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A report of the day conference held on 19th January 2011
for church leaders across London
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Terry Drummond, on behalf of Mission in
Londonds Economy, the L
and the Diocese of Southwark Public Policy
Group, commissioned David Grimwood, of
Zedakah to arrange a conference on 19th
January 2011 for church leaders in London. The
purpose was to consider together the impact of
the Big Society, to discern whether it offers new The Minister, Andrew Stunell,
opportunities to churches: for practical action in addresses the conference.
our communities and neighbourhoods; for

mission and transformation; and to identify

action outcomes.

This report summarizes the contributions offered
during the day, and potential action outcomes for
churches in London.

The speakers:

Andrew Stunell , OBE, MP, Parliamentary Under Secretary of State at Communities and
Local Government, whose responsibilities include community cohesion, faiths and Big
Society

Jon Cruddas , MP for Dagenham and Rainham

Debra Allcock Tyler , Chief Executive of the Directory for Social Change, whose vision is
of an independent voluntary sector at the heart of social change

Tim Bissett , Chief Executive of the Church Urban Fund

Richard Farnell , Professor of Neighbourhood Regeneration at Coventry University and
Canon Theologian of Coventry Cathedral

Zedakah wishes to thank particularly Richard Farnell, who devised the consultation
guestions and led the first plenary discussion, the cafe consultation facilitators, Angus
Anderson who supplied extensive notes for this report, and John Beaumont who
managed the administration of the event.

All photos: David Grimwood
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The concept of the Big Society is one that seems to
have either captured the imagination or is seen to
be a euphemism and a cover for cuts to budgets of
Local Authorities and Third Sector organisations.
Like all big ideas it seems that the interpretation of
what it means is open to anyone who wants to
comment.
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The January 19" conference was conceived to be an opportunity for the churches in
London to give serious thought to both the concept and what it might mean for the work
of the church and organisations that are either a part of its wider ministry or working in
partnership with pan-London and local Christian groups.

The speakers offered key insights into the issues that were discussed in detail as the day
went on. The challenge that was most clearly articulated was the importance of ensuring
that whatever the outcome of the wider debates, the concept of Big Society does offer a
way of communities working together for the common good.

The impact of budget cuts cannot be underestimated and must be challenged, but it is of
equal importance that we all need to work together to build a society that is based on an
equitable sharing of resources. The challenge is for all those involved in the debate to
keep an open mind and enter into a dialogue, not of the deaf, but of those who are
prepared to listen and work together.

The conference met all its aims and more, and the discussions that are covered in this
report show that the challenge of interpreting what the Big Society can mean on the
ground was discussed in depth.

The issues of budget cuts with their knock-on effect for the community and voluntary
sector was recognised as being an area that needs serious consideration to ensure that
the most vulnerable in society are not cut off from services. The need for clarity on what
are the most appropriate type of services within communities is a challenge that must be
faced by all those who are responsible for services and the funding bodies.

A key issue for the churches in this debate is the importance of theological reflection on
what kind of society we want to be part of. The Big Society may in essence be what we
believe we have been working to create, but this must not become a cliché for saying we
are an example of what is expected. We do have a long history of service but the Big
Society will only be brought into existence if we can develop and build new alliances that
cross both religious and political boundaries.

In this report there is material that will assist in furthering the debate. While on the one
hand we are told that the concept of Big Society is dead, and on the other it is alive and
being developed, we need to ensure that we contribute to the debate as critical friends.
We need to ensure that the vision of the common good which is so central to Christian

faith 1 s reflected in the creation of t he

Terry Drummond, Chair of the Conference
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Summary Report
On 19th January 2011, a day conference was

Economy, London Churches Group and Southwark Diocese Public Policy Group. The
event was reported in The Tablet on 29th January 2011. The conference called for
churches to respond positively to the opportunities emerging from the Big Society while

holding firm to their values of faith and justice.

In the morning, participants heard from the speakers. The afternoon was given to table

discussions focused on
appropriate faith responses.

Andrew Stunell , Parliamentary Under
Secretary of State at Communities and
Local Government acknowledged the
positive contribution churches and faith
groups make to community flourishing. He
asked for help in identifying the barriers
that prevent local people engaging in their
neighbourhoods. He specifically invited
churches, communities and government to
work together.

Jon Cruddas , MP for Dagenham and
Rainham, welcomed the Big Society
moving political attention to concepts of
service and justice, but worried about the
negative impact on them of cuts in support
for local services and welfare.

Debra Allcock Tyler , Directory for Social
Change, challenged the churches and
faith groups to build on their long-term
involvement and hold firm to their values,
rather than fitting
agenda. OWe want to
and hope, and demonstrate trust backed
up with action..

Tim Bissett , Church Urban Fund, called
for attention to gathering evidence of need
so that our shared objectives can be
delivered at the local level.

Richard Farnell drew attention to the
relationship between the Big Society and
the public spending cuts. He noted that
church initiatives remain independent,
energised by belief, open to cautious
collaboration.

r

recent developments offered by the Government, with

Participants then worked on a series of
guestions prepared by Richard Farnell,
rooting t he
their local experience. Themes and
insights that emerged included:

Inequality : concerns were expressed
that the poorest and most vulnerable
communities will suffer the impact of
spending cuts to services and benefits,
but will also will be unable to take
advantage of Big Society opportunities.

Competition : devolving power to local
communities will lead to competition
between communities and between
charities. The loss of strategic planning
threatens flourishing communities.

Responsibility : while localism is offering
rights to local people, those rights need
to be exercised with responsibility.

Gaparily - churches gegd, 1g P&, TRAlISG o
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us, yet there are ways of engaging with
and shaping the changing nature of our
communities and decision-making.

Confidence in our faith : we need to
engage with the political agenda, but hold
our faith values, promoting their
importance so that politicians hear our
stories and actions.

Action : these reflections led to a number
of possible actions to be taken by
churches, to enable a response to the
Big Society reflecting the faith values and
experience of churches grounded in
Londonb6és communi ti

es.
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Best placed to bring people together

Andrew Stunell opened the conference
by pointing out that although Big Society
is a new label, it restates long standing
core values for Liberal Democrats. Many
communities are and have been Big
Society for a long time.

Same opportunities

The Coalition Government is not claiming
that there has been no Big Society, but
wants to ensure every neighbourhood
has the same opportunity. The Localism
Bill will bring about the biggest ever
transfer of power out of Whitehall to local
government and communities. Localised
decision making implies both
responsibility and capacity. Many
communities have struggled, and are not
flourishing. Faith, especially Christian

faith, fills the
communiti eso, provi di
people. The approach of faith

communities is outward looking, looking
for engagement with the community, and
community activists are very often drawn
from churches.

Removing barriers

Central government is not always the
problem. We have to ask ourselves:
60 What actually ar e
presumed rules that stop us doing what
we want to do that makes sense in our
| ocal séMrti rsg udmel |
are the barriers
people to let him know and his
Department would see what could be
done to remove unnecessary red tape or
legislation that projects currently face,
which are likely to be common among all
faith-based community projects.

Sharing resources
The Minister felt that we have to get out

of 6coll ective bubbl
departmental and professional silos that

ar e too of ten driven
idead and that

working collectively together and from
sharing experience. When we look
around, we often discover somebody

gap

sto

else is working in the same area. There
is a lot of scope for working together for
effective communities, as we often want
to solve the same problems. The key
issue is how to galvanise and focus the
core assets in any community. Can we
do more to share practice, resources,
buildings and volunteers?

Churches as catalysts

Churches and other religious
establishments do a huge amount to
improve neighbourhoods and support
vulnerable people. They often have a
better reach into communities than other
organisations, with strong networks on
the ground and a significant presence at
the heart of their neighbourhood. This
means they are often best placed to bring
local peoplé together ¥ gb any religiousor
aultyral baakgrdurdd i- and work vatm tdem
to achieve common goals.

Cuts

The Mininster felt that he needed to
confront the argument that Big Society is
about masking cuts. The current gap
between public costs and income stands
at £150bn, and the Coalition Government
is dealing with that. But it is also
tlamrehingb the trander of pamverd and
devolution.

S |EI tg%d_|scu33|\%nhth§1ttfollowed, Mr.Stunell

clJlnF]ed' out g\t uthg (s)calti_'oé theI rendl\J/ctliop
in' local go?fernme‘nt settlement needs to
be kept in perspective. The range of cuts
varies in the first year from 1.2% to a
maximum of 8.9%. No Local Authority
should be cutting the Third Sector by
more than their particular settlement rate.

In response to a question about housing
benefit, he recognised there are major
issues involved, and the issue is tstill very
€5,0. .meanlgg pe

much” ih review and undef consultation.
F%irness is.a key issue and there has to
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New centre ground in politics

Jon Cruddas began with three points.
The Big Society could be the new big

idea and terrain of political debate,
declaring himself a big fan. Secondly, his
own Irish Catholic working-class
background led to a sense of obligation,
contribution and duty, a deep
communitarian disposition and religious
senti ment . Thirdly,
of cheap housing raised key issues off
the government

State versus the ordinary

Big Society is really a Labour idea that
should have been introduced by his
government at a time of plenty. Instead,
Labour in power became increasingly
statist and centralist, moving away from
community development. Jon referred to
Raymond Williams, academic writer of
the New Left, and the importance of
Opolitics grounded
Big Society could address this by being
the cornerstone of the new politics, the
new centre ground.

Rapid changes

His practical experience as MP for
Barking and Dagenham revealed the
changes underway in our society have
been of such a scale, and occurred so
quickly, that they have been out of view

radar .

i nHiddehideology di nar y 6.

of the state. The changes have been
created by the influx of people which has
transformed the character of the area, in
demography, colour and particularly
housing, and put pressure on affordable
owned and socially rented housing.

He noted that the
and centred in navi
these extreme changes. Faith based
communities have been fundamental in
holding the community together.

churc
gat.i

Release of virtue

Mr. Cruddas recommended Jesse

Nor manos new book 6The
and noted that Labour is now talking
about the 6Good Society
movi ng away from t he
materialism of neo-l i ber al CONSUME

with its empty view of humanity. Big

Society emphasises the recent lack of

warmth in the public sector, and returns

to the understanding of what is our

common life; not our separate and self

centred identities, but a renewed
understanding of Socr at
about the oO0release of \
rr]nateria‘li:r‘m Stosundgrﬁira th%:1 %otsiogsnog o
duefy, o%liga ion and Service.

Qlust priorities

How do we create just institutions? More
and more people, and intermediary
bodies, are struggling, and the safety net

is being withdrawn. Where are our
priorittes T welfare or banks? Mr.
Cruddas disagreed with the Minister
about the spending cuts, declaring that
the axe will make Big Society less
achievable.

The
He respected the government for its
radical policy, but in the present context

of recession, uncertain employment and
public service cuts, he expressed
concern about the impact on the ground,
and wondered whether this is a vehicle
for unfinished Thatcherite business. The
most vulnerable are likely to be affected
the most and dispossessed, such as
with the use of words |



Challenging stereotypes

In response to questions, Mr. Cruddas
worried about housing as a key issue.
The local private rented market has
established an O6arm
the market works and consequently
government housing policy has failed,
and with it consequential impacts upon
public health and education.

We need to conduct the debate free from
stereotypes. A very few feckless families

| oc gé&nar ohuenldp

do exist, but they are a tiny minority in
the growing numbers of ordinary hard
working families that are under real
strain. They are seeking ever more

surgery, from the churches and
elsewhere. It is seen in increasing
numbers of people with mental health
problems. People feel they are being cut
adrift, and the demonization of those with
real problems, will make the situation
very much worse.

This is the time to shape the agenda

Debra Allcock Tyler
Society is a concept not a proposal, and
unlike poverty there is no way of seeing it
once it is there. How does the Big
Society avoid becoming the middle class

noted that the Big

watchword for 6do

Staying true

One difficulty if the Big Society is to play
a major rol e is
austerity programme means cuts are
made to grants for the very organisations
that could deliver the Big Society. But this
could also be a silver lining for voluntary,
charity and faith-based organisations.
Where the sector has gone off course
over recent years is in seeking to deliver

a political agenda. Recipients of
government money often lose their
i ndependent Voi ce.

voice back, carry on doing what we have
been doing well and stay true to what we

goo

t hat

do. The politicians have just taken our

i dea. 6

Language traps

There are real traps in the language in
which this is all conducted, so we make
real not illusory changes. The issue has
to go beyond changes of badge. We
need to be careful to avoid knee-jerk
reactions, particularly of cynicism to
politicians in general (though a few might
deserve it).

Respectful consideration

The changes necessary require real
leadership. Whilst we may agree or
disagree with particular prescriptions,
values really do lie at the heart of it and
we need to have a debate based on
respectful consideration, not fevered
prejudice. We need to be thinking of
creating the Big Society as an

Cin,ternalisAed cultural norm (like queuing).

Ihnn9P?actical t er ms
responsibility, asking what you can give
and how you can

Finbilh & tru&Ride® F N Ment os

The real challenge of the Big Society is
not its vagueness, but that its creation is
competing with government spending
cuts. But when the money stops, the
thinking must start and faith groups can
find their true voice and overcome their
|l ack of confidence.
when we can take the agenda, this is it.
We give mare bang for our buck than

6 W&ove?hﬁle%tdor bhisfhess? Vi hav8 IHIE to

learn from them, other than often how not
to do somethingo.
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Knowing people by name
Jargon can distort our thinking and

action. An exampl e
descri bed as
will expect a return. Would not the

6transactionbd
expressed in terms
about the way that participants are
enabled? We have also to think how the
Obeneficiaryo has S i
customer 0. The l angu
refers to consumers of services, but we
know them by their names.

The keys to the roles of the community
sector are love, hope and charity,
founded on trust.

People not processes
In the discussion Ms Tyler said the issues

i %0 bewaddzessed @mg inot aboug f@rice,i bst
0i nvest mabout @eoplea Apptopriatas guhdingv s

necessary to deliver the holistic solutions

nar r at itvaethe Hheed Sectorcistherd ® fprovade.
o fThis dneamss wei should lgedplacindy mucm g

greater emphasis on grants rather than
department al silo
pngrurgment b rocessee  Public hSector
tungders hawve resottesl i ton dsesucratic
approaches to procurement,
deconstructing real life needs in a search
for 6evidenced that [
avoiding the issue, which she described
as EBO (6evidence
obviousd) , giving
example.

6ser
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Grave & fundamental injustice

Richard Farnell considered that if the
Big Society is abstracted from the context
of cuts, there is a great deal to be built
upon: mutuality, volunteering and
neighbouring. Core needs are actually
plural and interrelated, requiring us to
relate solutions to the nature of causes.
Research into faith-based social action
has revealed networks of inter-personal
care, welfare services, partnerships and
awareness of the need to address power
and politics. Church initiatives are
characterised by organisational
independence, motivated by belief, with a
willingness to collaborate hedged with a
resistance to co-option.

What lens do we use?

Big Society of course cannot be
abstracted from the context, which
determines its meaning and significance.
Through what lens do we view the Big
Society? Dr. Farnell suggested
inequality, individualism and
consumerism. Aspirations towards the
Big Society seem frail compared with the
dominance of neo-liberalism, and its
emphasis on the primacy of individual
solutions, consumption and
consumerism, and the abandonment of
communal obligation.

Good news of the Kingdom

Against this, we should set our belief in

the nature of the church, which includes

good news of the Kingdom coming and
Godds wi ||l being done.
published 25 years ago, presented the
6grave and fundament a
perceived in the Urban Priority Areas of
the early 1980s and condoned by
6comfortable Britai
globalisation, migration, gentrification and
economic growth has produced a much
more complex context i economy and
politics has moved on.

no.

Our challenge

How can we work against
fundament al i njusticedod
20117
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Tim Bisset noted that
the Big Society is a
values-led policy
invitation, a
prospective marriage
between the Public
and Third Sectors. He
summarised it as
something old: things
we have always done;
something new: being alive to the new
challenges and new ways of doing
things; something borrowed: learning
from each other; and something....

A plenary discussion

Churches have to develop effective
understanding of the nature of risk as
against recklessness. There are real
iIssues about avoiding bureaucracy.
While stories are good, evidence is
better, and provides a much stronger
foundation for pursuing our shared
objectives of liberation, hope and love.

i The key issues are building services

around understanding of the relational
impact of need and intended
outcomes, and a focus on the grass
roots for delivery.

followed the speakers, during the following

points were raised in buzz groups:

Hard times

Justice is relatively easy to promote
when we are economically comfortable.
The current economic situation appears
to offer no choice, but there are choices
about the effects on the poor. How will
the Big Society deal with the increasing
numbers of homeless and vulnerable and
disabled people?

How local is local?

Who determines how big or small, place
related or virtual a community can be?
The Government sees the local

authorities as 6l ocal

neighbourhood, where we know people
by name. Empowering people may lead
to conflict, and an empowered
neighbourhood may be in conflict with the
Local Authority.

Changing landscape

We are in a transition process, and the
Big Society landscape will change. There
has to be demonstrable social justice
delivered through the Big Society.

Competition

Competitive tendering is not competitive
because the rules exclude the Third
Sector from participating. There is
tension between sources of money,
between grants for social action and
grants for mission.

Hidden agenda

People are cynical and increasingly alive
to political hidden agenda. For example,
when originally introduced Sunday
trading was to be implemented on the
basis of the voluntary participation of
shop workers, though in practice this has
become compulsory.

Hard pressed

A difficulty for implementing the Big
Society is the lack of consistency and
stability as people are increasingly
mobile. More and more people are being

denied tha bppodunity ¢to dakedbpartniretlaen s

Big Society through pressure on their
jobs and a fall in basic household
income.

Volunteering

We may score well with volunteering, but
not with engaging with the centres of
power. There needs to be further
changes in the law, such as relating to
union action, as the issues are around
class and power. Even so , where is the
channel or voice for volunteering? How
do any of us become volunteers? How do
| choose something that will suit me,
obtain the appropriate training and
navigate the CRB / clearance process? A
preliminary answer offered was to
contact the local Council for Voluntary
Service.



In the afternoon, participants were invited to join a table group for thirty minutes, with time
to work on three of the seven tables. Each table had two questions, prepared by Richard
Farnell, one of which identified a major government theme, the second calling for
theologically informed actions. The views expressed and recorded are not all necessarily
consensual, but reflect individual responses and reflections.

Table 1 was facilitated by Barry Goodwin.

We live in an unequal society. Whose
interest do you prioritise?

What is our understanding of equal? What
does it look like? Why? Who are the poor?
How do you have a preference for the
poor? We prioritise the interests of those
who are being de-humanised and
alienated in retaining the truth of our bias
to the poor, such as refugees in our area
who are a large group and in need of
support. But how do we do it in practice?
Ask the privileged what they are willing to
give?

Too much is expected from the
institutional church while in reality the
church is declining. How do we deliver?
The clue to the answer may lie in the
experience of many multicultural urban
churches in London, where all of the
social issues and problems that we refer
to in society or in the community exist in
one congregation.

We <canodt tal k about
talk about the details and the injustice of
what should be changed. Identifying
priorities can cause tensions between the
church  community and the local
community around the church. The
tensi on bet ween
expectation and local aspirations leaves
the church &6 in the
to appeal to either.

i Aredr e ws 0ti uente @ $ s

The invitation is to co -operate with
government in meeting social need
because Owe are all
Followers of Christ are called to be
0sal't and | ighto.
roles be actioned?

We are not in this together. I am not a
Tory Etonian rich person who has been a
part of this agenda. In inviting us to co-
operate, surely the government needs to
join us in fulfilling the needs of society,
and helping it grow and flourish. A
relationship with people in power is
different from co-operating with them. How
do we avoid being co-opted? A middle
place is the place for the prophetic voice.

The group considered the nature of being
prophetic. It is about bringing a vision of
God into a place where there is no vision,
discerning what is important in this place
today and what God wants, focusing on

justice locally. This might be about
understanding the 1
money, spiritual, emotional. Being

prophetic means working within united
church understanding of nature, faith and
order, to which we are beholden for what
resources we can deploy. Yet currently,
values are propagated and received from
celebrities, and the elements of local
community, Local Authority and God, are
missing in the scheme of the Big Society.

bringing .chapge,  Apd; i kriggin It
r e | 1T s

End I?g t to ansyparticular neigh%ourhood,
it may be that God (rather than the devil)
is in the detail; it takes time and energy to

find out how to change things and to do it.

One clear action outcome is to respond to
what is stopping us from doing what is

Government. We need to make a list and
begin a dial ogue wi
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Table 2 was facilitated by Chris Price.

The narrative of neo -liberal economic It was felt that the Big Society discussion
management dominates political and, has been about the cuts, not about the Big
indeed, public thinking. Should this be Society, but there is a concern about
challenged? If so how? protecting the vulnerable.

The simpl e answer I John O yewvis Oprovides ta maodels but

suggested -ltihladr ab n eec ensufingithe Rappiness of members of a
resisted being 6managa®opérative or partnership is a challenge.

Most wealth is held by the few, and the The market needs to be built on a moral

benefits of 6trickl (?aSiﬁoaQPnBOt 8”0%‘%8%(ﬁ3c0§ th5re

not proven. However a range of views L]ntjllc\lllgiusl,'as C(zmrtnunlty values must be
were expressed about how to challenge €ld to be important.

this: How to challenge called for engagement
1 Pure free trade does not happen; with the Government to be ongoing not
TWe need to promote fair trade in the UK, jyst at elections. It requires using time
1 Should we tax people more? smartly to effect change where we can.

1 Is the State well managed? - Is it better

managed in the USA?

. . . What theological reflections help to

While some felt that there was inequality develop thinking and action in relation

of access to the Big Society, another view to 6the cutsaéo n Big So
o) i 0 er

a
was that you <can do | ocal i sméd whet
rich or poor, but the challenge is whether it As Christians, we exist for the whole
can be done together. world, and so the church should reach out

Social media are challenging neo-liberal and not just maintain itself.

economics, as they allow small  Three theological insights were noted:

organisations to act like big organisations. T Paul and his understand
Student protests, for example, were an of Christd

express_ion_of the B_ig Society.While online 1 The Trinity, and the relational activity
campaigning will become more between Father, Son and Holy Spirit

predominant, we need to identify what 1 And the story of Paul, Silas and the

levers of power need to be developed by jailer.

churches.
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