74.
SOCIAL  COHESION

PROPOSED RESOLUTION

The Conference 

· notes the recommendations of the report of the Commission on Integration and Cohesion, “Our Shared Future”; 

· affirms the good work already being done by many Methodists to bring about integration and cohesion within their communities and in society as a whole;

· calls on Districts, Circuits, Churches, individual Church Members and the Connexional Team to consider prayerfully what further action they can take to play their part in reducing the tensions in society and building social cohesion by supporting and initiating community development and action for justice in order to reach out to those excluded from society for whatever reason. 

BACKGROUND PAPER

Introduction

How should we live together? How can we create a society where everyone can thrive, and where no-one is alienated by virtue of their race, faith, nationality, economic standing or health?  How do we deal with difference?  These questions are particularly relevant at a time when our society is more multicultural, where overall we are more prosperous but many still live in poverty, and where faith is increasingly becoming an issue of identity and controversy.  

The Methodist Church has always made a distinctive contribution to public life.  During the debate on social cohesion members of Conference are invited to share how 

these issues are being addressed in their communities and to suggest ways in which we can continue to support the building of integration and cohesion in our society.  

This paper offers a brief outline of the policy context of the debate and some of the aspects of failures in cohesion in our society.  

Policy Context 

The Government’s Commission on Integration and Cohesion has just published its report into “how local areas can make the most of diversity while being able to respond to the tensions it may cause”. The Methodist Church, together with the Baptist Union of Great Britain and the United Reformed Church, conducted a consultation among members and made submissions to the Commission.  The submissions can be found at www.jointpublicissues.org.uk 

The Commission’s report, published on 14 July, recognises that both national belonging and local processes and institutions are important; that “shared futures” are needed if diversity is not to divide; and mutual hospitality between different groups is crucial.  Amongst its recommendations were:

· strengthened roles for local authorities in understanding tensions and acting strategically, including “myth busting”;

· new duties on political parties to promote good race relations;

· a new programme of voluntary service for young people linked to local citizenship;

· a new national body to manage the integration of new migrants;

· increased co-operation between faith communities, statutory bodies and other agencies;

· a presumption against providing funding  to single identity (or ethnic or religious) groups, but instead funding groups working together to promote cohesion.

This is a comprehensive report which reflects many of the churches’ concerns, although it does not recognise either the role of faith in people’s identities or the contribution of faith communities to building social cohesion. The Commission’s report will now be considered by the Department for Communities and Local Government.

Social Context

Below are outlined some of the aspects of inequality and lack of cohesion highlighted in the consultation within the churches.  

A
Faith

Faith plays an important part in both a person's and a community's identity. Some in local and national government increasingly recognise this, though many others do not. Many people also, whether they have a faith or not, are unaware of the diversity within each religion or what people of faith (apart from one's own) actually believe. All Muslims, for instance, risk being branded extremist because of the actions of a small minority in the attacks of 9/11 and 7/7. This ignorance occasionally leads to violent attacks on people considered 'other'; more often it leads to stereotyping, suspicion, and the spiritual and physical separation of communities.

B
Race

The anniversary of Abolition of the Slave Trade Act reminds us that the attitudes which led to slavery still poison our society.  Rather than welcoming difference, upholding 

equality and celebrating diversity, some people show their fear of difference through the racism, lack of respect and discrimination faced by people of a minority ethnic background. This includes individual experiences of racist violence or behaviour; differences in economic status, education, employment and housing; and the presence of institutional racism in parts of our public services.

C
Asylum and Immigration  
Asylum seekers claim asylum on the basis of persecution in their home country.  They are not permitted to work in the UK until their claim has been accepted, but do receive social security payments. If their claim is rejected, these are withdrawn and they are left destitute.  Perceptions, false, but fuelled by the popular press, of “hordes” of asylum seekers mean that they are vulnerable to discrimination and attacks.

Immigrants come to the UK in search of work and a better life for themselves and their families.  Low unemployment rates mean that our society would not function without immigrant workers; according to Liam Byrne MP, the Minister for Immigration, immigrants are important for our economy
.  Nevertheless, many of those born in the UK, especially those in cities, feel threatened by the changes taking place as our society becomes more multi-national.

Some would-be immigrants fall victim to traffickers, and end up exploited as sex workers or domestic servants.  Others, recruited by gangmasters to do agricultural work, find that they earn very little money because of deductions from their low wages for expenses - for example, the provision of often substandard accommodation.

D
Wealth 

One in five people in the UK live below the poverty line
.  Although many children have been moved out of poverty over the past few years, too many families and single people struggle financially, taking on two or even three jobs at the minimum wage yet still unable to afford what most would regard as the basic necessities of life.  This is compounded by the high cost of housing which impacts on both urban and rural communities.  Although unemployment is low, high numbers of people are on incapacity benefit, leading to a double alienation on the basis of physical or mental health as well as poverty.

There have been high levels of investment in poorer communities, in buildings infrastructure and support programmes such as Sure Start.  Whilst this is welcome, many people still feel excluded from decision-making in their communities.

E
Extremism

There has been a growth in “extremism” which works against an integrated and cohesive society.  Parties such as the British National Party have drawn on concerns about change and alienation, as well as a racist undercurrent, to push policies which promote racial and religious divisions.  Islamic extremism has multiple causes but is fed particularly by non-mainstream interpretations of certain verses of the Qur'an and by the impact of UK foreign policy

Divisions in our society can be fuelled by the media using language which distorts or alienates particular groups: for example “an invasion” of asylum seekers; “Muslim bombers”; “benefit scroungers”; and “black gangs”. 

Conclusion

As the Methodist, Baptist and URC response to the Commission on Integration and Cohesion showed, many churches across the country are deeply aware of the fractures in our society and the causes of dis-integration.  But they are also actively trying to find ways to build understanding and improve cohesion – by practical projects providing support to vulnerable people or those experiencing poverty, the promotion of inter faith dialogue, and campaigning work against extremism and racism.  

Members of Conference have the opportunity in this debate to reflect on the state of cohesion in our society, to give examples of action taken by churches and communities, and to shape the response of the Methodist Church in the future.

The Conference adopted the Motion.

� Speech to KPMG 4 June 2007 http://press.homeoffice.gov.uk/Speeches/sp-lb-kmpg-040607


� Poverty is measured here as below 60 per cent of contemporary median net disposable income.  Figure is for 2005-06; http://www.poverty.org.uk/01/index.shtml
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