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Summary of Findings First Partial Draft

The Barking Road Community Audit was carried out over a  twelve month period beginning in March 2000.

It was co-ordinated by Greg Smith of Aston-Mansfield Community Involvement Unit on behalf of a group of local churches and voluntary agencies who are based on the Barking Road in Plaistow.

Funding came from the Church Urban Fund, the London Over the Border Fund, Aston Charities, Memorial Baptist Church and West Ham Central Mission. Voluntary help was given by many people, including Lynne Britten, Ros McUere Joseph Matembe, Hazel Gilbert and the staff and students of the Sociology Department of Newham Sixth Form College, and Cumberland School. We are thankful to many members of the churches and local community who took time to respond in our surveys or focus groups.

The Key Objectives were defined as:

· assess priorities of need in the local population

· discover gaps in local service provision in respect of these needs

· discover opportunities for church and voluntary initiatives to meet some of these needs.

· move towards strategic and business plans for local agencies and churches 

The main Research Methods used were:

· Survey of local residents:  240 local people contacted in the streets and on the doorsteps responded to a questionnaire.

· Focus groups of different key groups of residents: Five groups of local people recruited by the churches or voluntary agencies, and one group of young people at the local secondary school discussed their experiences and views of life in the neighbourhood. Some of the school students also took part in an essay competition on the theme of Life on the Barking Road, past and present.

· Study of existing statistics: including the 1991 Census and more recent employment and education statisitics

KEY FINDINGS:

The Barking Road area of Plaistow and Canning Town is a mainly residential area with a mixture of traditional terraced housing and post war council estates which are mostly low rise houses and maisonettes.

The area lacks a major town centre, or  transport interchange although there are many shops, catering outlets and businesses clustered along the Barking Road, and the area by the crossroads at the Abbey Arms does provide a focal point of sorts.

The majority of local people (58% in the survey) like living in the area, and find it quiet, friendly and conveniently located for everyday services. There is a core of long term residents with another large group of mobile people. Just about 50% were living locally by 1980 while 35% have moved in in the years since 1990. One third expect to be living here in five years time, another third (especially the young) expect to have moved and the remainder were not sure.

The area is in the heart of a massive urban regeneration area which stretches across much of East London and Docklands. However Plaistow is like the hole in a donut as most of the residential area which we studied lies outside the major regeneration partnership areas.

There has been long term economic decline in the area which has not yet been reversed. Many local people still feel the area is going downhill and have a sense of loss that shops, banks and other services have withdrawn from the neighbourhood. The Canning Town wards remain amongst the very worst in the official league tables of urban deprivation, and the Plaistow ones are not much higher. However most people appear reluctant to use the word “poverty” to describe the general situation  let alone their own circumstances.

The area has serious environmental problems which include lack of (and threatened loss of) green space, litter, dirt and above all motor traffic. There are far more cars than the streets are capable of holding, with resulting problems of pollution, noise, parking, and difficulties in mobility for both drivers and public transport users. Over 70% of survey respondents agreed that there was too much traffic.

There has been a rapid change in the ethnic make up of the local population in recent years.  As late as the 1991 Census the white population of the wards near Barking Road remained at over 80%. But today we would estimate it has fallen to no more than 60%. There is a significant and evident growth in the African communities in the neighbourhood. About 25% of our survey respondents were born overseas. 25% of them  were black and about 20% Asian although this was largely a result of our quota sampling method and the fact that our team of interviewers being mostly Asian found it easy to persuade other Asians to be interviewed. Racial tension (including racism, discrimination and racially motivated crime) is recognised as a problem by most people (46% agreed with this in our survey)

The area is well provided with community buildings, especially in the legacy of settlements and mission churches along the length of the Barking Road. However many of these buildings are in need of major renovation or development which will stretch the financial and management resources of the present owners and congregations.

There are several educational institutions in the area including several primary schools, a secondary school and a Sixth Form College. Statistics show and local people are aware that educational standards are improving substantially. However in absolute terms results of local schools remain well below the national average and providing a good education for young people against the social background of the area remains a challenge. 

There are still large proportions of local people with no formal qualifications and without the skills that will help them find a decent position in a rapidly changing labour market, where service industries, information technology and cultural industries are taking over from the old heavy manufacturing and distribution industries that were based on the docks.

Poor Services: The focus groups talked at length about the fact that the immense needs of Newham are not matched by adequate services. In fact most local public services are felt to be below average or poor although in some areas improvements are recognised.. Environmental Problems, including dirt, pollution and traffic, are not overcome even with recent improvements in public transport. People saw the poor health of the population but knew from experience that local health services are poor. They were aware of high crime and vandalism rates but had a cynical perception about the police service, who were rarely seen, didn't care about serving the local public and were ineffective at preventing or solving crime. The focus groups were aware of housing stress issues around property prices, unaffordable rents, and the scarcity of homes to match needs. All this they felt was made worse by housing management and housing benefit problems. Even the voluntary sector did not have resources to provide high quality services, for example there are lots of church and community buildings in Plaistow but most of them are not top quality. To make matters worse most local people (including professionals) have a patchy awareness of what is happening, or what services are available in a very complex range of organisations. There is a sense in which local people have let the service providers “get away with it” for too long, because they have not been able to articulate complaints collectively and constructively in places where decisions are taken. A number of the church and voluntary groups have networks and experience of local community campaigning either on single issues or through the broad based TELCO community organisation. There is clearly much value to the community in campaigning activities and efforts could be made by local churches to maximise the possibilities arising from this.
Crime and anti social behaviour is named as a serious concern by two third of the people we interviewed and mentioned spontaneously as the major social problem by many. It is often linked with a perception that the police are too thin on the ground or not interested enough to address the problems. Indeed crime rates, particularly for violent crime are well above the national and London averages. Older people in particular perceive that many young people have little respect or are “out of control”, or more generously that they are forced to hang about the street because there is nothing much for them to do.

Youth: There was a widespread agreement from both old and young that the many young people in the area were not well catered for. Indeed most local oung people say they find life in the area boring and dream of  a future far away from East London, with the USA looming large in many of their visions. Besides the usual problems of growing up, they faced pressures at school, the pressures from advertising and the media towards a lifestyle many could not afford, insecurity and conflict in family life and temptations and  pressures around drugs, crime and sex. They are also more likely than adults to become victims of crime and violence. Yet at the same time they have great potential and enthusiasm which society cannot afford to neglect or waste. Compared with earlier periods the amount of youth work in the area has reduced as the statutory youth service has been cut back and churches and voluntary groups have found it harder to sustain open youth club activities. Increasingly they look for exciting entertainment and leisure in the commercial sector, at cinemas, night clubs and leisure centres well outside the neighbourhood and which often cost more than they can afford. 

Refugees: In a borough which has one of the largest populations of refugees and asylum seekers in the country there is additional strain on local services such as education and housing. The newcomers themselves have to cope with the demeaning poverty of relying on vouchers, hostility from the media and many local people, and legal battles with the home office on top of the traumas they may have faced in being uprooted from their homes in stressful circumstances. The Churches come into contact with many refugees and asylum seekers and in many cases have gained expertise and wisdom in how to meet such people’s needs.

Housing : There has always been a shortage of decent affordable homes in East London and a noticeable population of rootless and roofless people. The Turnaround Project in association with a number of local churches has developed a valuable service for this group of people offering an emergency winter night shelter, resettlement work and a new life skills training centre on the Barking Road.  60% of people in our survey were renting (36% of them from the council) compared with 40% in owner occupation. Local people spoke of the extra pressures of the rise in property prices in an area where regeneration has attracted new waves of affluent incomers, and of the conflicts over allocating council and housing association homes to needy people who are new to the area. There are also long standing problems over the management and maintenance of public sector housing and over the administration of housing benefit. However only 17% of the survey respondents said they were dissatisfied with their personal housing situation.

Health needs: Doctors have recognised for many years the link between deprivation and bad health although it is only recently that the government has taken any notice of this. Newham has a poor health record with local people on average dying younger and experiencing more ill health than people elsewhere in Britain, and there are particular problems with heart disease, cancer, diabetes, mental health, HIV/AIDS and TB, some of which are particularly prevalent in certain ethnic minority groups. People we spoke to were particularly aware of issues around obesity, unhealthy diets and lifestyles. However in the survey more people (41%) were concerned about the poor state of the Health service locally than about poor health as such (34%). People in the focus groups expressed concern about the shortage and quality of GP’s, and were extremely concerned about Newham General Hospital, in particular the extremely long waiting times in the A&E department. Interestingly in the survey when asked about potential types of activity which respondents and their families might want to take part in, it was the healthy living category that came top with 32% of respondents definitely and a further 22% possibly interested. This suggests there is a real window of opportunity for churches and voluntary groups to develop health promotion and fitness related programmes.

Family Life:  Our area houses residents with many different patterns of family life which reflect the varieties of culture and the pressures of  survival on a low income in an urban setting. The historical account of the East End where everyone in a street knew and supported each other and where most people were inter related no longer holds true (even if it really did fifty years ago). There were almost 1000 lone parent households in 1991 and the Canning Town wards of Beckton and Ordnance had some of the highest rates of such households in the whole country.  Generally Newham has one of the youngest populations in Britain, although wards in Plaistow have an average age which is older than the borough average.  Because many people have limited or fragmented extended family networks and parents need to earn a living, child care is in short supply and expensive, and poor quality and informal arrangements are common. As people grow old many elders seem neglected by their families if they have them, lonely and in material and social need. Indeed our area had around 2000 pensioners in 1991 many of them living alone to the extent that in Hudsons ward for example about 17% of local households were lone pensioners.

Low expectations and self esteem: Many people in the focus groups talked about a deeply rooted culture which they described as “poverty of vision”,  “low expectations”, “negative labelling”, “lack of confidence” or “poor self esteem”. It applied to education, employment, attitudes to status and possessions and even to mental and physical health. This seemed to be a particular issue for the indigenous white population and there was a feeling that many of the newer Asian and African communities bring with them a more entrepreneurial “can do” approach to life. 

Community Participation: There is generally a low level of participation in public life and especially politics in the area and many people have little time, energy or desire to do much outside the demands of work, family and consuming activities in leisure time. Indeed the survey may overestimate the interest and participation of local people since only about one in three people accepted the chance to tell us their views in an interview. Among the respondents only 37% had been to the best known local facility, the swimming pool and leisure centre at Balaam Street and only 16% had been to the most well known voluntary organisation in the area, Community Links. There is perhaps more interest and take up of activities where families have primary age children, as between a third and a half of parents reported their children were going to play schemes, sports activities or uniformed organisations.

Religion : There is a wide variety of religion practised in East London and in our local area.  A dozen Christian congregations and a mosque meet in premises along our stretch of the Barking Road and even the signs above local shops often reflect religious themes.  Much of this faith activity takes place in the ethnic minority communities, and in general it is older rather than young people who are most likely to be involved in religious groups.  In our survey nearly 60% of people said they had a religious faith (82% of the non-white respondents). Over 70% of the believers were affiliated to Christianity with all the major denominational streams well represented. Islam was the next most common faith with 18% of our respondents. While only 31% said they belonged to or attended a local place of worship this figure is roughly double what is reported in current nationwide surveys. Clearly the churches and mosques of Newham have a large active constituency which already plays an important part in community life and has potential for greater involvement.

History : The local history of our area is already well documented in a series of books including those by the late Howard Bloch, and on the Canning Town History web site. In the course of our audit some of the students of Cumberland school researched the local history, and the BBC filmed two Songs of Praise programmes about the East End in the Blitz and today. Some interesting oral history material was gathered in connection with this and we hope to add some of this to our full report on the web site.

Opportunities for new activities

There are great needs in many aspects of live in the area of our audit, but there are also great opportunities for the churches and voluntary agencies to develop new projects and activities. Often these will need to be in partnership with other bodies, secular, statutory and business as well as with other churches and voluntary groups if they are to be sustainable. In many cases they will depend on the renovation and appropriate widening use of existing buildings. This will imply considerable efforts in capital fund raising, and business plans which identify a sustainable stream of revenue income to cover management and maintenance staffing and community development work.

The key opportunities and unmet needs appear to be in the following areas:

Arts/culture:  There is a growing importance of cultural industries in East London as a whole and some degree of interest in art, drama and music in the community and in the churches as a whole. Memorial Baptist Church in particular might want to consider the future development of its auditorium style building in this context.

Health / fitness/ sports: There is a need for healthy living activities in the neighbourhood and a high level of interest in the community for sports and fitness, diet and food related activities.  Glory House has already pioneered health promotion days in partnership with the Health Authority and PCF has been involved in football training schemes. They are well placed for further developments in this area.

Crime and Community Safety: Is seen as an important priority by the community and the Council and there would be opportunities for involvement in partnership approaches. Most of this would be new and unfamiliar territory for churches but the area certainly should be considered.

Youth: The concern for young people and their demand for interesting and affordable local activities should be a major concern for the churches, who have often found this a demanding area of service and continue to lose young people from their congregational life and membership.  Voluntary groups like Links, and Aston-Mansfield’s Junction as well as the Council Community Education and Youth service run many valuable services although many of these are closely targeted and only impact a small proportion of the area’s youth. 

IT: The cyber revolution is transforming the lives of many people, especially the young and there is plenty of enthusiasm across the borough for projects involving computers and multimedia. Newham Online, Aston Mansfield, Newham Training Network and UEL all offer significant resources and support in this field. The Junction project is developing a cyber facility but there is potentially a market for much more, especially in a neighbourhood where the ownership of serious Internet linked home computers is likely to be below average.

Education: Improvements in schooling and the take up of lifelong learning opportunities are greatly needed in Newham and are high priorities in terms of government policies and resources. Local education institutions such as NewVic, UEL and the Community Education and Youth Service are all open to partnership deals with community and faith based organisations in the area.

Children and Families: This has long been seen as an appropriate and relatively easy area for church and voluntary sector involvement. In Newham’s young community, and with various government policy initiatives such as the Sure Start programme, there are new funding streams becoming available. In particular day nursery and child minding services, after school and holiday schemes with an educational element, and parenting support groups are already happening and offer further avenues for church and voluntary sector involvement. 

Refugees: The churches are already involved to some extent in refugee support and immigration work among their members, but the situation is so dire, the numbers are so great and the cause is so unpopular in the eyes of the media and public that much more surely needs to be done. The churches are probably the only organisations that can seriously tackle this issue, though they will need to keep closely in touch with secular and statutory groups charged with responsibilities in this field.

Campaigning and civic involvement: Low levels of participation and active community involvement in the area mean that community organising and campaigning is more vital than every. Faith organisations can play a valuable leading and enabling role here, in advocacy and campaigning on behalf of and alongside the local community. There are numerous opportunities for involvement for example through TELCO and the newly established Community Forums as well as through more conventional mechanisms such as political parties, school governors’ boards and lobbying councillors.

A number of areas of need are also obvious but would seem to be adequately catered for by existing services in which the Churches and voluntary agencies already play a part . These would include Counselling, Homelessness, employment training, community relations and anti racism work, and support services with vulnerable poor, disabled  and elderly people.  Of course these needs can never be fully catered for, and churches should continue to support this work. However it does not seem appropriate at this point to develop massive new programmes in thes areas in the Barking Road area of Plaistow.

A much fuller version of this report is available on our web site at http://www.astoncharities.org.uk/research/barkingroad/title.htm
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