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The LSP has come a long way over the last 3 or so years
in recognising the significant cohesion challenges faced by
Milton Keynes and the need to respond positively through
the delivery of core services. It has laid the foundations for
effective multi-agency working on community cohesion
by including it as a high priority in strategic plans and creating
a new themed partnership. As part of this work, the Milton
Keynes Observatory web-site® has been developed
for the Equalities Consultative Group. Though not yet
active, the hope is that this is where equalities objectives will
be outlined and the leads responsible for Equalities Impact
Assessment from various statutory agencies will report on
progress towards these.

So far — with the exception of a number of relatively isolated
one-off projects - relatively little action has been
taken to increase social cohesion amongst residents.
However, the Council has recently received recognition for
their equalities work as they have been awarded an Equality
Standard Level 3. In addition, there are clear plans in place
to change this with real commitment from partners. A
recent IDeA review of diversity and equalities work in Milton
Keynes found a number of areas of strength, including
evidence of leadership corporate commitment to cohesion
through the new strategy and investment in preventing violent
extremism.

The notable exception is community safety, where a
significant amount has been delivered primarily on three
areas — the Preventing Violent Extemism (PVE) agenda, racial
harassment monitoring and responding to problems in places
with high community tensions.

Firstly, the PVE agenda has taken a number of forward
strides since first being introduced. It is now planning a
number of projects, amongst them an initiative to build the
capacity of schools to lead learning with students on creating
resilience and challenging extremism through guidance and
training.

Secondly, the 37 Racial Harassment reporting centres
are fully active. They are backed up by a multi-agency Anti-
Racial Harassment Group. The system has been designed
to comply with the Home Office Code of Practice on Racist
Incidents. It is currently exploring how the reporting centres
could be extended to report on harassment of people with
disabilities and people from the LBGT community.

27 Thirdly, the Community Safety Partnership has also

led on the development of task forces to respond to
areas of high community tension. For example, following
consultation with the community, the partnership is planning
to implement a project to work with young people at risk of
getting involved in inter-ethnic or gang violence. At present,
gun and knife crime is relatively low, but three areas of Milton
Keynes were identified as potential sources of tension or
conflict — Warberton, Bletchley and Central Milton Keynes.
All have very different social profiles, but all show some
early signs of potential tension. The partnership is therefore
planning to deliver Local Employment Access Projects
(LEAPs) in the three years. LEAP projects have been run
with some success in a number urban areas in the UK with
large numbers of gangs. They train adults to set up a project
involving local young people in a positive activity — such as
football games or making music — in a mixed environment.
These adults can be public sector employees such as
Police, PCOs or youth workers; or local individuals wanting
to contribute. For instance, a member of the mosque has
already asked to participate. After the LEAP team have left,
they leave behind a network of adults who can continue to
deliver these activities on their own.
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There is still a lot to do to build on past projects and to
implement the actions set out in the Community Cohesion
Strategy. There are some rather fundamental questions
that have to be answered, for instance around how best to
support local community and faith groups such as the
Council of Faiths to be sustainable in the long-term. There
are also questions around how to improve the involvement
of representative bodies in decision-making. The recent
IDeA review of diversity and equalities work in Milton Keynes
suggested that the Council and its partners need to more
clearly demonstrate that the views of groups and communities
they consult are reflected in decision making.

The review also suggested the need for cross-service systems
to ensure that all relevant strategies, policies, procedures
and services benefit from Equality Impact Assessments even
when they are not identified as high risk. This relates to the
broader issue of translating available data on inequalities
- including neighbourhood deprivation — into the way in
which services are delivered; an area that still requires
a significant amount of work. As Abid Hussain, Equalities
Officer at Milton Keynes Council put it: ‘[Service managers]
have to think about how that information could impact on
their function... Our role is to provide a much clearer picture
[of inequalities] and the tools to do that work themselves.’

However there is a strong sense that now is an exciting
time that is full of potential. The Community Belonging
Partnership has the chance to use the momentum built up
over the past 3 years and begin implementing the Cohesion
Strategy in a way that builds cohesion in Milton Keynes for
years to come.

LSPs have to be constantly aware of the changing
demographic profile of their area — including increases in
diversity - and ensuring that priorities and core services
reflect these changes.

Direct and regular engagement with faith and BME community
representatives can help drive the cohesion agenda in the
LSP both in ensuring cohesion is reflected in strategic
objectives and that these are translated into action.

Such ongoing engagement with faith and BME communities
requires a well-established local infrastructure of
organisations such as the Council of Faiths.

Service managers require support to translate information
about BME communities and inequalities into targeted
service provision that responds to their needs.

Involving local residents and key local stakeholders in public
discussion to agree the priorities of themed partnership is
good practice. It should help themed partnerships orient
them towards specific cohesion concerns and priorities of
local residents and stakeholders.

The recent Community Cohesion Strategy and LAA have helped
define community cohesion more clearly as distinguishable
from just equalities or racial harassment. LAA targets will
also help to clarify objectives and ensure progress towards
enhancing community cohesion is measured.
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