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A pioneering forum to create greater social cohesion in Blackburn with Darwen has been praised by all sections of the community.

The 100 Voices project, launched by the Council, held its first meeting at King George’s Hall with 100 local residents in December 2006. Men and women aged 17 upwards and from different ethnic backgrounds were invited to take part and debate issues such as parallel lives, single faith schools, the wearing of the veil, how sport can bring people together, the impact of drugs, how sport can bring communities together, and discrimination in the workplace. 

The meeting brought together 100 residents who were independently selected by a market research company to reflect the demographics of the Borough. The Leader of the Council sent a letter to participants outlining the reason for the debate. (Attached at Appendix A).  There have been three 100 Voices events to date each on similar schedules with the Leader, Chief Executive and 100 residents engaging in robust discussions facilitated by Jim Hancock in the morning and smaller group work in the afternoons to identify actions that could be taken to promote cohesion. 
At the first two events the ideas discussed were more joint school trips so children from different backgrounds can mix, more mixed sports leagues including one where teams have to be racially diverse to enter, and whether the erosion of family and social values contributes to segregation.   

The third event was a culmination of the previous two, with Jack Straw MP and Sir Trevor Philips engaging in the discussion and listening to the views of local people.       

The Leader of the Council at the time Kate Hollern stated after the events “Mr Straw’s comments had started the debate about what makes people feel comfortable, and about mutual respect and understanding between local people from different cultures and faiths’’.

She added: “The 100 Voices debates aim to find out what makes people united and what separates them. It is a real opportunity for us all to discuss our concerns and bring our opinions into the open. It’s also a chance to promote our shared values of the importance of strong families and good, safe, clean neighbourhoods’’.

“The Council, other public and private sector partners, and local voluntary, community, and faith groups all work hard in Blackburn and Darwen to promote understanding and togetherness. Seventy-two per cent of local residents said they feel that their local area is a place where people from different backgrounds can get on well together in last year’s borough MORI survey. But there is still much to do to make all residents feel that they belong to Blackburn with Darwen.” 

She continued: “The Council and its partners have been running a ‘Belonging to Blackburn with Darwen’ campaign. Lots of local people from all walks of life have been involved in the campaign and its community activities. The Belonging campaign is all about pride in place, recognising what we all have in common rather than focussing on our differences, and about how we should all make sure we don’t stereotype any group in the community. “ 

And she urged all local residents to consider taking part in the community debates. 

“Developing strong neighbourhoods and good relations between all local residents is not about what we wear, how we worship, what language we speak or where we were born; it’s about how well we understand and respect each other. Please help the Council promote that understanding and respect,” she said. 

Sir Trevor Philips stated “I am incredibly impressed with the honesty of the people here. This is probably one of the closet thing to what we need to be doing that I have seen, I will be going round the Country saying ‘go to Blackburn with Darwen to see what they are doing”
From the workshops held at the three 100 Voices events it is planned that residents  and services will work together on delivering a project to bring schools together more, a shared charitable sports event  and a series of social and cultural occasions.

Appendix A : Message From Kate Hollern, Leader Blackburn with Darwen  

We need an intelligent discussion not about the veil, but about the current climate across the country caused by the non Muslim British Public being fed for so long a regular diet of misinformation about Muslim, and the Muslim community feeling angry and isolated and under threat.

The London Bombers not only managed to cause death and destruction by their actions but they also played right into the hands of those looking for scapegoats. Muslim people have been looked upon with caution and some mistrust. This stereotyping has led to an increase in people being racially abused.

Jack’s attempt to start a debate stirred up media frenzy. What people fail to realise is that when the media train moves on, we all continue to live and work in Blackburn with Darwen. Let’s keep all this in proper context and discuss the issues in a calm and considered way. Don’t let others set the agenda. Muslims throughout Blackburn have the opportunity to use this situation to tell others about their religion and culture and how it fits into a British society.

The indigenous population also needs the opportunity to discuss their religion and culture and how diversity has had both a positive and negative effect on their lives and neighbourhoods.  The indigenous people of the Borough tend not to talk about their religion; it is generally a private matter, but that does not mean they have no religion or that their religion deserves any less respect than Islam, or that they deserve any less rights to respect.

 Muslim people are far more open about their beliefs and like to openly display their commitment to Islam and quite rightly demand rights. With those rights comes responsibility. This responsibility is to accept that some traditions are different. It should not be seen as negative if someone asks a question on a tradition (whether religious or cultural). But should be seen as an interest to gain an understanding.

Now is the time for positive role models and positive exemplars from all communities to work together and discuss the real issues. We all like humour, sport, and television. We all want decent housing, good education, clean streets but most importantly to feel safe and comfortable in our surroundings. We all need to feel a sense of belonging.

Now is the time for all sections of the communities to engage. It is a real opportunity to discuss our fears and concerns. This is also a real opportunity to promote shared family values, decency, and honesty. This Borough is a colourful mix of different traditions, opinions and arguments. Let’s bring the opinions and arguments out into the open and don’t let people create and use divisions for their own purpose. We cannot be defeatist in dealing with issues, otherwise we all will be defeated. Heated debates or even friendly banter has been overshadowed by a sense of paranoia. 

What we must do is debate it out to the end, and raise either the legitimacy or the illegitimacy of the concerns, or else we will all be tainted with intolerance. 

We now intend to start the debate.
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