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Executive Summary 

 
This report is based on a follow-up evaluation of the impact of Near Neighbours in the 

five new locations: Bury/Prestwich, Luton, Rochdale, Nottingham, and Tipton (Black 

Country). Both the follow-up evaluation, conducted in January – March 2016, and the 

baseline evaluation, conducted in January-March 2015, utilized qualitative methods, 

which included interviews, focus groups, and larger workshops (2015). This report 

shows that Near Neighbours achieved all of the suggested indicators of positive impact 

listed in the 2015 report, which provided a baseline assessment of interfaith relations 

and community activism.  The report explores impact in further depth, showing how 1) 

perceptions and practices of community have changed because of the presence of Near 

Neighbours in the area 2) relations, particularly between groups with a history of 

tension or distance, demonstrate greater levels of trust, and thus practical ability to 

resolve crises and combat racism and 3) the association between faith identity and 

interfaith cooperation has become stronger and more visible.  The last section discusses 

sustainability. The year has provided a foundation for developing cooperation across 

different faith and ethnic groups but discontinuing Near Neighbours would potentially 

undermine this foundation.  
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Introduction 

 

The Woolf Institute conducted an evaluation of the Near Neighbours programme across 

five locations in the UK: Prestwich, Luton, Nottingham, Rochdale and Tipton. The 

evaluation took place in two stages (Jan-March 2015 and Jan-March 2016) and 

employed mixed qualitative methods. The aim of the baseline evaluation was to gain 

insight into characteristics of local civil society activism; perceptions of relations 

between different ethnic and religious groups; and expectations of Near Neighbours 

funding and aspirations for the coming year. In the second stage of the evaluation, or 

in January – March 2016, the research team revisited all five locations to assess after a 

year the impact of the Near Neighbours programme on the areas covered in the baseline 

evaluation - local activism, interfaith and inter-ethnic relations, perceptions of 

community, and aspirations for the future.  

 

Methodology 

 

First Stage of Evaluation 

The baseline evaluation consisted of semi-structured interviews with local community 

activists, vicars engaged with Near Neighbours funding, and workshops that included 

creative methods to generate discussion on local history, social problems, and interfaith 

and inter-ethnic relations.  The research involved 80 participants across the five 

locations.  

 

Second Stage of Evaluation 

The second stage of the evaluation, conducted in 2016, consisted of focus groups and 

interviews with a number of the same participants in the original baseline study in order 

to gauge changes in perceptions about community, relations between different ethnic 

and faith populations, and types of activism. The focus groups and interviews also 

included new grant recipients, whose projects were at varied stages of development, to 

help understand impact on new community activism.  

 

In addition, this stage of the evaluation research involved interviews with the Nehemiah 

Workers, who were recruited in early 2015 by the Nehemiah Foundation to work 

closely with Near Neighbours’ coordinators in the local areas. The aim of this set of 

interviews was to analyse the engagement of the Nehemiah Workers in Near 

Neighbours project development and the local profile of the programme.    

 

Finally, in one location, the evaluation team distributed a short survey to individuals 

involved in Near Neighbours projects due to low participation in the focus groups and 

lack of availability for interviews. The survey generated a very modest response rate.1 

                                                        
1 Rochdale was an area more difficult to recruit in 2016 than the other areas. We were not able to 
conduct a focus group with a desired amount of participants. Neither were we able to interview a 
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Summary of data 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
Nehemiah worker. The response rate to the short survey was also very modest (n=3), which 
included one Nehemiah Worker. 

Locations Participants profile  Methods Total number 

of 

participants 

Prestwich Project leaders (Jewish, 

Muslim, and Christian), 

community activists, a local 

vicar, and the NN 

coordinator 

Focus 

Group (n=15) 

Interviews (n=2) 

N=17 

Luton Project leaders (Muslim and 

Christian), faith leaders, the 

Nehemiah Worker, 

community activists, and the 

NN coordinator 

Focus  

Group (n=8), 

Interviews (n=2) 

N= 10 

Nottingham Project leaders (Christian, 

Muslim, Jewish, and Roma), 

local community cohesion 

officers (local government), 

religious leaders, the 

Nehemiah Worker, and the 

NN coordinator 

Focus Group 

(n=8)  

Interviews (n=5) 

N= 13 

Rochdale Three project leaders 

(Muslim and Christian), a 

local vicar, the Nehemiah 

Worker, and the NN 

coordinator 

Focus  

Group (n=2), 

Interviews (n=2) 

Survey (n=3) 

N=7 

Tipton Grant recipients (Muslim and 

Christian), grant participants, 

the Nehemiah Worker, NN 

coordinator, a Council 

representative and volunteers 

from the Jubilee Centre. 

Focus Group 

(n=10),  

Interviews (n=3) 

N=13 

 

Total number of participants across locations 

 

N=60 
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Locations 

The five locations differ from each other in terms of religious and ethnic diversity. All 

of the areas where Near Neighbours grant-making occurred, with the exception of 

Prestwich, were areas of high socio-economic deprivation, intensified by austerity 

measures, low levels of trust for authorities, and segregation between different ethnic, 

religious and cultural groups.  

 

Prestwich 

Half of Prestwich’s’ population is Christian. The Jewish population and people of no 

faith are of equal size, or 17% respectively. Muslims make up 7% of the total population 

in Prestwich and the Hindu, Sikh and Buddhist population together constitute 1.4%.  

 

Prestwich possesses one of the largest Jewish populations in the country (over 10,000) 

and, likewise, the Jewish population is the largest religious minority group in Prestwich. 

The area also constitutes part of the largest eruv, a designated area within which Jewish 

people can carry out daily tasks during the Sabbath, in the UK. Other groups in 

Prestwich, apart from the Jewish population, include Eastern Europeans.  

 

The fieldwork in Prestwich evidenced active, well-established, if segregated, 

community organisations, particularly within the Jewish community. Over the past 

year, seven projects in Bury/Prestwich have received grants. Despite fewer projects 

than in other locations, the evaluation showed that projects reflected an effort to 

improve relations, particularly between groups where there has been visible tension. 

One project involved Jewish and Muslim women leading a women’s sports class, which 

was funded by Near Neighbours and supported by the Council of Christians and Jews 

(CCJ). Other initiatives brought together Jews and Christians, for example, concerts 

and Hebrew classes.   

 

Luton 

In Luton, the two largest faith groups are Christians and Muslims. Luton is ethnically 

diverse, with two dominant populations - White British and Asian, as well as smaller 

African-Caribbean, Hindu, Sikh, Polish and Jewish populations. The White British 

population makes up 45% of the overall population in Luton. There is a significant 

White Other population of 7%, which is particularly prominent in the Dallow area, 

where the Nehemiah Worker and many projects were based. The Asian and British 

Asian population is approximately 26% of the total population in Luton and in the 

Dallow area they make up a majority of 67%.  The Black and Black British populations 

make up 15% of the total Luton population and slightly less in Dallow. In terms of 

religion, Luton is very mixed with no religion constituting the majority of the 

population. Luton is 47% Christian, almost 25% Muslim, 16.5% of no religious 

affiliation and 3% Hindu. In Dallow, most of the population is Muslim (62%) and 22% 

is Christian. According to the 2011 Census, Luton has a greater proportion of its 

population that is unemployed and in lower status jobs and a smaller proportion in 

higher managerial and other higher status occupations compared to England as a whole.  
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The tensions identified in the research concern the presence of the EDL and Britain 

First and the settlement of new ethno-religious populations in Luton. For instance, the 

Coordinator in Luton explained that EDL targets Luton “because of the reputation, it 

unsettles people.” In the second stage focus group, one participant mentioned that 

“Luton has a big challenge of people, London is spilling over into Luton and it creates 

housing problems, social problems, we don’t know these new people.”  

 

Luton received the most significant funding of all the five locations, with grants 

awarded to 52 projects in the last year. These projects ranged from radio interviews to 

discussions of values to more practical initiatives like youth mentoring and creating 

reusable shopping bags. Many of the projects funded by Near Neighbours emerged 

from Christian-Muslim collaboration, for example, women’s conversation groups, 

parents’ coffee mornings, and support for local Roma families. Other projects included 

a community-wide initiative to clean up a local park and a community garden.  

 

Rochdale 

The population of Rochdale is approximately 60% Christian and 15% Muslim, though 

ethnic diversity has grown over the last decade. Apart from the Pakistani population, 

which is the largest minority group in Rochdale, other populations, such as Black 

African, Caribbean, and Eastern European, have increased over the past decade.  

 

In the past year, Near Neighbours funded 24 projects in Rochdale, including an 

Interfaith Week event, the production of a film on mental health, and a gardening 

project for local residents of different cultures. 

 

Nottingham 

Hyson Green, the Near Neighbours site in Nottingham, has arguably the most culturally 

and religiously diverse population in the city, as it is home to different Christian 

denominations (Pentecostal, Anglican, and Catholic), Muslims, Hindus, and Sikhs. 

Recent migration from Eastern Europe, specifically from Poland, Romania and 

Bulgaria, and a growing Roma population have added to the religious, ethnic, and 

cultural diversity of the area.  

 

Nottingham itself is an ethnically diverse city that has changed significantly in terms of 

its demography over the last decade. Almost 34% of residents are not of a White British 

background, and 25% of the total population are categorized as BME. The white British 

population makes up 65% of the total population of Nottingham and White Other (Poles 

and Romanians are prominent groups) make up 5%. The latter doubled in size between 

the 2001 and 2011 censuses. The Asian and Asian British population increased to 13% 

in the same time period and the Black and Black British population increased to 7%. In 

terms of religion, the largest group is Christian (44%) though this percentage declined 

significantly between 2001-11. The Muslim population is 8% and people of no religion, 

34%. Both of these groups have grown since 2001. 
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Nottingham was the second largest recipient of Near Neighbours funding, as 40 projects 

were awarded grants over the past year. The projects were diverse, encompassing broad 

aims such as tackling poverty or very targeted activities like teaching bike maintenance 

to refugees. Other projects included coffee mornings for local residents, cookery 

sessions, elderly care, and mentoring at-risk youth.  One project, which was awarded 

£2500 from Near Neighbours, focuses on bringing together Roma men and women with 

other groups in the area through football and jewellery classes.  

 

Tipton 

In Tipton, the population is approximately 60% Christian, including a growing Polish 

population. The city also has smaller Muslim, Hindu and Sikh populations and well-

established Gypsy and Traveller communities. The area is segregated and faces 

longstanding high poverty levels. Ethnically, Tipton is majority White British (69%), 

with a growing White Other population, currently at 3% of the total population. Asians 

and British Asians make up almost 20% of the total population in Tipton and 

Black/Black British, 6%.  

 

Tipton received Near Neighbours grants for 6 different projects. These included the 

Bangladeshi Women’s Association (BWA), which was awarded three out of the six 

grants. Two of the Association’s projects consisted of hosting the Nehemiah Worker in 

their community centre, (£5000) and Faith Tours (£1700). The latter project 

encompassed visits to places of worship and community workshops organised for 

disadvantaged women. The third project was Come Dine with Neighbours (£800), 

which coincided with the International Women’s Day and involved a competition for 

women cooking food from their respective cultures. In addition to BWA, the Tibby 

Residents received a grant for working on the Tibbington Estate in Tipton. Their Young 

People’s Project (£3500) centred around improving relations between Eastern 

European Catholic and African Muslim residents on the estate. Finally, two grants were 

given to Creative Academies (£2500 and £4995) for supporting young people through 

arts-based activities. 
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Baseline Evaluation January – March 2015 

 

The baseline evaluation indicated a number of anxieties and aspirations about Near 

Neighbours as well as perceptions of segregation and sometimes, tension, between 

different ethnic and religious groups. The sources of these tensions differed between 

the five locations, but workshop participants and interviewees emphasised across the 

sites that local Roma and Muslim populations should be highlighted in Near 

Neighbours strategic thinking.  

 

The 2015 report listed a number of potential indicators of impact: 

1. Assessment by activists, the programme coordinators, project leaders, local 

clergy and government officials of greater engagement with community-

building, community spaces, and support for ‘neighbourliness’ 

2. Perceptions of a decline in segregation between populations of different faiths, 

ethnicities, and national origin  

3. Cultivation of new grassroots activists and activism. Are there individuals who 

have become engaged over the year in Near Neighbours who were previously 

not engaged in community building? 

4. Rise in the profile and reputation of the Near Neighbours programme and 

individual projects, both in general and amongst minority ethnic and religious 

groups  

5. Funding of Near Neighbours projects that involve particularly marginalised or 

isolated populations, such as the Roma, other Eastern European migrants, and 

Muslims 

6. Mobilisation to support community-oriented spaces  

7. Funding of projects that aim to increase communication between groups now in 

tension with each other, for example, Muslims and Jews in Bury or White, 

secular groups and Muslims or other minority religious groups 

8. Greater communication between Programme Coordinators and new groups, 

especially without relying significantly on the assistance of community leaders 

and activists to discover potential projects and encourage Near Neighbours 

applications 

9. Continuation of Near Neighbours projects, or the development of spin-offs, 

after the Near Neighbours funding ends 

10. Greater engagement of local officials, religious leaders, and public institutions 

with the programme and specific projects  

As discussed below, all of these impacts have been achieved and the hesitations about 

the potential impact of Near Neighbours were overcome. For example, in the majority 

of interviews in the baseline evaluation, the participants cited Near Neighbours as an 

‘enabler’ of existing activism but not necessarily as a ‘catalyst’ for new community 

activism, a perception that has shifted over the past year. Similarly, the predominant 

aspiration expressed in the evaluation was for Near Neighbours to decrease segregation 

rather than alleviate existing group tensions, yet projects have succeeded in achieving 
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both. The most significant remaining doubt concerns the sustainability of relations and 

community impact after the end of Near Neighbours funding.  

 

Second Stage Evaluation 2016 

 

Summary 

The predominant comments and observations in interviews and focus groups conducted 

a year later, or in January – March 2016, concentrated on community relations, the 

scope and organisation of the grants programme, and project sustainability. There was 

less discussion of economic pressures than in 2015. This shift was potentially due to 

budget cuts no longer being recent, but rather forming part of the existing context in 

which community activists have to operate. As one long-term activist in Nottingham 

noted, “we have had to learn how to fend for ourselves.”  

 

The follow-up evaluation demonstrated significant impact in three broad areas:  

1) How ‘community’ is conceived and practiced, namely, a community that is 

increasingly inclusive of diversity  

2) Increased trust between different populations; and  

3) Stronger association between religious and ethnic identity and wider community 

engagement.  

 

These three impacts could be attributed to the Near Neighbours programme because of 

the following changes the programme instigated in each of the local areas:  

1. The presence, or ‘ethos’ of Near Neighbours, as project and religious leaders 

often described it, in the local area encouraged the development of projects 

across different groups, even without Near Neighbours funding 

2. The provision of financial, technical, and emotional support by Near 

Neighbours enabled interfaith and inter-ethnic activism, in addition to the 

symbolic investment in community-building 

3. Network building amongst grant recipients, charities, government officials, 

and religious and lay leaders facilitated the development and sustainability 

of projects 

4. New community activists have emerged whose initial experience has been 

in interfaith engagement  

5. Experienced community activists who want to challenge segregation, raise 

the appeal of ‘neighbourly’ behaviour, and improve the general quality of 

life in their area found a platform to pursue their ambitions 

6. Autonomy in project design and the language used to describe initiatives 

and desired impact, which reflects the application process, fostered local 

creativity and initiative  
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7. The attention given by local, national, and international media as well as the 

local government to Near Neighbours projects highlighted activism and 

rewarded individual efforts  

8. Faith groups and religious leaders were given an opportunity to develop a 

more profound and visible role in the wider community; this role has 

continued to grow amongst interviewees even after the funding period has 

ended 

9. The opportunity for intensive community engagement, including door-to-

door walkabouts to encourage participation in Near Neighbours projects, 

has provided experienced activists a chance to develop new activities and 

cultivated new ‘community movers’, particularly from marginalised 

populations like Roma 

 

Comparing Locations 

 

The three areas of impact spanned all of the five locations. However, the differences in 

the number and kinds of projects arguably reflect the level of activism, infrastructure 

to support community cohesion and existing tensions at the beginning of the 

programme in 2015. For example, in Nottingham, the Council had retained their 

community cohesion officer, who has been very involved in the development of Near 

Neighbours projects. The city and area of Near Neighbours work have a tradition of 

community activism. The Coordinator called Nottingham “a good place to work... In 

Nottingham there is a lot of community engagement.”  In contrast, Bury/Prestwich has 

been characterized by segregation between religious groups and activism has been 

conducted largely within and not across groups.  

 

Unsurprisingly, the predominant tensions noted in the baseline study in Bury/Prestwich 

involved Muslim-Jewish relations, which are particularly affected by events in the 

Middle East. One prominent Jewish activist protested in the 2015 workshop about local 

responses to the 2014 conflict in Gaza, criticizing the freedom of speech for pro-

Palestinian activists but circumscription on expressing a pro-Israeli viewpoint. In 

Rochdale, the large Muslim community faced tensions and even prejudice related to 

the grooming scandal. The baseline research in Luton suggested anxiety over increasing 

diversity, a growing population, and the behaviour of far-right extremist groups, which 

have caused friction between the Muslim and British White populations. Participants 

in the baseline study in Tipton stressed that it was difficult to move into the city, 

particularly the estates. One workshop participant emphasized that, “Everybody knows 

everyone” on the estates, and another participant noted, “We got Polish communities 

and English communities, a new person moving in feels foreign when they move in.”  

 

In comparing impact across locations, the progress of Near Neighbours reflects the 

particular tensions and opportunities in 2015. For example, the baseline research in 

Nottingham indicated aspirations for Roma to become more engaged in wider 

community work. The establishment of a Roma-led initiative in Nottingham therefore 
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meets a specific aim and indicates more general success in inclusion. A workshop 

participant stated, “The Roma community decided to make a concerted effort to engage 

with others, which has helped lessen suspicion in Nottingham.” The launch of a 

Muslim-Jewish café in Nottingham also indicates progress, this time in initiating 

cooperation between two groups normally distant from each other. However, the 

founding and sustainability of this initiative indicate potentially a different impact than 

the women’s sports group in Bury, which has experienced greater and more visible 

tensions between Muslims and Jews. The launch of a community project in the housing 

estate in Tipton also indicates substantial progress in decreasing tension because of 

existing levels of anxiety about newcomers in 2015.  

 

The Impact on Community 

 

“You can not have a more peaceful project in the country. Programmes like this 

will change people. It is the biggest investment for the future. Every community 

where people are sitting down and knitting together, eating together, singing 

together will not have tension in it.” (Luton focus group participant) 

 

“Near Neighbours is about community, soft skills, not hard. It’s all mushy and 

good feeling, but if you can have relationships with people it does have an 

impact even, the Nehemiah working at the centre is a massive bridge in itself.” 

(Coordinator) 

 

The evaluation indicated that the presence of Near Neighbours – consisting of its 

infrastructure, funding, and ethos, has succeeded in fostering practical engagement in 

interfaith and interethnic activities amongst experienced and new activists and led to 

new ambitions for an inclusive community in the local area. This still nascent 

community transcends religious and ethnic categories, encourages and depends upon 

continued activism, and addresses social need.  

 

The Presence of Near Neighbours  

 

Ethos 

The symbolic role of Near Neighbours, namely investment into local interfaith 

cooperation, has been the most important factor in changing relations and perceptions 

and practices of community. For example, in one of the locations, both experienced 

activists and the Coordinator stressed that the ethos of Near Neighbours was as 

important as funding to initiate change. The Coordinator stated, “Once you have an 

excuse like Near Neighbours, it is an ethos not just funding, funding a bonus.” Two 

focus groups participants confirmed this perception. One noted, “It is the ethos. But the 

name itself is magic. It is magic before it’s funding. That is how I see it. The ethos of 

Near Neighbours is beyond race, religion, culture. It is something about connecting 

human beings first. So when you talk about a neighbour, everyone wants to live in a 
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peaceful neighbourhood. So it’s beyond.” Another said, “What is more important is not 

to sustain the same level of activism as such. It is important that the ethos is there. Near 

Neighbours is more like an ethos. And as long as that spreads like a virus in people’s 

minds, that is what is more important.”  

 

Infrastructure 

Beyond the ethos of Near Neighbours, the presence of a staff working to support project 

development and funding and linking activists, religious leaders, charities, and 

government officials contributed to the practical possibility of launching projects and 

potentially, sustainability. The most important elements in the infrastructure for 

developing a more inclusive notion of community appeared to be the following:   

 Consistent interaction between project leaders and the Coordinators 

 A physical space to meet with the Coordinator  

 Extensive contacts in the area amongst both the Coordinator and the Nehemiah 

Worker(s) 

 A manageable geographic area in which Coordinators could establish new 

contacts and encourage applications 

 A supportive and active vicar in approving applications  

 Regular communication between the Nehemiah Worker(s) and the Coordinator.  

Nottingham illustrated how the combination generated continued interest in Near 

Neighbours funding and cultivated the ambition to develop a more inclusive 

community. One focus group participant stated, “If I am struggling with something, 

[the Coordinator] is always on the other end of the phone.” Inversely, the Coordinator 

remarked,  “I get so many people who are so nervous and I say, ‘it’s great you have 

come to me’.” In the focus group, the participants in Nottingham stressed repeatedly 

the Coordinator’s importance in encouraging and mentoring project development and 

in facilitating partnerships or necessary contacts to initiate a project. Inversely, contacts 

in the local area introduced the Coordinator to potential applicants. Another 

Coordinator mentioned that, “They [housing association] introduced me to various 

groups that would not have otherwise applied. For example, [housing association 

contact] would not have applied for the gardening project, he would not have known 

about Near Neighbours, but found out about it through the housing association.” 

 

A critical contribution of Coordinators and Nehemiah Workers, as well as the larger 

presence of Near Neighbours, has been to cultivate and support ‘community movers’. 

One focus group participant argued that, “Near Neighbours needs to reach the doers on 

the ground who are motivated to get jobs done.” The ‘movers’ and ‘doers’ include new 

activists, whose initial experiences in project development have been in interfaith 

engagement. The ability to engage in practical action rather than dialogue has seemed 

especially appealing to younger project leaders and leaders from marginalised 

populations like Roma. For example, a young, Muslim woman leading on a project 

remarked, “I love it, I’ve been in interfaith things and it is usually about politics, but 
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here it’s about a giggle and eating mango. It is nice to get rid of all of that, and just do 

what normal women do, a giggle and a sweat.” 

 

There were, however, two critiques of the infrastructure amongst Coordinators. The 

first was that working through contacts or intermediaries to find applicants occasionally 

presented difficulties, as the contacts sometimes felt the need to intervene in the process 

and assume some of the tasks of the Coordinator. One Coordinator explained that, “If 

he [the contact] would have allowed me to speak to groups directly, it would have been 

helpful also. Otherwise it is a bit like Chinese whispers.”  

 

In addition, and importantly, the effect of clarity in the roles of the Nehemiah Worker 

and Coordinator, and regular communication were noticeable across locations. The 

presence of the Nehemiah Worker promoted more regular contact between groups, for 

instance, through the Peace Walk organised by the Nehemiah Worker in Nottingham. 

The presence of a Muslim female Nehemiah Worker in Luton helped to involve 

members of the Muslim community who had never before worked with Christians. The 

Coordinator in Bury felt that there would have been more applications had the area had 

a Nehemiah Worker.  

 

At the same time, lack of communication or structural clarity caused confusion. Two 

Coordinators claimed that they were not clear as to their responsibilities and authority 

vis-à-vis the Nehemiah Worker. One Coordinator described a Nehemiah Worker as 

“being Nehemiah, less about being a community worker.” To the Coordinators, they 

appeared autonomous, causing confusion about communication and particularly, 

coordination to generate new applications. A Coordinator remarked, ‘I don’t think they 

didn’t [encourage applications], but there wasn’t a huge influx in the work they did. It 

didn’t increase the applications.” At the same time, Nehemiah Workers who were new 

often relied upon the Coordinators for introductions and a physical base.  

 

Application Process and Funding 

 

The amount of funding available and the application process supported creativity and 

initiative in interfaith and interethnic cooperation amongst both experienced and new 

activists and allowed for the development of ideas organic to the area rather than 

imposed or promoted by funding bodies. A focus group participant commented that 

without the funding, “I don’t think we would manage. Because obviously your funding 

has helped coffee mornings, it’s a big thing that is. And having [the Nehemiah Worker] 

here in her role.” Likewise, as discussed in the final section, a local activist in another 

site stated that if Near Neighbours funding does not continue, “it will leave a gap.” 

 

The majority of interviewees and focus group participants felt that the application 

process, although perhaps in need of some small changes to make it more supportive, 

transparent, and inclusive, enabled individuals and groups with varied backgrounds and 
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experience in fundraising to submit proposals. Furthermore, interviewees and focus 

group participants consistently expressed satisfaction with the £5000 limit. One 

interviewee noted, “There is rarely small funding. Sometimes £2000-5000 is all people 

need to share experiences and get people together. People don’t want responsibility for 

£20,000-£25,000. They need money to rent a space, pay for training, fill a gap in their 

lives.” A Coordinator agreed, “If you got five grand, it goes a long way to make 

something more sustainable from a physical point of view.”  

 

In addition, the funding and application process offered volunteers who lacked the time 

and often experience to pursue funding a straightforward and accessible means to 

develop a project. The ease of accessing funding has been particularly important for 

community activists in small cities or outside of London because they do not have the 

exposure to London-based funding sources and are often over-committed to other 

initiatives.  

 

Expressing his own confidence in Near Neighbours’ ability to cultivate original ideas 

from below, one Coordinator stated: 

The projects I have been working with are starting from scratch. That is when 

Near Neighbours is at its finest. The reason I am still involved in Near 

Neighbours after 5 years is that the model is really good. I have worked in 

Community work for 30 years and have seen models come and go. A lot of them 

designed to help grassroots but did things for people rather than allow people to 

do it for themselves. Near Neighbours is better because it gets people to pursue 

their dream. Near Neighbours helps them to explore it. 

The enthusiasm for small grants, however, did not preclude discussion about the value 

of larger grants, particularly to contribute to sustainability. One experienced activist 

wanted to consider larger grants because they allow for “good sustainability, 

opportunities to reach out to other funding and bring more money that can enable more 

strategic activities that create more impact.” The activist added, “If you give pockets of 

money to people, it becomes like spoon-feeding. I don’t think it gives you a good 

sustainability.”  

 

Finally, a Coordinator had suggestions for making the application process more 

effective. The Coordinator listed a number of issues that need to be addressed in Near 

Neighbours applications – proficiency in English, approval by a vicar, and involvement, 

or time commitment, of the Coordinator. The presence of an active and supportive vicar 

has been important in all of the locations but generally, it has been a few vicars, and 

not across churches, who have promoted the programme. The Coordinator noted that 

in their area, “Maybe four vicars out of twelve or thirteen were involved . . .  They [the 

vicars not interested] are not bad people but not interested.” For the Coordinator, the 

general principle of involving vicars is positive, as it allows for two people to read 

applications.   
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Other Factors in Community Impact 

 

Near Neighbours contributed in other, more minor ways to how inclusive communities 

are conceived and practiced. These include media attention and support for methods of 

intensive community engagement, particularly door-to-door walkabouts, which, in 

turn, have facilitated the evolution of ideas organic to the area and responsive to local 

needs and issues. Media attention helped to keep community activists incentivized and 

highlighted locally the value of interfaith and interethnic cooperation. The Nehemiah 

Worker in Nottingham believed that the “Peace March made a big difference” to 

relations because of its public visibility and media attention.2 The March, according to 

the Nehemiah Worker, generated interest afterwards and contributed to building 

friendlier relations between attendees. The Muslim-Jewish café (Salaam Shalom 

Kitchen) in Nottingham received the most extensive media coverage, but Near 

Neighbours projects in all of the locations received, sometimes substantial, local 

coverage (see Appendix 1).  

 

Media brought ‘external’ attention to Near Neighbours while the internal ethos and 

structure of Near Neighbours funding allowed for the use of time-intensive methods of 

community activism to encourage participation in specific projects. The use of these 

methods occasionally provided a deliberate contrast with government approaches that 

rely on questionnaires and are more formal and distant in terms of social interaction. A 

project leader stated that her door-to-door approach to encouraging community 

participation was not about following a format, or 

[T]icking a questionnaire; it is about integrating yourself with that family and 

having that conversation. What is it that you want and for people to have those 

real conversations, you can make a difference there. Questionnaires don’t do 

that necessarily. When they fill out a questionnaire it is probably just to get you 

off their doorstep, rather than really wanting to make a change.  

Conversely, a volunteer in a Near Neighbours project explained that she became 

involved after the grant recipient and long-time activist on the estate knocked on her 

door: “One day she knocked on my door and said to me that some time ago I said I was 

interested in doing something. So I said ok if you have anything for me to do then I’m 

in! I talked about the coffee mornings at school, I said to Polish women. In the 

beginning they were not interested but we are trying to make it better.”  As another 

participant noted, “So the initial door knocking becomes a catalyst in itself.”  

 

A project leader in another site concurred with this analysis of door-to-door 

engagement:  

                                                        
2 http://www.nottinghampost.com/Religious-leaders-hold-peace-walk-wake-
terror/story-28259537-detail/story.html 
http://bftfblog.blogspot.co.uk/2015/11/peace-makers-walk-nottingham-28-
nov-2015.html 
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They [project leaders] were asking them what are the problems? If we do this 

in your area, will it be better for you? And people were surprised and shocked 

saying oh at least we have got someone here that has a bit of an interest . . . So 

we are not going to solve all problems but there are different ways and methods 

of doing outreach. Sometime people think we can just send flyers and it will 

work, but we go knocking on doors. So it is having that first conversation, we 

think that it is probably the most important bit, before you do the projects. But 

then it depends on capacity as well, not everyone can go and knock on doors. 

Experienced activists in particular favoured this method of engaging participants 

because of the opportunity it provided for residents to express their own interests and 

needs. A Nehemiah Worker warned that, “What we have to be really careful about, and 

not just Near Neighbours but all grants, is that you can’t go in and change people. 

Sometimes you have to go in and work with them and work with their traditions.” The 

Nehemiah Worker explained that her site, “has got fantastic traditions, actually they do 

have lots of community cohesion. It is just because if you are new it is a bit harder to 

be involved in them. They got a lot going on but they don’t want everybody to know 

about it. So when we come helicoptering in, we need to stop thinking that we know 

what and how they should do things. Get them to show us.”  

 

The Impact on Trust  

 

The evaluation revealed three indicators of greater trust across faiths and ethnicities. 

The first was the development of constructive relations between groups that have 

experienced tensions; the second was interaction and cooperation between individuals 

who would conventionally not engage with each other; and the third was an increase in 

local capacity to respond to crises or problems.  

 

Participants in the focus groups and interviewees consistently noted across locations an 

increase in trust between both groups with a history of tensions or little or no contact. 

For example, the local Nehemiah Worker in Tipton is Muslim and despite initial anxiety 

amongst Tipton residents, her presence has corresponded with increased activity 

amongst the White, British volunteers at the Community Centre where she works. The 

Nehemiah Worker from Nottingham, also a Muslim, stated, “When I go to church now, 

they are much more warm and open-hearted. They aren’t suspicious.” Similarly, the 

Muslim Nehemiah Worker in the Dallow area of Luton made links with the local vicar 

when he started: “It started with me picking up the phone saying, ‘Hi. I’m new to the 

area.’” As a consequence, the Nehemiah Worker and vicar managed several projects 

together and their relationship itself encouraged greater contact between the community 

centre in Luton where the Nehemiah Worker was based and the vicar’s church.  

 

The increase in trust has occurred because of recognition of shared motivation, joint 

action, and the status Near Neighbours endows to cooperation across diverse religious 

and ethnic groups. Project leaders and Nehemiah Workers have also benefited from the 
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testimony of experienced local activists. For instance, a local activist in Tipton 

reassured residents in Tipton about the Nehemiah Worker. The activist explained, “She 

is Muslim. What difference does that make? She is a person to talk to . . . when [the 

Nehemiah Worker] came in it was like who is that? But that’s ok, I told them she is 

alright. You need that for bridging the gap.” The activist added, “People don’t like 

different, they don’t like change, they like the way they are, set in their ways but if you 

can bridge the gap... And then if you are trusted among that group of friends, we will 

listen to you. It’s trust. People build their relationships on trust.”  

 

The development of trust facilitated by participation in Near Neighbours has extended 

occasionally to the local government. The Roma project leader in Nottingham noted 

that, “Roma women have gained trust. They didn’t want to know the Council but now 

there is trust.” 

 

Involvement in Near Neighbours may also counter racism and enable local activists and 

religious leaders to respond to crises. As discussed earlier, Tipton has faced issues 

related to segregation and racism, particularly on the housing estates. At the time of the 

baseline evaluation in 2015, there was racist graffiti directed at the members of the 

Bangladeshi Women’s Association Community Centre parking area. In 2016, the 

graffiti no longer was a prominent feature in the Centre, the Centre itself hosted a 

number of activities, and the Nehemiah Worker expressed no hesitation in working 

there: “I got family living around here and they tell me how racist it is. I haven’t had 

anything happen yet. The hesitation would be lone working. I would be very visible, in 

an area like this. But we try and keep each other safe . . . the only thing that would make 

me hesitant about this job is if I would need to come early and lock up late.” As a 

member of a three-person team composed of Muslim women, she noted:  

I’ve worked in places that were racist before. Once you know my name and I 

do activities for the community, they tend to be much more involved with you. 

You see changes being made when you are there to make a difference and they 

come along to become involved with you. There are differences so it is about 

making sure that their traditions are maintained and their way of living is 

maintained. 

Working at the Centre on a daily basis and interacting with residents allowed the 

Nehemiah Worker to develop a foundation to overcome social distance and negative 

attitudes. She explained:  

At times they have been suspicious, I have walked through the door and it has 

been silence. But I’ve got a job to do and I’m here to do it so I go, ‘hi how are 

you, good morning how are you?’ It is very energy consuming, every 

community work is energy consuming, whether it’s children or older people, 

but I don’t have to justify my colour and religion to you just like you don’t have 

to justify your colour and religion to me. We are human. 

In Luton, the Nehemiah Worker spoke of initial hesitation by a church member towards 

her. “But now, every time I go she makes an effort to come over to me and seems 

genuinely pleased to see me.” Recent Polish migration to housing estates in Tipton has 
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generated a negative response amongst British residents. A new grant recipient noted, 

“To be fair, English people do not like Polish people on our estate. We are trying to 

change that [through the residents’ project funded by Near Neighbours].” 

 

Finally, through involvement in Near Neighbours, religious and lay leaders have 

formed contacts and networks that have enabled them to respond to local crises, like 

the murder of an imam in Rochdale. A local vicar very active in Near Neighbours in 

Rochdale mentioned that his contacts in the Muslim community allowed him to respond 

in a more effective manner than other vicars who had not participated in Near 

Neighbours and lacked the same network.   

 

The Impact on Faith and Community Activism 

 

Near Neighbours has succeeded in involving religious and lay leaders of different faiths 

in local social action, interfaith encounters, and the development of new networks. 

Importantly, Near Neighbours has provided an opportunity to gain religious literacy; 

address through interfaith cooperation issues that cross different faiths but have become 

associated with a particular faith; and, at the same time, offer a positive and visible 

contribution from a particular congregation to the wider community.  

 

Combining all three impacts, one project brought together a Muslim women’s activist, 

a Rastafarian women’s activist, the local police Sexual Exploitation Unit and the the 

local government Community Cohesion officer to discuss healthy relationships with 

girls in care. The project thus enabled cooperation across ethnic and faith groups and 

the public sector to address a sensitive issue of women’s rights and exploitation. 

Echoing comments from the Muslim and Jewish participants in the sports class in Bury, 

the Rabbi leading on the Muslim-Jewish café in Nottingham stated that she wanted to 

move beyond abstract conversations to practical engagement. She did note that she had 

gained substantial knowledge of the different sects of Islam through the project. She 

commented that in starting the project, “I realized I needed a degree in Islam now.” In 

fact, as a consequence of her increasing visibility as a community actor in Nottingham, 

the Rabbi was invited to speak about Judaism at an ‘ultra-religious’ Muslim school for 

an extended session of three hours.  

 

The impact of Near Neighbours on strengthening the association between belonging to 

a faith and interfaith cooperation was also apparent in Luton. A long-term activist said 

that Near Neighbours had overcome hesitation concerning interfaith engagement:  

What I would like to attribute to Near Neighbours is that when we have been 

engaged in the last 15 years primarily in interfaith work… some people find it 

difficult to sometimes engage and predominantly in Christian and Muslim 

settings. Large sections of these communities can feel uneasy about interfaith. 

Near Neighbours has broken that, that prejudice. So there are some newer 
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audiences that have come on board. Some newer people have taken the ideas on 

board to take risk of doing some things together. And I think that has helped. 

Interviewees and focus group participants did mention that there were still factions still 

resistant to interfaith engagement. A few faith communities, primarily Sikhs and 

Hindus, have been less involved. One Coordinator, explaining the fact of fewer 

applications from these faiths, mentioned, “The Gurdwaras have a big social 

programme where they feed people. They often go out to the homeless.  Their plate is 

quite full in terms of things they do with the community. The £5000 is nothing for them. 

But then they do end up getting side-lined.” The Nehemiah Worker in Luton repeated 

this sentiment, saying, “Going forward, it would be good to invest more time with 

groups who are less engaged, definitely Gurdwaras. They are self-sufficient, smaller 

and more tightknit.” Despite this trend, though, one of the Luton projects involved 

Catholics, Hindus and Sikhs, and there will be a Hindu-Sikh café modelled after the 

Muslim-Jewish café in Nottingham.  

 

Sustainable Impact 

 

For interviewees and focus group participants in all five locations, the continuity of the 

grants programme was crucial for sustainable impact. The Coordinators, Nehemiah 

Workers and project leaders argued that there was a risk that the gains made by their 

work would not be sustainable due to the relatively short lifespan of this stage of the 

Near Neighbours programme. The Coordinators and Nehemiah Workers emphasised 

that building trust required a consistent commitment. The Coordinator for Nottingham 

said, “I had to put a lot of time into Nottingham to set something up.” Another 

Coordinator stressed that because the area she covers in her role is so large, it has taken 

time to develop relationships within the diverse population: “As time goes on, it just 

gets better, so much is about relationships. The longer you are involved the better it 

gets with time, people are more confident. I can see where things need to happen and 

where things are a repeat. My competence and confidence in the role increased.”  

 

The Nehemiah Workers identified the year as building a foundation. One stated, “The 

year has been a platform, a good platform programme, we have sown seeds, got the 

foundation.” Another stressed the time required to become familiar with an area if they 

were new:  

“It is time, its trust building, its relationship building. It takes more than a 

year, a year is just the beginning of conversation and what you do is you put 

on events and activities that they enjoy. Like this summer when kids were 

being fed, and now we are getting thank you messages. So that’s just a year 

of activities like that and then people start going ‘oh they are alright over 

there actually’. It takes another year to even start building the relationships, 

and talking to the leaders and going out in the communities.  

Conversely, the research revealed that stopping the funding would end up pushing 

people back into their own communities or previous work. An interviewee said, “Yes 
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we have planted the seed and there are good vibes about it but it is never-ending, it 

needs to continuous and not one-off.” Likewise, a project leader in another location 

noted that, “We saw that the community took a long time to engage, when we were 

doing the Peace Walk we saw that there was a lot of interest and it is now a year and a 

half ago and I finally, this week actually, sat down and talked to the leader of the 

Turkish community who is absolutely keen to get involved. Suddenly it is like as if 

everyone just woke up and I am like wow!”  

Recommendations  

 

The following are based both on analysis of the evaluation research and the 

recommendations of project leaders, Coordinators, and Nehemiah Workers. 

 

1. Consider more formal integration of network building into local Near 

Neighbours work in order to promote the sustainability of interfaith cooperation  

2. Clarify the role of Nehemiah Workers relative to Coordinators, ensuring each 

is aware of their own authority and responsibilities and that there is regular 

communication concerning projects and related work in the area 

3. Allow for an initial scoping period when Coordinators can bring together 

religious and lay leaders interested in Near Neighbours, relevant government 

officials and charities, and experienced activists to discuss a) ways in which to 

advertise Near Neighbours as widely as possible b) conversely, how to involve 

particular groups and encourage new activists to become ‘community movers’ 

and c) develop an effective communication strategy concerning the 

development and implementation of projects  

4. Increase availability of faith literacy training or classes in order to retain this 

aspect of Near Neighbours projects 

5. Make safeguarding training more available for project leaders so they are aware 

of how to reduce risk when working with children, youth, and vulnerable adults 

(the courses in Nottingham have been popular, attesting to need) 

6. Make the geographic area of grant-making manageable for the Coordinator 

while allowing for sufficient flexibility to incorporate projects that reflect Near 

Neighbours aims but are not within the programme boundaries  

7. Ensure a physical base for the Coordinator in the area where he or she works, 

as this has appeared to be important for maintaining relations with project 

leaders and sustaining the Near Neighbours presence in the area  

8. Ensure Coordinators have access to the relevant professional development 

courses to allow them to work across diverse groups engaged in a range of 

initiatives. These courses could include project management and evaluation, or, 

as mentioned above, religious literacy (potentially more advanced than an 

introductory course) 

9. Consider the development of networks amongst project leaders in the different 

locations to deepen the national dimension of Near Neighbours 
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10. Consider promoting more explicitly ‘offshoots’ of existing projects so as to 

encourage sustainability of community impact 
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Appendices  

 

Sample of Media Coverage 

 

Luton:  http://www.lutontoday.co.uk/news/local/neighbours-meet-up-for-
cultural-sharing-1-6696225, 
http://www.lutontoday.co.uk/news/community/community-news/getting-to-
know-your-neighbours-1-6107293, 
http://www.lutontoday.co.uk/news/opinion/archery-helps-bring-people-
together-1-5556043 
http://www.lutontoday.co.uk/news/local/meeting-up-with-the-neighbours-1-
6662601 
http://www.lutontoday.co.uk/news/community/community-news/cash-boost-
for-communities-1-6121147 
Nottingham: http://www.jewishnews.co.uk/opinion-the-transformation-in-
englands-communities/ 
http://www.jewishnews.co.uk/opinion-from-dialogue-to-action-the-future-of-
interfaith-work/ 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/06/08/salaam-shalom-kitchen-
nottingham_n_7538358.html 
Bury: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/ministers-welcome-syrian-
families-ahead-of-their-first-christmas-in-the-uk 
 
Rochdale: http://www.rochdaleonline.co.uk/news-features/2/news-
headlines/99970/celebrating-christmas-and-mawlid-in-rochdale-town-centre  
http://www.rochdaleonline.co.uk/news-features/2/news-
headlines/99811/rochdale-town-hall-the-setting-for-interfaith-event  
http://www.rochdaleonline.co.uk/news-features/2/news-
headlines/98221/time-for-creation-at-rochdale-parish-church  
http://www.rochdaleonline.co.uk/news-features/2/news-
headlines/96846/students-successfully-complete-developing-leadership-
courses  
http://www.rochdaleonline.co.uk/news-features/2/news-
headlines/93225/lord-tariq-ahmad-visits-community-groups-and-projects-in-
rochdale  
http://www.rochdaleonline.co.uk/news-features/2/news-
headlines/85654/multifaith-communities-to-benefit-from-new-£3-million-grant  
http://www.rochdaleonline.co.uk/news-features/2/news-
headlines/85654/multifaith-communities-to-benefit-from-new-£3-million-grant 
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