KEY FINDINGS





1.  Our research confirms that Faith Communities in England do have considerable resources, in terms of buildings, membership, staff and volunteers and in some cases finance which could be used more extensively for the common good. Many such groups and their resources are located in areas which are ripe for regeneration faith communities and are in an excellent geographical and social location to reach members of ethnic minority communities .In general Faith Communities do have a concern for the welfare of the whole community in which they are set,  and have already made considerable efforts to apply their resources for the benefit of the community.





2. The postal survey and the in-depth work reveal that most groups work hard but struggle to find funds. They cite factors such as poverty in the locality restricting their giving or charging base, and it being difficult to reach the initial take off point. Most of the money in faith based community projects comes from religious sources (on which over just half the projects in the postal survey draw) or charitable trusts. There  appears to be a wide gap between the culture of faith communities and that of statutory agencies and major secular funders, and some evidence that powerful individuals may be in a position where they can and do block funding to faith based projects.





3. The in-depth interviews and focus group discussions conducted show how the definitions of community development accepted in the profession are broadly shared by many Christians employed as community workers. As a result of this there are some significant examples of good practice 


in community development in faith based communities, and some 


growing understanding (sometimes slow learning) about principles and 


practice. However, at the same time there is some tension with traditional 


theologies and priorities in churches and faith communities





4. Faith communities traditionally feel more at ease with an informal relationship style of management, but that some of them are learning fast to be better equipped for a more “professional”  voluntary sector environment. The quest for a happy balance between informality, with good open personal relationships, and a competent management of the work and the workers is an important one for faith based community work. The development of the projects that we have studied suggest that capacity building initiatives are vital and appropriate skills can be acquired or transferred. The mentoring role of suitable agencies is appreciated by projects which are linked to them.





5. The evidence from both the postal survey and the in-depth fieldwork suggests a number of equal opportunity type issues remain problematic for certain faith communities, particularly those of an evangelical Christian variety . While such boundaries of faith and conscience continue to be significant it is unrealistic to expect faith communities to be at ease with the requirements of blanket or mechanistic equal opportunities statements.





6 In numerical terms our research shows that Christianity dominates the field of faith based community work, although we are also aware of an important and well established Jewish contribution. There is some evidence in our in-depth work that some groups in other faith communities are beginning to undertake well organised community work. All of the faith traditions in which we carried out work have spiritual, theological and value resources which can be applied in community work. However such progressive values are not shared universally or clearly across the whole of any faith community, and we discovered examples where they had been contested, and opposition to community work had come from co-believers as much as from unbelievers. Our research encountered many faith groups who believe that elements within the secular establishment are prejudiced against religion as a whole, and this mistrust mitigates against enthusiasm for and sometimes prevents partnership working.





7 The overall picture from our research is that most faith communities have a long history and a generic understanding of and response to needs in a community. Many faith based projects resist the notion of community work as a professional or specialist activity and seek to offer service which is informal, available and responsive whenever and however it is needed.





8. The evidence about monitoring and evaluation is that the majority of projects in our research understand the value of the process and do something to assess the impact of their work.	On the other hand a number of them do it reluctantly and do not own the evaluation process. For many, the most useful measure is felt to come from individual users voting with their feet and the feedback they give. 


	Many projects stressed the importance of telling and listening to stories. Change in individual lives is often valued more than high output numbers.





9 Thousands of volunteers each week to make a contribution to community life via faith based community projects. People of faith believe that their spiritual motivation provides and extra degree of commitment and perseverance in the community work they undertake, as well as a different quality of  care. However this may lead to problems such as burn-out of staff and tension between employees and volunteers.





10 There are many examples in our data where faith communities have become involved in wider partnerships and networks for the regeneration or general benefit of the whole community. In some cases they have taken a substantial role in proactive networking and partnership building, maximising the network or “social capital” resources they already possess. Some of this depends on the vision and drive of key individuals, perhaps a vicar, a community worker or a council officer who happens also to be active in a faith community. It is less common to find deep involvement in formal regeneration partnerships for the aims and visions of faith based community work only partially overlap with those of state sponsored regeneration initiatives,  and some feel positively excluded by the culture of such schemes, although very few see regeneration as conflicting  with their concerns.





11. The Shaftesbury Community Worker scheme is fulfilling a useful role in particular in the support and mentoring of the community workers who are employed, and in most of the established projects in positive outcomes from the work. There is some room for rationalisation in the structure of a diverse and complex set of relationships with churches, and need for a review of how funds are accessed and distributed in the scheme in a way that will best attract develop and retain high quality staff on a long term basis. 


KEY RECOMMENDATIONS





1 Policy makers and funders should not ignore the vast potential that faith communities have for involvement in regeneration, community development and other community based service provision. The DETR in particular should work to update and clarify its guidance, and provide training opportunities to officers of regeneration bodies in respect of their work with faith communities.





2. A less mechanistic approach to equal opportunities policies needs to be developed to overcome the irony that faith communities may be discriminated against and excluded from funding, on the grounds that they cannot in good conscience, because of deeply held religious and moral views, sign up to fully inclusive practices.


  


3. Funding is needed in the priority areas of capital investment in buildings, in core funding for community infrastructure and capacity building and mentoring work, with faith communities.





4. Simpler, more human, slower and less frantic funding regimes would make it easier for faith communities to engage in partnership projects.





5. Monitoring and Evaluation needs to include more particpatory and qualitative approaches rather than relying on “bean counting” and value for money approaches.





6. Statutory agencies should seek training or assistance, in short capacity building , if they are to engage effectively and appropriately with local faith communties. 





7. Statutory agencies need to recognise that there is often diversity and sometimes conflict within broadly defined faith communities, and that they will only be able to understand how they work through sustained personal contact.





8. Mechanisms are needed to ensure that personal prejudice against religion does not result in discrimination against faith based projects.





9. Faith communities should learn about and be willing to enter into partnerships at the level of the local community for the benefit of all people including their own members. They should be provided with and take up opportunities for education, training, capacity building and mentoring in this field.





10. Faith communities should be willing to reconsider their theological roots and values, in order to undergird their commitment to community involvement and community service.





11. Management groups and staff of faith based projects should strive to combine an  effective managerial approach to their work with the informality, holistic and person centred approach which has been a strength of faith based work in the past.





12.  Shaftesbury should continue to develop and expand its community worker scheme building on the strength of its staff support and mentoring work, and concentrating efforts in areas of greatest social need. At the same time the management, structures and funding arrangements for community work and church based social action should be  reviewed in the light of this report. 


