Issue paper 3 - MOBILISING COMMUNITIES
BACKGROUND

What’s changed? Everything’s changed! He’s changed my life  (Parent)

The idea of Community Mobilisers (CMs) came about because the MK Children’s Fund wanted to develop and enhance long term preventive services with local communities. Cuts in national funding meant we could only afford 8 rather than 13 CMs. It led to the exclusion of the high need areas in West Bletchley. The present 8 CMs are in: the Lakes Estate; Central Bletchley; Tinkers Bridge; Fishermead; Greenleys area; Wolverton; Fullers Slade Area and Bradville North (Kingsfold, Crispin Road & Harrowden).

THE JOB

Soup kitchen culture is when you just lay everything out for people. …The Mobiliser doesn’t do that. He makes people take responsibility. But its hard work  (Employee of another agency)

CMs are a commissioned service run by MK Council for Voluntary Organisations.  All 8 CMs work from primary schools. They often use supporting or starting a service as both a purpose and a context for their work.  However they are not just activity workers. The main focus of their work is to engage and mobilise children and young people (cyp), their families and organisations in their neighbourhood. This could mean helping people to rescue a failing breakfast club or start a new one; initiating training courses to skill up parents who want to run a community play scheme; setting up a local drop-in; helping to plan a winter festival or assisting cyp, parents and local workers who want to make their neighbourhood a healthier and safer place to live.

 He has got us involved with some great stuff and it costs almost nothing. Simple. They love it.  (Parent)

CMs engage with cyp and families in two main ways: by having a regular presence in their neighbourhood (particularly in school). Via Local Action Groups they have established a forum where cyp and families can bring problems, ideas and consult on proposals about how to spend their local activity budget - now £5,000. 

ISSUES 

Before the new drop in opened I used to stay indoors. Now I am involved in so much of what goes on and I can’t believe it.  

1. Having workers on the ground has meant that people have readily made use of the CMs to help them to make their neighbourhood a better place to live. This is done by enhancing or developing preventive services or more indirectly, by encouraging them to become active citizens.  For cyp this approach is likely to show long term returns for a generation who grow-up assuming they can change things and have a right to be involved and to be heard.

 2. CMs have been able to reach and engage people who would not normally get involved in their community because of the informality of their approach.  Sometimes this has caused tensions with traditionally active people but in the longer term has resulted in more vibrant neighbourhood democracy.  

 3. CMs have become involved with a wide number of issues that concern cyp, families and other workers, ranging from fear of crime and housing conditions to dental health and lack of safe places to play. They are in the widest sense public health engagement workers. 

4. The work of mobilising communities is long term work. Historically it is now appreciated that much of the social development work of the MK Development Corporation was compromised because workers were withdrawn from high need estates when physical rather than social development was complete. With this lesson in mind, CMs will be needed long after the CF Programme winds up in April 2008. There is also a strong argument for using the CM model in the next phase of MK expansion.

5. West Bletchley remains a high need area that should be re included in the CM Programme.

OUTCOMES 

The CM Service has demonstrated the neighbourhood is an effective point from which to deliver preventive services.

1142 different individual activities were arranged …. over 2000 cyp and their families were engaged  (CM Manager’s Report April 2007)

The CM Service can already demonstrate practical outcomes such as the range of services now available to cyp and their families, the number of new community organisations and the level of community involvement. From these we can reasonably hypothesise related outcomes.  For example more activity for cyp will lead to better occupied and focused young people less likely to get into legal trouble.  More parents actively involved in the life of their child’s primary school should lead to better SAT1 & 2 results.

 No one else is doing this work. For us it’s good value. It makes sense to support it  (Chair of Town Council)

Because of the long term nature of this work we cannot at this time claim a direct causal relationship between community mobilisations and longer term outcomes. What we can show is concrete outputs, active community involvement and widespread support from statutory and voluntary organisations.

