Sowing Men’s Sheds on Teesside — a Norton Shed vision
(Written primarily to inform current Norton Shedders who joined over the past 4 years, particularly in the last 9 months)

Norton Men’s Shed was established in January 2022. It is best described as “happening”
because it came together over a month with little lead time. Although in mind, there were none
of the ingredients of a Shed in place, except for experience over 7 years of 4 Sheds in Whitby
district banked by a Shedder who had moved from Whitby and needed a Shed. Experience was
the most significant factor because starting a Shed is like being a conjuror and a juggler! There
is no linear path to follow.

In Norton, the fuse was lit by a one and only Social Prescribing Link Worker. Now there is a
dozen or so. Her role was to act as a puzzler to try to fit isolated, lonely, pained and often down
beaten people into activities that re-engage them with others in some kind of distraction. Men
were her problem because they do not relate to others as easily as women do in. The common
phrase is that women talk face to face, men shoulder to shoulder typically whilst doing
something. With no actual Shedders in place as clients, she became a surrogate client.

Four years on, Norton Shed is a 5 morning a week “enterprise” where the most important
output —the one that we celebrate — is not only the creativity of what is done and the time filled
but the way individual Shedders rebuild purpose and friendship in their lives. With 35+ years of
Aussie Sheds that have a distinct focus on health, 15 years of UK Sheds, 10 years of Whitby
Sheds and nearly 4 in Norton, the jury is back in having seen the evidence of the good Men’s
Sheds do, or rather what the Shedders are helped to do for themselves and their Shed mates,
peer to peer.

Norton Shed is reaching its capacity having expanded across the whole week, so what next?
Well, Norton Shed started because a “chapel” Shed started in Littlebeck near Whitby at the
beginning of 2016. Then, one a year (and not part of a preconceived plan) Sheds were added in
Whitby Town, Staithes and Robin Hood’s Bay. Covid called a halt for a good while, then Norton
Shed as above.

Why keep planting Sheds? For 3 reasons a) because of practitioner need to help men b)
because men need a Shed that is local to them in their community and c) because once
Shedders have “felt” the impact of a Shed on them they are willing to support another Shed
starting up to help others like themselves.

Large Sheds as in Australia or in UK are not better Sheds. The optimum sized session is a dozen
Shedders. A Shed is not just a personal craft space — your own workbench — it is being part of a
small community. A group of people doing different things but doing them to the same end
result. By running the Shed 5 mornings a week, most Shedders can come twice. That’s 30
different individuals following the rule of 12. It’s not a hard rule and numbers at a session can
rise to 18 or drop to 8. The message is that more Sheds are needed.

Three main ways that tackle “low mood” are prescribed pills to ease mental pain, CBT (the
talking therapy) that explores the sources of feelings and occupation that provides distraction
from mental pain. The Shed is in the third category. All three can, of course, be brought to bear
on a person’s needs in the hands of a healthcare practitioner.



Our starting pointis:

e Sheds are effective at helping many (not all)
men. And some women too.

e There are far fewer Men’s Sheds in the North
than the South. See UK Men’s Sheds
Association’s Find-A-Shed map
https://menssheds.org.uk/find-a-shed/

e That Sheds are best planted, built up and run
by those who attend. That is the case with
the vast majority of Sheds worldwide, unless
there are special reasons.

e Sheds are inexpensive in set up or
operational costs because there are no staff
costs. The beneficiaries are the volunteers.

e The two main needs are a) know-how which
can come through others (that was our case)
and b) affordable premises where the need
is.

e The third is some finance to start (usually
about £5000). A Shed can start with several
smaller grants though.

e External support and encouragement of
others (e.g. healthcare). Support not
necessarily direct finance.

e A pioneer core of three or four would-be
Shedders without a Shed to take the Shed
plant ambition forward.

e Having another established Shed coming
alongside to mentor is important and the
information resources of UKMSA.

e Theintent of there being a new Shed should
be made known to a community at an early
stage by the pioneers.
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https://menssheds.org.uk/find-a-shed/

Location and Premises

Sheds should be local. Where those to benefit are. Norton Shed wants to help Sheds start in
areas of relative deprivation. Not only financial deprivation but because of a lack of hope.
Possibly where there can be local project “encouragement” support.

Probably for those not in employment or only part time. Across the adult age range but also
tweaking to help young people with a step on the ladder of practical work. NEETs?

Location is closely coupled to premises in the viability of a new Shed. Our aim is not to secure
permanent premises to use (will if that is possible!) but to use empty though secure and safe
premises such as shop units or short term council owned properties.

The kind of Shed we want to promote is a “pop down” Shed. One that can be easily dismantled
and relocated. Workbenches assembled using bolts and equipped with in built electrics that
can be just plugged in to a socket. Nothing that means impacting the structure or fabric of the
premises used. Maybe some “shopfitting” to cover up defects. Making the place welcoming
and safe to work in but no renovation other than by agreement decorative.

This is very reminiscent of the approach taken by retail chains — model fitouts.
Seeking second hand safety checked equipment reducing the temptation for theft.

Benches and storage all on wheels to facilitate reorganisation and relocation. See the double
garage concept at the end.

What might be suitable as premises?

e Anempty retail unit (the size of a double garage?)

e Anempty industrial unit or part of?

e Unused or underused space in a church building

e Infactanywhere —a cemetery building has been used elsewhere!

Membership and “subs”

Not going into this at present but in essence it is about how it is run and governed. There must
be rules (about safety if nothing else) and there needs to be a constitution and insurance.

There should be the expectation that the Shed has financial contributions from those who
attend. These will not likely cover all costs. The guideline in our head is the cost of a cup of
coffee without the trimmings. Maybe £3 +/- a session.

Hardship issues handled case by case.

We would always recommend working with Social Prescribing Link Workers or their equivalents
in councils and Job Centre. Also other charities, all as potential introducers of their clients.
Essentially those who know something about a person’s needs and suitability for a Shed.

The Shed is not about attracting people to excitement, but for them to be simply alongside
others who also feel lonely, isolated or down beat. It is to offer a step on the rung of restoring
purpose.
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