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I want to start by sharing a memory from when I was a child: my father was a great man for using proverbs in his conversation, such as “Many hands make light work,” “A stitch in time saves nine,” and one of his favourites was: “A good start is half the work.”  We are agreed that the most important piece of work is life itself, and getting lives off to a good start must be one of the most worthwhile things we can try to do.  I am here as the Chair of ICP Arc Ltd, to offer a community perspective on Surestart.

ARC represents a model of community development where local people seek to take ownership of local problems and work in partnership with external agencies to identify local solutions.  It is acknowledged that all relationships require a little give and take; or to quote Quentin Crisp, “Any partnership demands that we give and give and give and at the last, as we flop into our graves exhausted, we are told that we didn't give enough.”

ICP ARC is governed by a voluntary board.  Volunteers want to be able to feel proud of the organisation they contribute to, to feel their input is part of the solution rather than contributing to the problems.  Companies who want to enlist the most able people have to be prepared to give them practical answers on issues of community concern; otherwise they’ll go and volunteer for someone else.

I volunteer for an organisation that is part of the community; I don’t simply invest time in ARC, I believe in it.

There is important learning in Irvinestown from our historic experience of collective action that has shaped our current commitment to making Irvinestown more competitive, more productive and a better place to be.

Local people work together to address negative perceptions and begin to target areas of collective community concern with focused programmes in relation to alcohol and drug awareness, parenting, elderly care, childcare, community advocacy and disability services.

The nucleus for this development is the ARC Centre, a refurbished building based within Sallyswood estate owned and managed by local people, identifying local need and working with statutory agencies to table responses.  The ARC Centre is a true example of a local community translating a vision of a centre of holistic health into a practical reality.

The ARC Centre was officially opened in 2001; the ethos of inclusion and positive expectation was fundamental to the survival and success of the project.  Now almost five years on the vision, commitment, determination and sheer hard work of a committed board of management and staff team have ensured a centre of excellence in community provision.  The ARC centre responds to the needs of the local community by providing opportunities to enable and empower people to develop their own resources for creative and healthy living.

John Dilulio – former head of the White House Office of Faith-based and Community Initiatives - quotes a conversation between Eugene Rivers, a minister in Boston, worried about his hold on a new generation of young people and a local youth who has not only become a drug dealer but has a greater hold now over the young people.  "Why did we lose you?" asks the minister to the drug dealer.  "Why are we losing other kids now?" to which the drug dealer replies: "I'm there, you're not.  When the kids go to school, I'm there, you're not.  When the boy goes for a loaf of bread .. Or just someone older to talk to or feel safe and strong around, I'm there, you're not.  I'm there, you're not...”

In the face of drugs, crime, vandalism, social breakdown, voluntary and community organisations - there on the ground, one to one, person to person – really do matter and make the difference that others cannot.

Healthy Living Centres are run by local people for local people; they have the potential to become key partners in the battle to tackle health inequalities.

They are led by people who are closer to the point of delivery, they are led by, and involve the community they serve, they are in the best possible position to identify the needs of those communities and be accessible and accountable to those people.

CHERISH SURESTART is a cornerstone project of the ARC.

We recognised earlier that if we are to achieve a lasting impact we must focus resources on children and families.

The name of the project is significant, CHERISH symbolises our intention: to care for, to hold dear, to treasure.  With these as our guiding principles we seek to:

· Improve social and emotional development

· Improve health

· Improve the ability to learn

· Strengthen families and communities
Healthy Living Centres are located in areas of economic disadvantage; SureStart is tasked with addressing disadvantage.  Jointly we are responding to child poverty, but to respond effectively firstly we need to recognise its existence.

Talk to some people about child poverty and they will flatly tell you that the parents are to blame.  There's the idea that poor children must have feckless parents, who fritter away all the money.  They say the parents should just get a job and then there would be no problem.  Other people believe that child poverty doesn't really exist in rich nations, or at least that it isn't as serious as it used to be when children were sent down the mines or up the chimneys to work. 

We've all heard those arguments.  People say: “Kids today aren't poor, not like my grandfather was poor.”  Or else they say, “Kids in Northern Ireland aren't poor like in Africa, where children are starving.”

At the ARC we've been able to recognise what it means to be a poor child in a rich nation; that you can't engage with society, that these children get sicker more often, that they can't do things with their school friends or go on school excursions and that they can end up unemployed.

Many children are poor even though their parents work; others because they live in single-parent households or because the main breadwinner has become sick or disabled and can't work.  Some have parents who have recently arrived in our community, don't speak English and are not able to access the support services available to them.

We still have the problem of the 'deserving' and the 'undeserving' poor, where people are very sympathetic to the notion that a child with a disability should not have to live in poverty but it's very difficult to get sympathy, say, for travelling families and others who are seen to be responsible for their fate.

Mother Teresa said, “We think sometimes that poverty is only being hungry, naked and homeless.  The poverty of being unwanted, unloved and uncared for is the greatest poverty.  We must start in our own homes to remedy this kind of poverty.”  We at ARC believe to truly address this type of poverty we need to begin by cherishing our children, cherishing our families and cherishing our community. It’s our business because we are there.

Or as the Chancellor of the Exchequer Gordon Brown eloquently put it during a policy speech last year: "poor children aren't just someone else's children and someone else's problem.  If we do not find it within ourselves to pay attention to them today, they may force us to pay attention to them as troubled adults tomorrow."

We in the community voluntary sector must, not allow ourselves to be labelled as simply “quite useful at delivering services but not worth spending too much on”.  We need to stake a claim for what individuals and groups of individuals can do day in day out to transform lives.

Too often recently we have spent time talking about the technical solution to very limited questions about our relationship with the statutory sector.  I believe it is time to think on a wider and grander scale about how we transform the society in which we live.

In many cases our problem has been that we have accepted the role of junior partner when in fact we should have been prepared to make our case more strongly.  I think the public sector has traditionally undervalued the community sector, and particularly our value to government.  And as a result we are put in a weak negotiating position.

There is also an issue about the extent to which those outside the sector have been allowed to dictate our future.  If we genuinely believe that communities should have a voice on the issues facing our society then we need to have the courage of our convictions.  We need to break through the boundaries and barriers that others place around us.

The truth is that governments need the voluntary sector and the contribution which it makes.  There are many areas in society which government cannot reach easily or indeed at all without the help of the voluntary sector.  A partnership in such areas, based on mutual respect, a common vision and a joint understanding can be of great benefit to all.

We should be proud of what our sector achieves.  We are different and that is what is distinctive and special about what we bring.  We are not part of the public sector and we are not part of the private sector and neither do we wish to be part of them.  Of course we need to learn and adapt but we must do it on our terms in ways that suit the way we work, the way we govern ourselves, the way we interact with our beneficiaries and sponsors.

Most importantly - we are all united in a desire to improve the health outcomes of people in the communities we serve.  We all want to give people the best possible services that they demand and deserve.  The challenge is to take the extra resources and change the way that we use them; by changing the way the system works.

This may on occasions necessitate us challenging the system itself, and questioning inequality in provision across the region as indeed Nigel himself has made reference to on a number of occasions.

People who have never had a voice before need to be asking questions of the agencies that have never had to listen before. Questions such as...

· Where is the policy on Children’s Centres for Northern Ireland?

· Why does SureStart seem to be evolving and improving in England but is a more static policy here?

· Children with special needs have such poor provision, why is the community voluntary sector not adequately funded to provide services?

· If government recognises inequality in health, why is there not an ongoing commitment for the support of healthy living centres?

In closing, I would like to say: “Many hands make light work,” “A stitch in time saves nine” and “A good start is half the work.”
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