the problem rather than just the symptom, because a man earning a decent wage is a man with the means to provide decent housing for himself and for his family.

But it is even more difficult to make an impact upon unemployment than it is upon poor housing, and Bill’s early work in setting up training workshops in the Haggshill district in the East End of Glasgow wasn’t, he considers himself looking back, particularly successful, because, he says, he didn’t fully appreciate the number of different factors it is necessary to address in order to improve a long-term unemployed person’s chances of getting a job. 

It’s a question of addressing all the barriers, of working out where the jobs are and how do people get to them. You start off with dealing with people’s expectations and ambitions. But this is often not a good start, because people’s expectations and ambitions may not be realistic. Not too high, just pointing in the wrong direction.

An obvious example is a long-term unemployed man in South West Scotland will probably be most interested in the possibility of a job in manufacturing. But with chronic downturn in the Scottish manufacturing sector, that is not really a practical proposition.

One of the problems that Bill Munsie and Access North Ayr face is the difficulty of overcoming the prejudice of unemployed males against what are perceived to be traditionally female occupations, and persuading them that the care or retail sectors might be more likely avenues down which to pursue future employment, rather than (say) manufacturing or engineering.

But the way that Bill approaches this problem is the same as the way he approaches running Access North Ayr – by gentle persuasion and rational discussion. “You cannot cajole people into doing a job that they don’t want to do. You just have to wait until you can help them to see the advantages of gaining new skills to work in a sector in which there is a positive demand for their labour.”

Bill Munsie was appointed chief executive of Access North Ayr in 1998. What has he found least palatable about his job?

“It can sometimes take too long to get things done for my liking,” he replies without hesitation. “The time-scale in public sector organisations is completely different from ours who live in the real world. They do not seem to be able to change and adapt as quickly as they should.

“Take the Government’s New Deal programme for instance. Registered unemployment is no longer a problem in this country, and there is at present no indication that it will be again in the near future. Unregistered unemployment is now the problem that needs to be addressed, and it is about time that the Government recognised this.”

Unlike many businessmen I meet, Bill Munsie does not complain about being enmeshed and entangled with Government red tape and bureaucracy. “It used to be a source of frustration and irritation,” he admits, “but it’s just something you get used to and get on with.”

And what about the successes and satisfactions of the job?

“The fact that we ourselves now employ over 100 people, 70 of whom are local residents from here in North Ayr. And we have already built up an annual trading income of £100,000 from our trading activities in the fields of recycling computers and white goods, care provision and training, and workforce development.

“But we fully recognise that we have an awfully long way still to go. Not least of our goals is to become largely self-financing within the next couple of years. Some of our income will still come from the public purse, but by 2006 the majority of it will be earned by tendering for contracts rather than by grant support.

“Also there are still 1,500 people in North Ayr who are long-term unemployed. An even more significant statistic is that in North Ayr less than 50% of people of working age are in a job, compared to 75% in Scotland as a whole. But already 100 people a year are finding meaningful employment through Access North Ayr, and over the next few years our aim is to increase this figure exponentially.”

Interview over, Bill Munsie gets back to work, and I doubt whether many people who have met him would bet against this man with a mission achieving his goals.
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