
36.
Youth Participation Strategy - recommendations from the Strategy and Resources Committee

Introduction

1.
The Methodist Council and the Strategy and Resources Committee (SRC) have given consideration to the financial and practical implications of the Youth Participation Strategy proposals (Agenda Section 35).  The Methodist Council asked the SRC to give further thought as to how to respond to the proposals.  

Reflections by the SRC

2.
The SRC notes that the significant policy emphasis in the Team Focus proposals on work with the Under 19s is imaginative outreach to children and young people who have no connections to a Christian Church (see Agenda, Section 36B).  The SRC acknowledges that the aspirations of Charter 95 have not been achieved and accepts many of the criticisms that have been made concerning the way in which the Youth Conference has operated in the past.
3.
The SRC is committed to the principle of participation.  It affirms the initiative and commitment of the young people who have developed the proposed Youth Participation Strategy that is before the Conference, but recognises that one unfortunate consequence of the decline in Methodist Youth work is that the numbers with whom we are in contact, particularly in their early 20s, are now very small.  It is important to recognise that it will take time to build numbers in order to make the strategy fulfil its potential – although it will hopefully itself facilitate that growth.

4.
The Council and the SRC noted the likely financial implications of the strategy that has been proposed – it would amount to something over £500,000 each year (i.e. £2.5 to 3 million over five years) - see Agenda, Section 36A.  There are concerns,  not about whether the money can be found, but about whether it is wise to commit such a large sum to a scheme which is untested.

5.
The Filter Panel also considered the proposals from the Youth Conference and expressed a number of reservations about them.  In partial response to this, the SRC notes that there are other models of youth participation to the one proposed, and that agencies such as NCH and Barnardo’s have considerable experience upon which it would be wise to draw.  It therefore recommends that, in establishing a strategy, appropriate learning from such sources is taken on board.

6.
The SRC recommends that a Youth Participation strategy should focus on:

(a) participation in some appropriate form of Christian discipleship and ‘church’ by U19s who do not relate to the traditional Church;

(b) effective participation by U19s across the age range, from young children to late teenagers (this would imply that the workers employed would be working with a wider age range than just teenagers);

(c) in addition, though in a minor key, developing greater participation at all levels of the connexion by children and young people who relate to the traditional Church;

(d) participation by ethnic minority and impaired/disabled U19s.  (This could be developed in such a way as to illuminate comparable challenges in improving participation in the Church by other groups (adults as well as U19s) who are underrepresented (ethnic minorities, people with impairments/disabilities, women in leadership).)

Such a strategy would be an appropriate response to the challenges that the Church faces and would cohere with the wider Team Focus proposals.

7.
In setting up such a strategy, clear, realistic and measurable objectives should be established at the outset in order that its effectiveness could be gauged.  The objectives should include clear targets in relation to evangelism, discipleship and making a positive difference to the circumstances in which young people live.  There should also be measurable benefits for the wider Church.   It is important that evaluation against such objectives is carried out on a regular basis, with a modest evaluation at least annually and a more thorough review after 3-4 years, so that any necessary changes can be introduced in a timely way.

8.
It is vital to the success of any participation strategy that it does not take place in isolation from ‘the wider Church, as has been the tendency in the past.  The professional workers will need to do much of their work with adults in the Church in order to facilitate participation in many areas of the Church’s life – they will need to be able to advocate youth participation on the basis of the contribution it can make to furthering the Church’s mission and ministry.  They will need to work collaboratively with the District Development Enablers (if that scheme goes ahead), chaplains and others to build capacity, models of good practice and to release resources.

Conclusions

9.
The SRC recognises the substantial work that has been undertaken by the Youth Conference in developing the Youth Participation Strategy, and that they have achieved a wide degree of ownership amongst the young people who are involved in the current structures.   It believes that the proposals encapsulate many important insights and are based upon models of good practice from other contexts.  However, it does not feel able to recommend that the Conference accept the proposals in their entirety in their present form.

10.
The SRC believes, in particular, that:

i) There need to be clearer, mission-based objectives established from the outset;

ii) The strategy must include ways of developing in the Church appropriate models of participation for younger children as well as teenagers and those in their early 20s;

iii) There must be clearer collaboration and sharing of learning from our ecumenical partners and other agencies working with children and young people.

11.
The SRC is confident that, given careful work in the coming year, a coherent, workable and persuasive strategy can be developed which the Conference can approve with greater confidence than is the case at present.  It therefore recommends that the Methodist Council work closely with the Youth Executive and Youth Conference to develop the proposals (including a clear statement of objectives) and to report to the Conference of 2008, with a view to implementation in 2008-09.

***RESOLUTION

36/1.
The Conference receives the report.
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