The Remploy Initiative
Ystradgynlais Volunteer Centre was established primarily to recruit, train, place and support volunteers in the local community and to match their skills to client’s needs.  However, as well as providing this important service, the Volunteer Centre also researches gaps in local community provision and is involved in setting up new initiatives to meet identified needs which may require voluntary input.

Several community initiatives have been developed over the years, including The Tool Store and Ystrad Wood Store.  The Tool Store combines community services and recycling with involvement in Tools For Self Reliance, which is a national charity that collects tools to send to Tanzania where they are used to establish workshops in which communities can make their own items, leading to self-reliance.  The Tool Store relies on donations of tools in all conditions.  A team of volunteers recondition repair, and refurbish many of the tools, some of which are put on sale locally.  The project started in 2004 and operated in a large shed at the rear of the volunteer centre.
The Ystrad Wood Store is a community-based recycling project.  Wood is donated locally and good quality pieces are reused and recycled into sellable items, such as planters, bird tables and garden furniture.  Wood that is not suitable for recycling is cut up for kindling and bundled for selling.
The Ystrad Wood Store and The Tool store grew rapidly in a relatively short time, thanks to the generous donations made by local people, the support of volunteers, and grant aid.  In 2009, for example, the tonnage collected through donations of tools and timber was just over 30 tonnes, and the tonnage of recycled tools and timber (and therefore not sent to landfill)  was nearly 42 tonnes.  Between the two projects there were over 50 volunteers and their total input was 8,800 hours.
In 2008 the Remploy building in Ystradgynlais became vacant, and we recognised its potential to accommodate the expanding Wood Store and Tool Store projects.  The Volunteer Centre Management Board negotiated a lease with Remploy, and funding was secured from the Western Valleys Initiative (which is a Welsh Assembly Government funding stream) to carry out essential maintenance and refurbishment work enabling us to open in April 2010. We are now considering an option to purchase the premises. A limited company and social enterprise, Antur Ystradgynlais Enterprises Ltd, was set up as a trading arm of the Volunteer Centre. 

The building has an extensive workshop area, office space, meeting rooms and outside storage facilities.  There is also an area to display used furniture and items made in the Wood Store project.  We have worked closely with other organisations and agencies to maximise the facilities offered by the building, including training courses run by learning providers, such as the WEA, Red Cross and St Johns. We also offer supported placements for the Probation Service, Youth Offending Team and Return to Work Providers as work tasters. 
While the Wood Store and Tool Store projects are valuable recycling schemes and help to generate income for community benefit, they also offer opportunities for local people, through volunteering, to develop new skills, to gain self-confidence and important social skills.  The present economic climate is likely to generate increased levels of unemployment, and so volunteering opportunities will play an important part in helping people through the crisis.
There’s no denying that the Remploy initiative has been very challenging, and there have been many obstacles to overcome, but it does show how a small organisation, with the support of the community and other interested agencies, can successfully meet those challenges.

 With a collective will and a shared vision a few people can make a big difference. 
