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Faith in England’s Northwest:
A new report from the NWDA on how Faith Communities contribute to social and economic wellbeing

The purpose of this briefing is to:
· Introduce the new Faith in England’s Northwest report from the NWDA

· Outline its key findings

· Summarise the challenges it poses for faith groups delivering services
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What is the report?
Based on research undertaken by the Change Institute for the Churches Officer for the Northwest, and supported by the North West Regional Development Agency, this report provides an in-depth evaluation of the contribution that faith groups make to communities in the region. It assesses the success of these contributions in fostering social and economic wellbeing.
It also examines why faith groups become involved in social action, how their activity fits within wider policy agendas and what distinctive elements they bring to the communities they work with. The report concludes that faith communities make a significant contribution to the wellbeing of the North West.

Download the full report at www.faithnorthwest.org.uk 
History

The NWDA has played a strong role identifying and assessing the contribution and impact of faith groups. It funded key research in 2003 and 2005, surveying more than 2300 faith communities across eight faith groups, evaluating more than 5000 faith projects, and assessing the significant economic value attributed to faith communities in the region.

This report uses the previous two pieces of research as a baseline, and provides a more in-depth view of the work of 12 faith-based projects. These projects illustrate the breadth of faith activity in the region and represent a spectrum of different faiths, interest areas, ways of working and resources.
Projects

· Building Bridges Burnley: an inter-faith group which aims to develop better understanding and awareness between different faith groups.

· The Catholic Children’s Society Halton Your Space Project: a Christian charity working to meet the mental health needs of children and young people.

· Cumbria Reducing Offending Partnership Trust: A Christian organisation providing support services for offenders in the community.

· ExChange Blackburn: A Christian-Muslim partnership promoting community cohesion.

· Faiths4Change Liverpool: A multi-faith organisation creating environmental projects to sustainably transform neighbourhoods.

· Gujurat Hindu Society Preston: A Hindu charity working to promote cultural heritage and support the wider community through a range of activities.

· Manchester Jewish Museum: A Jewish educational project giving people the opportunity to learn about Jewish culture and its social history in Manchester.

· Al Hilali Community Project: A Muslim organisation catering for the needs of the Muslim community and building understanding across faith communities.

· Oaks House Skelmersdale: A Christian project to establish a new church in one of the poorest communities of Skelmersdale through social action.

· Rainbow Haven Manchester: A Christian group promoting community cohesion and inclusive working to support individuals at risk of social exclusion.

· Sikh Community Centre Liverpool: Fulfilling the religious and cultural needs of the Sikh community in Liverpool.

· St Luke’s Art Project Manchester: A Christian group improving opportunities for local people to participate in the arts.
Key findings
All the projects were responding to a local need with a strong emphasis on human flourishing. They also demonstrated the importance of committed individuals – often volunteers – and showed what could be achieved through constructive partnerships.

The projects were shown to exhibit many of the features that are indicators of social capital, particularly fostering social inclusion, promoting integration across diverse groups, and facilitating new social networks. They were also shown to meet the agenda for the Face-to-Face Side-by-Side 
multi-faith partnership framework, such as promoting shared activities that enable people to get to know each other across faiths, and making premises available to local people as community meeting grounds.

The report concludes that:
· Faith organisations represent a powerful community resource with a deep reach into communities, particularly to the most marginalised groups.
· In order for faith communities’ contribution to social and economic wellbeing to move forward, public bodies need to recognise the contribution that they make to a wide range of public policy outcomes and acknowledge them as legitimate partners.

· In turn, faith groups need to ensure they have effective representation within interfaith groups in order to influence statutory bodies effectively and adopt a ‘service delivery’ approach to working. 

· Where faith groups are working successfully with public bodies, the groups are seen as credible and valued partners who can develop constructive and long-lasting working relationships.

· Most faith organisations are rooted in their local communities and provide a level of continuity and sustained support that is hard for other voluntary organisations to match.

· Inevitably faith groups share many of the organisational challenges that are common to other voluntary sector organisations in relation to capacity, resources, governance and management of volunteers.

The challenge for faith groups

Faith-based projects are credible service deliverers because they are in touch with and responsive to local needs – but they can also gain further strength by using wider institutions and networks for support.

There are also demonstrable benefits of partnership working between different faith groups, whether this is through informal relationships, formal partnerships or through interfaith bodies. 

Faith groups engage well with statutory bodies and other partners when they are able to recognise, articulate and demonstrate how their concerns overlap, and understand where they might fit within local service provision. This approach means that many have moved out of a ‘grants for worthy causes’ mindset and have instead become effective delivery partners.

Faith groups are asked to consider how easy they make it for statutory bodies to engage with them, and how involved they are with other local faith groups, as well as in the wider Voluntary and Community Sector.

What next?

The research forms part of a much wider evidence base from the Regional Intelligence Unit, based at the NWDA, which will help influence and inform the Regional Strategy (RS2010)
http://www.nwriu.co.uk/aboutus/2675.aspx 

For more information
John Devine
Northwest Regional Development Agency

Renaissance House, Centre Park, Warrington, WA1 1QN

Tel: 01925 400100

Email: john.devine@nwda.co.uk 
www.nwda.co.uk 

� � HYPERLINK "http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/communities/interfaithdialogue" �http://www.communities.gov.uk/publications/communities/interfaithdialogue� - Department for Communities and Local Government
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