
48

My Somerset Home

Long-term Somerset resident Robert Peto is co-founder of
the charity PROMISEworks which provides mentoring for
some of the county’s most vulnerable and disadvantaged
young people, aged 5 – 25. The Somerset charity is on a
short list of three in the charities section of the Somerset
Chambers of Commerce Business of the Year Awards, which
will be announced later this month. Stephanie Harris Plender
spoke to Robert Peto for the next in our series of interviews
with Somerset locals about their working lives and about
their likes and dislikes concerning the county.
Tell me a bit about the name – what does it mean? And why
did you set up the charity?
RP: PROMISEworks developed in 2017 out of a previous charity
that raised funds for mentoring services run by the local authority.
When things got difficult financially, a group of us converted that
charity into an operational one, with volunteer mentors run by
professionals. The reason why it’s called PROMISEworks is because
the promise is that a mentor will be with a
young person for a minimum of two years.
And the second part – “works” – is because
it works.  The mentoring process is based
on attachment theory, the idea that human
beings are likely to be more stable in their
lives if they have a solid, sound, loving
relationship from birth onwards. They build
attachments very quickly. But with
youngsters who end up at the attention of
the authorities, the interventions provided
are not long-term because of the constraints on the system. Social
workers give of their best but there are too few of them, they are
underpaid and under-resourced. There’s high staff turnover so
interventions are not long-term and yet what is needed when you
have a young person who is stressed is a long-term relationship.
Our volunteer mentors go through an intensive training
programme and then they are matched by our professional team
to people who have been referred by social services or the school
or the police or some other agency as somebody who needs this
type of support in the medium to long term. Most mentors meet
with their mentees once a week.
What’s been the impact of the Covid pandemic on the
charity’s work?
RP: We’ve been affected both operationally and in terms of
increased demand. We were really worried when we entered
lockdown in March last year with 85 mentee/mentor relationships
that we would lose a lot of them because physical presence is
vitally important. But we managed to get through it with other

forms of communication. And after the first lockdown, with
changed regulations, we have kept meeting face to face unless
people in higher risk groups wanted to meet virtually. What we
couldn’t do was much training; people would ask why not train
online and the answer is that the suitability of a person for the
volunteer mentor role can only be judged by personal interaction
and observation. So we go through very strong vetting processes
and when people are being trained they are being watched the
whole time – body language, words, attitudes, everything is being
assessed. We’ve had to stop taking referrals because we couldn’t
match mentors to mentees if we couldn’t train and we now have
125 waiting. The good news is that, following the recent
announcements, we’re planning to resume training in early April.
You have spent a substantial part of your working life abroad
and in London, why did you settle here for good? What do
you particularly like about Somerset?
RP: It’s a beautiful county in terms of its geography, appearance

and the variety of scenery. But the real point is I
am a West Country man by background. I was
born in London but my family on my father’s side
have farmed in Somerset since the middle of the
19th century and my heart is here. I went to school
here, my children were educated here, so it wasn’t
difficult to come back to Somerset. One of the
things that really attracts us to this area are the
people. Just open-hearted, good natured, polite,
they take you at face value. It’s not the size of
your motor car, it’s what are you as a person. And

it means that we have been able to build a friendship group across
the entire spectrum and it has really enriched our lives.
And is there one thing you particularly dislike or would most
like to change?
RP: The internet. This is a personal concern for us in
Baltonsborough, though I have been fortunate to be able to install
satellite communication in order to get some semblance of a
reliable signal.  But the issue is that really the county’s still vastly
underserved. If you go to some of the more challenged areas in
West Somerset there are villages that don’t have any
communication other than the telephone. This actually circles back
to PROMISEworks because there are children and young adults
who haven’t got proper access to the internet and who then can’t
benefit as much as they should from distance schooling. So this is
one thing I particularly don’t like about Somerset - not just because
I struggle but because a lot of people are struggling.
For more information about PROMISEworks, see
https://www.promiseworks.org.uk/
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