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Summary 

Formed 24th February 2020 via Facebook.  

Since then: 

• 548 volunteers. 

• Delivered nigh on 1700 prescriptions. 

• Nearly 500 volunteer responses including shopping, dog walking and hospital runs. 

• Highly organised with sophisticated safeguarding mechanisms. 

 

But above, all befriending and helping to relieve isolation and loneliness, establishing an ongoing 

grassroots response to need in the local community. 

 

Funds and Expenditure 

Web related  £362.99 
Barclaycard  £46.92 

Print  £15.00 
PPE  £20.00 

Telecoms  £146.00 
Travel expenses  £88.90 

Volunteer ID  £256.74 
   

Sub Total  £936.55 
Food stores  £439.20 

   
Total  £1375.75 

 

We are holding food stores with a net cost of £439.20. These stores will be donated to the Salvation 

Army and care homes in Shepton Mallet.  

 

We are continuing our community voluntary work and that will go on as things return to ‘normal’, 

whatever that is. It was always our intention and stated unequivocally in our constitution. We 

mothballed the acute crisis response mechanism to some extent after the first lockdown ended but 

did not stop responding to requests for help and many of our volunteers have continued informally 

to help those they had befriended.  

 

We are very grateful to SMTC for your financial support and leaflet printing. 

 
Mike Perry, CSW, CQSW 

for Shepton Mallet Coronavirus Volunteers 
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Narrative 

As the Coronavirus spread rapidly worldwide, it was apparent a month before we went into 

lockdown that there would be a need for volunteers to help those who were self-isolating or 

vulnerable with prescription deliveries, errands, transport and the like and so on February 24th last 

year we put out an appeal on Facebook and set up a dedicated group for those prepared to help out 

in the community.  

 

The response was heart-warming: within a matter of a couple of days we had over 500 members. 

Obviously, some of those were spectators or those in need of help themselves but the majority 

wanted to help out in any way they could. 

 

We constituted a community group with a management committee of:  

 

• A bank manager and highly experienced community activist, Zena Pollard. 

• A successful local retailer, Suzie Nixon, with many years business experience and community 

work. 

• A county councillor, John Parham, a businessman and one of the most experienced elected 

representatives in the area. 

• A town councillor, Nick Tolson, a frontline paramedic with a degree in paramedic science 

(and two other degrees) and a previous career as a police officer. 

• Myself, a professionally qualified social worker with many years’ experience working with 

volunteers and voluntary projects. 

 

Zena set up a group bank account with card acceptance machines to avoid issues handling other 

people’s money. 

 

Generally, however, while the management committee set up the basic structure and policy, dealt 

with issues of data protection and safeguarding and identified those with particular skills, we worked 

with the talented and hugely qualified volunteers to co-create a truly grassroots network. 

 

We liaised with other local groups in the villages, in particular the efficient food delivery system set 

up by Barley Edgerley at the garage shop in Pylle, with clergy, with GPs and NHS personnel and with 

centrally organised groups and professionals, although mainly responding to their requests rather 

than the other way round.  

 

We established or took over dedicated phone numbers and were also contactable through 

Facebook, Messenger and via email. We were grateful for your help printing leaflets about our 

service which our volunteers distributed to the whole area.  

 

For our own communications, we used a combination of email, using temporary, dedicated email 

addresses for different purposes; phone; WhatsApp; Messenger and SLACK as appropriate; very 

occasionally Zoom, although we were more focussed on getting things done than talking about it. 
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Although Councillor Nick Tolson was one of our management committee, we also set up a dedicated 

SLACK group with your chosen representative but that was not much utilised. 

 

Because initially there were predicted problems with the supply chain, a shortage of delivery drivers 

and empty shelves at local wholesalers, we sourced masks, gloves and sanitiser and purchased a 

small store of dry and tinned foods in case there were ongoing food shortages. Nobody really knew 

what was going to happen then. The food store had included originally a bulk supply of potatoes 

which would obviously not keep as long so later we partly gave them away and partly sold them, 

returning more than they cost to the kitty. 

 

We made an application for monies to yourselves and our work was helped considerably by the 

grant of £2000 the Town Council kindly agreed to donate within ten days of our formation. 

 

It all happened very rapidly indeed and within a couple of weeks we had a very efficient system set 

up and running prior to the actual lockdown.  

 

The talent and experience revealed in the local community was quite simply extraordinary. We had 

working with us, for example, nurses, carers, therapists, counsellors, senior businesspeople, 

retailers, social workers, software engineers and computer professionals, retired military, home 

workers, professional drivers, telecoms professionals and even a retired emergency planner. We 

were also fortunate to have considerable behind the scenes legal and planning help pro bono. 

Everybody put their shoulders to the wheel. 

 

It really was our lovely community at its finest. 

 

A highly experienced Web software developer, Diane Davis, together with John Parham, set up a 

database for us with restricted access and with a form front-end for our volunteers to use to ensure 

data protection.  

 

We were acutely aware of safeguarding and relied on detailed, local community knowledge, quite 

possibly safer than criminal records checks which have been known to be entirely inaccurate, to 

make sure there were no rotten apples and nobody was exploited. 

 

The system that evolved was a rota of people who took the calls and put them through to ‘Galactic 

HQ’ (John Parham usually) to allocate a volunteer. The prescription collection and delivery was run 

on a rota system by Diane Davis via a dedicated mobile number. Her son, a Whitstone pupil, 

designed and created our website with details of many local services, in particular those local 

businesses offering home delivery. 

 

In all, since our formation, we have delivered around 1700 prescriptions, and made nearly 500 

volunteer responses to requests for help, including shopping, dog walking and rehoming and 

hospital runs. That continues. 

 

Beyond the specific tasks we undertook, perhaps the most valuable thing of all was the loneliness 

and isolation that our volunteers helped relieve. Particularly among the elderly, for instance, there 

are some who have not been outside their homes since last March, and normally live very solitary 

lives with scant support. Many have needs that are not met, and perhaps cannot be, by statutory 

services.  
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Many of our volunteers have formed continuing friendships with those they helped, and we feel very 

strongly indeed it is better for the whole community if we encourage that informal response, simple 

friendship and neighbourliness, and we have evidence that has increased greatly generally since our 

volunteer network got going; there is a new spirit abroad. 

 

While there are now other initiatives, and some of the ‘top down’ ones are apparently working well 

(although it may possibly be considered disappointing that there was no meaningful communication 

with us before their formation despite the seeming expectation the working volunteer network we 

had established could be adopted) real diversity and the long-term benefits of a service provided 'by' 

the community itself from within, truly grassroots, have very particular and beneficial characteristics 

not shared by services provided and organised 'for' it. It is difficult to quantify precisely, but it is 

certain that such grassroots initiatives improve hugely the psychological and emotional health of the 

community as a whole. 

 

Conclusion 

As stated in our constitution that was submitted at the time of our funding application, we are 

providing an ongoing service that will continue as things return to whatever passes for normal in the 

future. We have a well-established network and communication mechanisms which work well. 

 

In general, and definitely with the benefit of hindsight, it is perhaps unfortunate that central 

government, local authorities, and the NHS set up parallel volunteer pools rather than utilising and 

liaising with the grassroots groups that in the most part were highly organised, acted ethically and 

functioned so effectively throughout the whole country. We could have done far more than we did: 

we even had a fleet of delivery vehicles at our disposal and could have set up hot food distribution 

long before that eventually came on stream.  

 

All of the above said, however, one of the strengths of the voluntary sector in this country is the 

multiplicity of small helping organisations working synergistically with others and with statutory 

bodies. And Shepton Mallet Coronavirus Volunteers have definitely joined their ranks. We look 

forward to working with your members and with other groups in the future. 

 

 
Mike Perry, CSW, CQSW 

for Shepton Mallet Coronavirus Volunteers 

 

 

 

 

 


