Greater Bedminster Community Partnership (GBCP):

a progress and discussion paper
GBCP is one of 14 neighbourhood partnerships that will be established across Bristol by the end of 2008.    GBCP was one of the earliest to be established.   It became formally active early in 2007 after a period of development in 2006.
The overarching aims of the partnership are to benefit the people of Southville and Bedminster wards by
· encouraging cooperative action between statutory, voluntary and private organizations;
· providing more opportunities for local people to influence the delivery of services and enhance their environment and quality of life.

This paper sets out both the existing machinery for coordinating activities between agencies in the two wards of Southville and Bedminster: ‘Greater Bedminster’ and suggests new networks that might be brought into existence.   Many see Windmill Hill as part of Bedminster, but currently there is a BCC proposal to link this ward to Filwood and Knowle in a ‘Knowle Neighbourhood Partnership.
GBCP started from a strong base with a good record of cooperative working, but it is unlikely that all of the new machinery described below will actually come into existence.   But, which will?
There is considerable overlap between existing networks both in terms of people and organizations represented and in areas of interest.   For example, there seems to be wide interest in young people, but not much coordinated action.
There may be room for some rationalization of groups.
Some of the existing networks are genuinely rooted in the community.   Others have been created by external bodies to support an official agenda.   There is nothing wrong with either of these positions, but they do create different dynamics. 

Of course, nobody will be expected to attend all of the networks identified.   But, it may be useful to know that they exist.

This is an initial and evolving paper.   If you have comments, amendments, additions etc, please send them to Ben Barker, GBCP Secretary at (benbarker@blueyonder.co.uk) 
A.   Coordinating Group (aka The Dating Agency or the Network of Networks)

This group first met in March 2007.   It includes the four councillors who have been elected by local people.   These have been joined by representatives of the voluntary sector, statutory bodies and private business.   The Coordinating Group is not a controlling body.
The jobs of the Coordinating body include

· Coordination and dissemination of information within the partnership;

· Coordination of information to the general public;
· Oversight of recruitment to the partnership;

· Developing a strategy for public involvement;

· Co-ordinating and encouraging fund raising from both local sources, eg local businesses, 106 agreements, and ‘external’ sources, eg lottery, trusts etc.

· Ensuring that the basic principles of democracy, equality and mutual respect are strong throughout the partnership and that the partnership does not become a mechanism whereby well organized groups impose their will on everybody else.

B.   This section describes existing ‘specialist’ partnerships already operating, more or less, within the GBCP area.    These groups pre-date the formation of the GBCP, are independent and self-regulating.   Although they work locally, the details of their geography are often different from that of GBCP and each other.   This can be slightly annoying.
1.   Southville and Bedminster Local Action Group

The Southville LAG was police led and serviced and has been meeting for a couple of years.   It takes a strategic look at crime and disorder issues, meets 5 or 6 times a year and includes representation from BCC departments (street cleansing, traffic, youth service, neighbourhood and housing) as well as the police.   There is also some business and voluntary sector representation.   Councillors attend.   Extending this LAG by including representation from Bedminster ward (and Windmill Hill) was agreed in January 2007.
Currently, as part of their Community Policing policy, local police are experimenting with methods of public engagement including public meetings, an advisory panel and questionnaires seeking comments on crime and with the deployment of Police Community Support Officers (PCSOs).    The police have been among the supporters of the electronic Bedminster Issues Forum.
2.   Ashton and Bedminster Extended School Partnership (ABESP).
This is a new partnership of 15 schools centred on Greater Bedminster, but extending into neighbouring wards.   It is one of 10 partnerships across the city.   It seeks to develop affordable child care, a range of activities for children between 8.00am and 6.00pm throughout the year, swift and easy referral to services, parenting support and wider community access to buildings.
ABESP’s initial focus is on raising achievement and standards across all school stages, establishing a strong partnership between schools, their communities, businesses and other key providers.   They will also establish leadership and management capacity within the partnership so that schools can meet delivery targets appropriate to their locality.   Although this is a specialist education network, it has an important role in building links outside the traditional school community.   
3.   Parks and Rivers Network.

This comprises about 8 support groups for green spaces and rivers, mostly within Bedminster and Southville, but also including Windmill Hill.   It also includes organizations interested in community gardens. 
Current members: SCDA Green Team, Dame Emily Park Project, Victoria Park Action Group, Kingfisher Group (R Malago), South Street Park Improvement Group, Friends of the Avon New Cut, Friends of Greville Smyth Park.   Group are currently forming around Gores Marsh and St John’s Churchyard.   There are still a few, small local green spaces without friends.
These groups are a good example of community engagement.   They organize events, raise money to invest in ‘their’ space, consult users and lobby the parks department for improvements.   Relations between the groups, BCC services such as parks, play, wildlife conservation and with the police are very good.

Following a meeting between group representatives and the head of parks in December 2006, most groups have spent 2007 producing 5-year development plans for their spaces.   Most are now at an advanced state and both the parks department and groups will be seeking funding in order to implement these improvements.  
4.   Neighbourhoods of Culture

The area has a strong arts tradition and a city-wide reputation.   Apart from on going activity at, eg, the Tobacco Factory, ActaCentre, Show of Strength and Grant Bradley Gallery, there are exiting annual community events such as the Arts Trail, Art in the Park and the Front Garden Competition.   This activity contributes strongly to broader cultural issues such as community spirit, pride of place, community safety, citizen involvement and social cohesion.   Southbank Bristol Arts (SBA) currently delivers the annual arts trail and a growing number of events such as exhibitions and arts forums. 
Ashton Park School has recently become a specialist sports college.   The school is recognized as a ‘sports hub’ for south Bristol, including the GBCP area.   The hub has a role of encouraging sports and physical exercise for all ages, not just children.   An important local issue is the relatively poor quality of sport and exercise facilities.   Park and playground quality and the future of South Bristol Swimming Pool are important immediate issues along with street scene factors that discourage walking and the use of cycles.  
5.   Joint Action Bedminster (JAB)
JAB is a network of Christian churches.   It extends a little beyond the two wards.   Apart from its key spiritual purposes, JAB is significant because it controls buildings which are available for community use.   The quality of the buildings is not generally high, but often they are the only venue available in parts of the GBCP area.   Local churches provide important community services such as luncheon clubs and play groups.
6.   Housing Partnerships.
There is an Area Housing Committee made up of tenants and leaseholders of council houses and property in Bedminster, Southville, Windmill Hill, Redcliffe and Baltic Wharf.   The committee is supported and funded by BCC’s Neighbourhood and Housing Services.   16% of households in Southville are rented from the council.   The Bedminster figure is 12%.

Many of the AHC members are officers of tenants’ and residents’ associations and action groups.   Some are tenant advisors.   Many are also linked to city-wide housing forums, older persons’ forum etc.   There are sub groups, eg a Caretaker Group.   Although the main focus is housing, the committee gets drawn into wider issues, eg anti-social behaviour, quality of green spaces, access to shops.    This housing network reaches very significant sections of the local population, eg older people in pensioner preferred tower blocks.   
7.   Ashton Vale Community Development Group

Ashton Vale is relatively physically isolated from surrounding communities: an urban village with few amenities.   There are issues of social cohesion and building development is likely to impose new strains and opportunities over the next few years.   A BCC led community development project existed in the area during 2007, but its future is in doubt.   Should GBCP be engaged and, if so, how?   
8.   Bedminster SOA

Largely for statistical reasons the two wards are divided into 14 Super Output Areas (SOAs).   One of these, ‘Bedminster’ (which is in Southville ward!) has recorded very high crime figures, often associated with car crime.   The SOA is focused around East Street and includes ASDA, Windmill Hill City Farm, Dame Emily Park and St John’s Churchyard.   During 2007 some Neighbourhood Renewal funding was available for crime reduction measures in this area.   Supervision of this activity will be with the Local Action Group, but its execution may draw in a wider range of agencies.   Current funding ends in March 2008 and it is not clear if other monies will become available. 
The Bedminster SOA was also the focus of an anti-smoking campaign during 2007.   This was directed by the Primary Care Trust and funded through Neighbourhood Renewal.

C.   The groups described below did not exist in 2007, but it has been suggested that they might prove useful.   Of course, alternatives to setting up new groups include ignoring the issue completely or adding the issue to the work of an existing group.

9.   Retail issues

The area contains three main retail streets: East, North and West Streets.   They are each very different in character and are likely to change over the next few years, for better or worse.   Southville LAG has coordinated street audits in East Street (3) and North Street (2) which has led to minor improvements.   Southville CDA and Business West published a report on North Street in mid 2006 as did the Bristol Architecture Centre in 2007.   There is a North Street Traders’ Association and an attempt to establish one for East Street.   CCTV cameras for East Street arose from action within the police Local Action Group.   The good health of these retail areas is of major local interest, but, so far, the approach has been piecemeal.

In 2007 BCC published a city-wide ‘retail strategy’ looking at areas outside the city centre.    It is hoped that concrete proposals for promoting retail will emerge in 2008.  
10.   Older People, Mental Health etc
Nearly 1 in 5 of GBCP population is aged over 64, a little higher than the city average.   Not only are there large numbers (about 3,700 in GBCP), but they are likely to be around longer as life is extended.   Often, this is a section of the population that is excluded from the increasing affluence that has characterized the area in recent years.   They are the least likely (other than children) to have personal transport and most likely to fear crime.    Discussions with Adult Community Services (previously Social Services) suggest that this group is a neglected resource of skills and experience, but can easily lose its independence and sense of well being.   
GBCP felt that statutory, voluntary and other provision in Greater Bedminster seems much less joined up than it might be.   Towards the end of 2006 discussions started between GBCP representatives and Adult Community Care (ACC) staff.    At the end of 2007 ACC announced that the partnership area would be one of two Bristol pilots for LinkAge which would seek to improve coordination between agencies and participation within the age group.   St Monica Trust would employ a worker to promote this from April 2008.

Additionally to older people, we might also consider improved coordination of other health services, eg mental health issues.

11.   Young People

Nearly 10% of people living in the partnership area are aged between 10 and 19.   Several of the existing networks have dabbled in issues related to this age group, notably the Southville and Bedminster LAG and the park groups.   Four park groups have sought external funding for youth work, so far without success.   Statutory provision out-of-school from Bristol Youth Service is very limited in GBCP.
With the support of Bread Youth Project and Southville CDA, asome research was commissioned into existing provision.   The conclusion was that provision was greater than expected, but patchy.   Also, it was badly coordinated and poorly promoted.    A task for 2008 is to find the young persons’ equivalent of LinkAge.
12.   Traffic Issues

This is easily the most commonly mentioned ‘problem’ for the area, but also the most difficult to deal with.   The response so far has been hand-wringing and the occasional petition.   At a recent discussion several issues were raised, including:

· A residential 20mph zone.   This would need to be supported by BCC but could be promoted by community actions such as PACE cars, poster campaigns etc.   During 2007, PACE was promoted by primary schools and Southville CDA.
· Parking problems caused by large numbers of local cars augmented by commuters and visitors to the area.   BCC have promised a report on this issue covering the whole ‘doughnut’ around the centre.   Consultations on this are due early in 2008.
· Radical changes to traffic procedures on North Street.

Are these potatoes too hot for GBCP to handle?

13.   Sustainable development

Globally, nationally and locally we are likely to face stiff challenges around issues such as energy production and consumption, reuse and recycling of materials, air pollution and green house gas emission, food and other raw material sourcing, alternative transport modes, biodiversity and much else.
Several BCC departments and local community groups and individuals are already involved in this agenda.   Local private business demonstrates both good and bad practice.   Some schools, eg Luckwell Primary, are developing good practice through eco-school accreditation.   However, in ‘Greater Bedminster’ generally the environmental challenge is being met on an ad hoc and inadequate basis.   Arguably, sustainable development is the responsibility of all the networks described in this paper.   On the other hand, everybody’s responsibility is nobody’s responsibility.
Do we need to strengthen links between agencies and, if so, how?    Is this a task for the coordinating group?
14.   Planning.

Several issues are raised here.   Individual planning proposals are notified to councillors.   A few local residents monitor planning proposals fairly rigorously and sometimes draw wider attention to contentious issues.   However, this is an ad hoc, hit and miss, reactive process at best.   It tends to emphasis particular proposals rather than looking at longer term trends.   It is very far from a situation where the community more generally is engaged in longer term shaping of its own environment.   The 2007 controversy over Bristol’s ‘Statement of Community Involvement’ (SCI) may suggest a way forward now that it is resolved.
Several other communities across the city are also wrestling with this problem and we might learn from their experience.   A ‘planning group’ has been meeting, but this has not yet formed itself into a sustainable organization.   2008?
15.   Of course, one could go on forever imagining issues and weaving networks.   What do people want?   What will be most effective and efficient?   Whose job is it to answer these questions?

Ben Barker, January 2008.

