Community Cohesion

· The pendulum seems to have swung from one end to another with little warning. Twenty years ago we were told `there is no such thing as society', now we are being told all policies and initiatives have to be measured against `community cohesion'. We need to interrogate this new mantra, like the previous one, with rigour. Where does it come from? Why now? What are its implications for us? And by `us' I mean all of us. 
· BECON, the Black Minority Ethnic Network for the North East Region, has been established to facilitate black voluntary and community groups having a voice in local, regional and national policy and practice. This has wide implications. Our concern is for all who experience disadvantage and discrimination and I quote …Our concern is also for the whole society, of which we are a part for there is nothing whether it be rural policy, transport policy which does not affect us and to which we can not/do not contribute. And the well-being of the black voluntary and community sector impacts on the whole as this is a source of delivery delivery, mental well-being and civic engagement for many. So I am looking from the perspective of BECON, at the implications for us all.

· It is obvious, at one level, that the disturbances in Oldham, Burnley, Bradford has led to this new direction. These have been said to be the worst distubances in twenty years. But we have had many other disturbances, the first ones where black people were attacked was our local one, in 1919 in South Shields, others followed Notting Hill Gate, Nottingham, Cardiff, Bristol, Brixton, Liverpool. Outcomes have been very different, from nothing visible, to the establishment of Notting Hill Carnival by the Caribbean population of Notting Hill, to the Scarman Enquiry which spoke of discrimination and disadvantage and avoided the word `institutional racism' to the more recent targetted area funding. But now we are being led down the road of `community cohesion' with little mention of racism and a secondary role given to targetting disadvantage or area funding.

· Nevertheless, the recognition of the importance of tackling poverty and deprivation for everyone is welcome as is the recognition of the need for transparency and simplicity of funding and `myth busting' i.e. clarity as to who is being funded and how this links into greater need, historical under-funding etc. My concern is that this major challenge forms a minor part of the Community Cohesion debate. 

· The major part of the recommendations is about `community cohesion', the grouping around common values. But which community are we talking about? Some years ago I foolishly typed community into the data base at Newcastle Library and was intrigued at the number of different meanings, about 180, and dismayed at the endless lists of references. I gave up exhausted and decided to use my own definition. The community that is being prioritised in the community cohesion debate is community of place with communities of interest based on ethnicity being explicitly relegated to the past. I would suggest that this is most unfortunate as it:

1. Firstly, suggests that these are competing rather than overlapping communities, rather like Tebbit's cricket test. The reality is that we all may have many overlapping communities of interests and communities of place and we need structures which can facilitate this harmoniously. For example, in the debate on regionalisation which is particularly current in the North East at present we may need to look at how we identify on a local, regional and national level and work this out constructively rather than competitively.

2. Secondly, Communities of interest whether based on ethnicity, gender, sexuality, workplace, profession, sport, hobby have an important social, emotional and mental health function and it is essential that they continue to be valued.

3. Finally, Communities of interest based on ethnicity are not a threat. They are a resource of strength for the group members. They can provide the rehearsal space to enable them to play their part in other communities, and have that voice on a local, regional and national level, which is where BECON comes in. They can enable members to maintain some distinctiveness of culture which can enrich both the group and the whole, and we can see how this is being utilized in Newcastle/Gateshead Capital of Culture Bid. They are particularly important for newer communities as they `find their feet' in the wider picture and for communities who experience exclusion and discrimination. Community Cohesion must value all communities.

I would next like to discuss `cohesion around common values'. It is clear that no community whether of place or interest is completely cohesive for any length of time. And this may not be a bad thing, a cohesive community can be an oppressive community, united by a common scapegoat, an external common enemy or sometimes by a temporary celebration.  This is rarely as cohesive in reality as it is sometimes described, for example the notion of cohesive Britain under the Blitz has been challenged as has the notion that all German society was cohesive in its anti-semitism. How cohesive were we at the Jubilee Celebrations? We need to ensure cohesion in any of our communities is not bought at the expense of external or internal scapegoats (Iraquis, single mothers, women,  Muslims, youth, asylum seekers, hostels for those experiencing mental distress)  and that cohesion is not rigidly imposed.

We need to be careful about the `common values'. The documents talk about the need for an open debate on this. Yet it makes assumptions e.g. that moving away from cultural identities is good, that minority groups need to stop colluding with criminality (when it is the African Caribbean parents of Brixton who have been one of the most vociferous challengers of the reduction of drug penalties) that equality for women need to be imposed on minority groups (India has a higher proportion of women delegates in Parliament than Britain and laws to arrive at a better representation at every level). We need to recognise the common values we do share (ask Northumbria Police which sections of the community are most law abiding) and celebrate this. We need to be open to these common values developing in ways that are influenced by us all Diversity of culture is not something that is paid lip service to and brought out on stage a few times a year, it can enrich us all everyday. I was fortunate to be involved in a series of lively discussions during my six hours at a hair dresser in Trinidad recently. During one, a woman recounted her experience on a bus in Toronto where she insisted on greeting and saying goodbye to the driver and challenged other travellers as to how she could tell they were not bandits if they kept their faces hidden behind newspapers! She was seeking to have her culture recognised in a public space and maybe more communication and dialogue will benefit all the Canadian community's mental health. How can the values in our public life be enriched by different cultures or is this a no go area?

The Community Cohesion Agenda has challenged segregation and has prioritised cross-cultural exchange. Segregation by ethnicity as by class has always existed in Britain and the role of housing policy in this has been noted since the 1980's while  cross-cultural exchange has been promoted since the establishment of the Community Relations Councils in the 1960's and 1970's. This is not new. Nevertheless enforced segregation must be eliminated by tackling poverty, deprivation, housing and education policies and opportunities for cross-cultural communication facilitated. But this needs to be in terms of equality and enrichment rather than breaking down communities of interest. In order to move cross-cultural exchange away from suspicion or the 3S's `saris, steelband and samosas' and towards greater cohesion a common interest/cause or activity must be self-selected and skilled facilitation to ensure mutual respect and the busting of negative myths provided, as indicated in Andy Gibson's evaluation of the Community Cohesion initiatives in the North East in Summer 2002. This facilitation of opportunities for breaking down of barriers is required not only between ethnic groups but within ethnic groups, across and within generations, neighbourhoods etc. But here we are talking about opportunities being provided, rather than cohesion being mandated.

Cohesion, a `sense of belomging' can not be furthered unless inequalities are challenged and histories of conflict faced. We need to learn from Kosovo where there was little segregation but histories of conflict. It is the recognition of historical inequalities, the reduction of current inequality, of poverty, of racism, of racial harassment, of ageism, disablism, heterosexism etc which facilitates communities of interest in engaging more fully with the wider society (we need to recognise that despite these barriers some of the black minority ethnic communities have always engaged disproportionately e.g. in joining trade unions, in coming forward to foster and adopt).  We welcome the inclusion of fair employment practice, role models, diversity training in the community cohesion debate but would like to see equality centre stage. Equality is the twin of community cohesion and community cohesion without equality is a scary and oppressive idea.

We therefore urge that our practice of community cohesion is based on:

· The prioritisation of equality including race equality in practice not policy statements only

· Robust tackling of poverty and deprivation for every community, for every area

· Targetting resources at communities of interest and areas which are most vulnerable and explaining clearly to all the history and the need

· Providing opportunities for communities within and between ethnicity, generation, area to come together on a common self-selected cause and activity in an atmosphere of equality and respect

· Valuing all communities and building on the common values of our overlapping communities

· Enabling all communities to participate in and contribute to the public design.

· Recognising that community cohesion is a process and that complete community cohesion is neither desirable nor attainable.

I would like to end by drawing your attention to The Parekh Report: The Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain, most particularly pages 48-56 which conclude: `Britain needs to be `One Nation' but understood as a community of communities and a community of citizens, not a place of oppressive uniformity based on a single substantive culture. Cohesion derives fron widespread commitment to certain core values: equality and fairness; dialogue and consultation; toleration, compromise and accommodation; recognition and respect for diversity; and-by no means least-determination to eliminate and confront racism and xenophobia.'

