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Strategies for the Challenge of Integration – Report 
 
I was privileged to be awarded a Fellowship by the Winston Churchill Memorial Trust this 
year, which enabled me to travel to Jamaica and to South Africa to undertake this study.  
 
My aim was to explore whether, and if so how, people from different ethnic backgrounds in 
those societies come together and work for the common good in their communities. 
 
I sought to learn lessons that I could share and bring to bear in the community 
organisations and networks of which I am a part. 
 
 
Background to my interest 
 
I have attempted throughout my adult life, both in my professional role as an educator and 
through community activism, to promote equality and combat discrimination.  A central 
motivation for this commitment has been my belief that a denial of human rights to any 
group leaves the rest of society vulnerable to fragmentation. 
 
As a woman of dual heritage, with one Black parent and one White I have delighted in the 
diversity of experience I’ve been able to draw on. Unfortunately I’ve also suffered the 
sense of fear and isolation caused by prejudice and discrimination, which some people 
have shown towards me because they dislike the colour of my skin. 
 
My ‘hypothesis’ in undertaking this Fellowship was twofold: 
 

1. Intolerance is a dangerous thing and it gets in the way of people acting together to 
make their community happy and thriving. 

 
2. It is people within communities themselves who create community cohesion, rather 

than outside agencies such as local or central government. 
 
Ethnic conflict is widespread. The reasons why tensions simmer and break out, at worst 
into genocidal conflict or ethnic cleansing, as it has so bizarrely been termed, are many, 
but what is clear is that the those in conflict see others as ‘them’ and quite definitely not 
‘us’.  Living out of two ethnic backgrounds I wanted to see how well people from different 
ethnic backgrounds managed to work together for the common good of their community. 
 
I didn’t want this Fellowship to involve a highly structured academic study; I wanted to talk 
to people about their perceptions and experiences.  I wished to have a series of real 
conversations, to help me to get a sense of what was happening in the communities I 
visited. 
 
It should be noted therefore that what follows in this report are my observations and 
conclusions based on information from contacts, research and conversations, which I have 
interpreted through the prism of my own experience. No more, no less. 
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Communities and ‘social capital’ 
 
I hoped that this study might tease out some of the factors that make people in a 
community be active, networking together to generate benefits for a community, beyond 
the sum of the individuals within it. 
 
These benefits are referred to by social scientists as ‘social capital’. 
 
Active involvement in one’s local community or civic engagement, as it is alternatively 
known, is an important factor in determining whether or not a community works well and 
cohesively for the people who live in it. 
 
You may think that’s just common sense, but there is also a body of scientific study 
devoted to this phenomenon. 
 
An American school reformer, L.J. Hanifan, coined the phrase ‘social capital’ in 1916.  He 
defined the difference in the gains to be made by collective as opposed to individual civil 
engagement as follows: 
 
“If he [the individual] comes into contact with his neighbors and they with other neighbors, 
there will be an accumulation of social capital, which may immediately satisfy his social 
needs and which may bear a social potentiality sufficient to the substantial improvement of 
living conditions in the whole community.  The community as a whole will benefit by the 
cooperation of all its parts, while the individual find in his association advantages of the 
help, the sympathy and the fellowship of his neighbors.” 
 
Research1 has identified two essential components in communities where social capital is 
being or has been built: reciprocity and trust. 
 
Reciprocity implies a knowledge that people are likely to help you out or can be relied 
upon to also take responsibility. The individual who is active in their community doesn’t 
necessarily get an immediate gain from their actions, but in the bigger picture benefits; e.g. 
helping to clear a fallen log from the road makes the area safer, people feel that things are 
being done.  The individual may not get an immediate benefit out of the action, but he acts 
because he knows that other local people would take on the same responsibility, and 
neighbours or passers by who see him do it may help him out in the longer term when he 
needs a hand. 
 
Trust in communities can be described as ‘thin’ trust or ‘thick’ trust. Robert Putnam is a 
leading academic working on the concept of social capital.  He explains the two types of 
trust in this way2: 
 
“Trust embedded in personal relations that are strong, frequent and nested in wider 
networks is sometimes called “thick trust.”  On the other hand, a thinner trust in “the 
generalised other,” like your new acquaintance from the coffee shop, also rests implicitly 
on some background of shared social networks and expectations of reciprocity.  Thin trust 
is even more useful than thick trust, because it extends the radius of trust beyond the 
roster of people whom we can know personally.”  
                                             
1 Bowling Alone - Robert D. Putnam, Simon and Schuster N.Y. ISBN 0-7432-0304-6 [2000] 
2 Ibid pp136-7 
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“… thin trust can be viewed as a ‘standing decision’ to give most people – even those 
whom one does not know from direct experience – the benefit of the doubt.”  
 
Social trust underpins other types of social engagement.  People who trust others are 
more likely than those who don’t to: 
 

 Volunteer for community activities 
 Give more to charity 
 Participate more often in political and community organizations,  
 Serve more readily on juries 
 Give blood more frequently,  
 Pay their taxes 
 Be more tolerant of minority views 
 Behave honestly 

 
 
Why does social capital matter? 
 
Social engagement helps to build social capital.  Being connected into community 
networks helps us to find out about things that can be of benefit to us such as jobs, 
accommodation or social events and can create the opportunity to go with someone to a 
concert or a class that we might not have the confidence to go to alone. 
 
Having social capital enhances our well-being and safety.  Having a neighbour to watch 
out for your property while you’re away, as I did, reduces worry, is a crime deterrent and is 
much less costly than an alarm system. 
 
Talking to someone in a support group about your feelings or illness, anger or sadness 
helps you to work through the issues and feel less isolated.  
 
Joint finance systems such as credit unions and NGO small-scale loan funds bring 
economic benefits and have at their core social trust.  By investing in the system and 
honouring payments and repayments, individuals get access to funds that they wouldn’t 
otherwise have. This can have direct benefits to individuals such as tiding them over 
periods of financial difficulty; making possible large scale purchases such as homes; or 
allowing business expansion. There are also benefits to the wider community e.g.job 
creation or higher spending in local areas. 
 
 
Social Capital in the United Kingdom 
 
The Home Office view is that: 
 
“People’s perceptions of their local neighbourhood give an indication of the strength of 
community spirit and neighbourliness.”3 
 

                                             
3 Source: Home Office Summary of the British Crime Survey questions relating to social capital published 
January 2003 
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Data from the British Crime Survey is used to identify trends in social engagement and 
social capital. 
 
”In 1984 the proportion of respondents to the British Crime Survey who perceived their 
neighbourhood was one in which ‘people go their own way’ or one where people ‘help 
each other out’ were broadly similar, roughly 40% each.  
 
However, in 1992 there was a sharp increase in the proportion who perceived that people 
‘mostly go their own way’, to 49%. At the same time there was a corresponding fall in the 
proportion who thought that most people ‘help each other’ to 31%. This illustrates a 
possible decline in community cohesion.  
 
Since 1996 the proportion who perceive that people in their neighbourhood ‘help each 
other’ has risen slowly again to 36 per cent, while those where people are perceived to ‘go 
their own way’ remained stable.”4 
 
In terms of the bigger picture, civil society (or the influence of people working together) can 
be very powerful.  A popular campaign has recently been credited with persuading the 
Chinese government to use its influence with the regime in Sudan to allow UN 
peacekeeping forces into the Darfur region.  Whilst diplomats from various countries, 
limited by competing national interests, were looking for solutions, campaign groups, 
charities and celebrities working together and unfettered by the diplomatic agenda, got 
action by threatening a campaign to boycott the Beijing Olympic Games. 
 
 
Why Jamaica and South Africa? 
 
The main reason that I chose to visit Jamaica was because people I have met from 
Jamaica, regardless of their ethnic background, saw themselves first and foremost as a 
Jamaican, and this is reflected in the country’s motto. ‘Out of Many, One People.’  This I 
felt contrasted quite starkly with national identity in the UK, which seems so multi-faceted 
and involves tensions over meaning and ownership. 
 
The nation of Jamaica emerged out of a social system based on slavery, a system that 
sought at all costs to prevent the empathy and trust between people that make social 
capital possible.  If all ethnic groups have managed to find a common national identity 
could this mean that community bonds were strong? 
 
South Africa, like Jamaica, but unlike the U.K. has a Black majority within its population.   
In South Africa the apartheid system deliberately limited people’s identity to a racial one, 
but the country has now had over a decade of aspiring to become ‘The Rainbow Nation.’  
I was keen to know how this was playing out in local communities.  
 
The table below shows some key comparative indicators between the two countries and 
the U.K. 
 
 
 
 
                                             
4 Ibid 
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Country Profiles 
 
Statistical profile 
 
Indicator (for 2005 unless otherwise 
indicated) 

Jamaica5 South Africa6 United 
Kingdom 

Population 2,700,000 47,900,000 59,700,000 
Population growth rate 1.2% 1.7% 0.3% 
Proportion of population urbanised 52% 58% 89% 
Official unemployment rate 10.7% 27.8%7 (2004) 5.4% (2007)  
Adult literacy rate 80% 82% - 
Life expectancy at birth 71 46 79 
HIV prevalence rate (15+)    1.5% 18.8% 0.2% 
Phone Users no. per 100 population - 47% 159 
Internet Users no. per 100 population - 8% 63 
GNI per capita (US dollars)8 3400 4960 37,600 
GDP per capita average annual growth 
rate (%), 1990-20059 

0.2% 0.7% 2.4% 

Annual rates of inflation 1990-2005 17% 9% 3% 
% of population living on 1USD per day 
1994-2004 

2% 11% - 

 
 
Getting Started 
 
I wanted to make sure that I was well prepared for my visits to Jamaica (J.A.) and South 
Africa (S.A.) and I did both an Internet and university library search for background 
information with which I briefed myself. 
 
I tried to identify some contacts who were doing:  
 

a. community development work linked to my area of interest, or  
 
b. research which shed light on the area. 

 
I did a further Internet search using key words and phrases such as community cohesion / 
community organisations. 
 
This brought up details of some community groups and reports from research agencies.  In 
the case of South Africa it also produced details about academic specialists in my field of 
interest.   
                                             
5 Sources: Statistical Institute of Jamaica 2007 / UNICEF 2007 
6 Sources: Statistics South Africa 9 National Statistics Agency) 2007 / UNICEF 2007 
7 Source: Centre for Civil Society RASSP Research Reports 2005 Vol. 1 
8 GNI per capita - Gross national income (GNI) is the sum of value added by all resident producers plus any 
product taxes (less subsidies) not included in the valuation of output plus net receipts of primary income 
(compensation of employees and property income) from abroad. GNI per capita is gross national income 
divided by mid-year population. GNI per capita in US dollars is converted using the World Bank Atlas method. 
9 GDP per capita - Gross domestic product (GDP) is the sum of value added by all resident producers plus any 
product taxes (less subsidies) not included in the valuation of output. GDP per capita is gross domestic product 
divided by mid-year population. Growth is calculated from constant price GDP data in local currency. 
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I then made contact by phone or email and asked if I would be able to visit to find out more 
about their organisation or activities.  Once in the country I supplemented my list of 
contacts by working through the local phone directory to identify, area based or specific 
membership based groups (e.g. women’s / disabled / children’s / lesbian and gay).  I also 
followed up references to other organisations made by initial contacts. 
 
My approach was to generate a discussion in which I asked about the nature of the 
organisation’s work, the participation of volunteers and partners.   
 
I asked individuals within these groups and others whom I met, about their experience of 
being involved in their community, relationships between ethnic groups and where 
applicable their motivation for volunteering.  
 
I spent three weeks in each country, visiting organisations in both cities (Durban in S. A. 
and Kingston in J. A.) and rural towns (Dundee in S.A. Port Antonio in J.A.) 
 
I visited a total of 38 organisations (23 in J.A. 15 in S.A.) and spoke to 59 people (35 in 
J.A. 24 in S.A.). 
 
 
Jamaica 
 
Observations on Jamaican society 
 
In Jamaica I found that most people have an opinion!  That was great news for me when I 
was trying to get people to talk to me about their experiences of building and being active 
in communities. 
 
People talk about topical issues, often in the context of what it is necessary to do in order 
to build a successful nation, maintain social standards, address community needs, 
improve the economy and the infrastructure of the country. 
 
People talk outside on street corners, around street vendors, through radio ‘phone in’ and 
television discussions, in route taxis, in school debates, you name it.  It’s easy to see 
where the Rastafarian tradition of ‘reasoning’ comes from. 
 
Jamaica has the distinct feel of a developing country. I found the islands’ infrastructure to 
be surprisingly under-developed.  The roads in particular were diabolical.   
 
It’s a country facing the social challenges of considerable poverty, a level of dependence 
on aid, homelessness, HIV and Aids, concern about youth alienation and political violence. 
Yet there is a high level of social engagement, lots of volunteer activism, a growing self-
help culture and a strong sense of identity and national pride.   
 
A large number of Jamaicans are churchgoers.  There are numerous denominations with 
the Church of Jamaica (Anglican) and Baptists having the largest followings.  Catholics 
form a small and dwindling percentage of churchgoers and the older established churches 
are facing a challenge from the Pentecostal movement. 
 



Winston Churchill Memorial Trust Travelling Fellowship 2007 
Strategies for the Challenge of Integration - Report 
 

Maria Noble. August 2007 7

Faith plays a part in the activities of most secular community organisations, a prayer and 
sometimes a hymn usually forming the introduction to meetings. 
 
Service clubs, such as the Lions and the Kiwanis, generally involve middle-class 
professionals in fundraising for projects and equipment to support more deprived 
communities; in doing so they also contribute to the social capital of the nation.  The 
service clubs are part of larger international bodies and I did not include them for the 
purposes of this study.  With hindsight I would have done so, because they may have 
offered a different ethnic profile of membership.  
 
Almost without exception the community organisations I discovered in the two areas of 
Jamaica that I visited involved only Black people in terms of staffing, volunteers and 
management.   
 
What I learned about community organisation in Jamaica 
 
I found that all those I met had a universal pride in being Jamaican.  Citizens far apart in 
skin colour, features, class and religion all identify as Jamaican and are surprised that this 
certainty should be viewed as unusual. 
 
This strong sense of national identity carried neither the angst associated with national 
identity in Britain, nor the formal recognition of dual identity represented by the prefixes 
common in the USA, Irish-American, African-American, Korean-American etc. 
 
If the individuals I interviewed and the organisations that I observed in action are at all 
representative it is clear that those who volunteer tend to be involved in a number of 
different community projects.   
 
Out of the community activities of secular organisations and faith groups, that I identified, 
citizens were involved in a plethora of activities including: 
 

• Feeding programmes for the poor 
• HIV/ AIDS awareness and support for sufferers 
• Sick visiting and care for ill people 
• Education and innovation relating to developing sustainable communities 
• Environmental awareness  
• Development of teaching materials and lesson plans on social and environmental 

issues 
• Provision for homeless people 
• Agricultural improvements 
• Mentor support for school aged children 
• Educational provision for ‘at risk’ pupils 
• Building community financial bases 
• Computer literacy programmes and centres 
• Support for young mothers 
• Peace and reconciliation  
• Physical clean up campaigns 
• Free health clinics 
• Fundraising to create community facilities from postal agencies to washhouses. 

 



Winston Churchill Memorial Trust Travelling Fellowship 2007 
Strategies for the Challenge of Integration - Report 
 

Maria Noble. August 2007 8

These contributed to community gains such as improved local facilities, creation of and 
extension of local businesses, combating isolation and ill health, re-integration of young 
people who were out of school, improved local environments, raised educational 
attainment and greatly strengthened local economies. 
 
Ways in which such activism was facilitated included provision of food and shared 
community transport, organisation of community pressure groups, government service 
placements, support from international volunteers, project and church support organised 
networking opportunities, competitions and prize giving.   
 
 
Features of successful community organisations 
 
Success is obviously a subjective term.  Here I’m using it to describe community groups 
operating in a way that brings considerable gains to their community through enhanced 
facilities and / or improvement in the quality of life, in other words beneficial social capital. 
 
One of the common features I noticed in terms of successful community engagement / 
organising was that they addressed issues defined from within the community, rather than 
by local or national government. 
 
The Jamaican government did have various policies and programmes attempting to 
provide support to various sections of society and to individual communities.  These 
included national policies for both disabled and older people and the Government’s Social 
Development Commission which had a remit was to work with local communities to find 
the most effective way of allocating scarce resources. 
 
Government placards around the island encouraged people to keep their environment 
clean, drive safely, be tolerant to people with HIV or AIDS etc.  However in themselves 
these exhortations seemed to produce little observable effect.   
 
In each case where I was able to discover real positive outcomes there was a key process 
involved.  This consisted of people, sometimes with the help of an external agency, 
working together in a particular community to identify their own priorities.  Having done this 
they continued the process by thinking together about practical ways forward. 
 
A good example of this approach would be Portland Environment Protection Association 
(PEPA).  Based in Port Antonio in the North East of the Island, this group involves a 
partnership between people living in the local area and academics from the local Centre 
for Agriculture, Science and Education. 
 
The group has run a series of campaigns and awareness raising schemes, ranging from 
challenges to property developments which are potentially environmentally damaging and 
illegal shooting, to developing school garden areas and advising on retention of local 
wildlife habitats. 
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Having built a successful track record of achievements, PEPA found itself able to attract 
funds for various scientific projects examining regional environmental factors.   
 
Recently however the PEPA group reviewed its objectives and decided that it needs to 
stay closer to the local grassroots community.  One of its next projects, suggested by local 
people, is to draw on the popularity of local DJ rapping competitions and run an event that 
is an ‘environmental’ rapping contest with prizes for winners across different age groups. 
 
Looking to get the local council to be more responsive to people’s needs, PEPA 
canvassed for more waste bins and improved solid waste removal services, a strategy 
identified by residents as key to supporting and encouraging their own environmental 
efforts. 
 
Trying to encourage local farmers to combat soil erosion, they recognised that the 
suggestion of building stone terraces involved farmers in a lot of additional heavy work.  
Talking through the issues with the farmers themselves, they hit instead on an organic 
alternative, in which pineapple trees were planted, a process requiring less physical labour 
and generating an additional cash crop for the farmers. 
 
Another example of the importance of this process in making real community gains was to 
be found in the Rose Town quarter of Trench Town. 
 
Here an initially small group of local people have, with the help of staff from various 
Government community development initiatives, set up a small community centre (in a 
ship’s container).  After consultation across the area, a number of very successful projects 
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have been set up to tackle: educational under-achievement, disaffection amongst local 
young men; care for older residents; the need for improved water facilities.   
 
The centre’s activities are run through voluntary effort, with people taking on specific roles 
to support the different projects.  The volunteers have gained sponsorship form various 
donors.10  A worker from the Kingston Restoration Project (funded by the UK government 
through the Department for International Development) helps with identifying human and 
financial resources to support the community’s efforts. 
 
The reasons that residents suggested for the success of the organisation included: 
 

 Everyone in the area was invited to discuss its setting up. 
 Definite positive benefits have been achieved. 
 Older and younger people have had a chance to take on leadership by acting 

as role models 
 People are kept informed of what is going on and remain involved in deciding 

action 
 Working to achieve the initiatives has pulled people from different parts of the 

area together after decades of tension. 
 
The Organisation’s proudest possession was an award made to them for their role in 
reducing conflict in the area. 
 

 
 

                                             
10 From the Jamaican Government through it’s Violence Prevention Alliance initiative; non-government 
organisations (NGOs); the United, Nations (U.N.) and the UK Department for International Development 
(DFID). In both countries that I visited, where community organisations get funding, this pattern of mixed 
sponsorship also involving embassies, businesses and individual donors is very common. 
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A further example of a successful community organisation was a 
church.  Arriving on the island at a weekend I visited Seventh 
Day Adventist and Anglican faith communities.  Both of these 
had very large adult congregations.   
 
They also had youth sections, which provided not only religious 
teaching and worship but also offered young people a social 
network and activity groups.  
             

Young Anglicans leading a service 
 
 
The very first faith group that I visited, the Andrews Memorial Seventh Day Adventist 
Church proved to be the most effective community mobilising organisation that I 
encountered. 
 
This Church had a number of mechanisms for engaging its congregants, feedback from 
whom suggested that this provided members with a sense of purpose through 
opportunities for community activism in the service of God.  Congregations also benefit 
from a family atmosphere where their social, practical and spiritual needs can be met. 
 
Andrews Memorial Church has a very active strategy for involving members of the 
congregation across different age groups. Youth, women’s and men’s ministries organise 
a range of activities e.g. a well attended women’s ministry planning meeting allowed 
women from across the congregation to agree and allocate responsibilities to facilitate a 
diverse programme 
 
People are given responsibility as wardens, co-ordinators of ministries and church 
projects, discussion leaders, deacons and deaconesses.   
 
The whole of Saturday [The Sabbath] from morning well into the evening is given over to 
prayer services, sermons, bible study and Sabbath school.   
 
There is a very full calendar of events across both weekends and weekdays concerned 
with improving understanding of the Bible’s teachings, shared worship and the work of the 
ministries listed above.  The church does evangelist work on the streets, has run 
programmes to support young mothers, older people, the sick and young children. 
 
 
 
Lots of activism – Limits on cohesion 
 
Community activism runs right across age groups.  Unemployment and under-employment 
is high in Jamaica.  Lack of funds provides a barrier to the participation of some, e.g. 
young people living in rural areas, although keen to volunteer, didn’t always have the bus 
fare to get into the town to work on projects. 
 
Not every group within communities are integrated.  People who have HIV / AIDS face 
ostracism.  There is active hostility towards lesbian and gay people, so much so that both 
groups are largely invisible.  Both lesbians and gay men have been subjected to physical 
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attacks and although these are not universally condoned in the broader society, 
homosexuality is presented as sin within faith groups and the government has not taken 
action to protect members of the community from homophobia. 
 
Disabled people also experience de facto exclusion to a considerable extent.  
 
The Jamaican government has been in the forefront of the movement in the Caribbean to 
establish the human rights of people with a disability and to recognise and educate about 
the social model of disability.  Despite this, it is estimated that less than 1% of disabled 
people have a job.  Most live below the poverty line, suffer poor housing and transport 
conditions.  Disabled people report that they are often perceived as unproductive within 
their communities. 
 
Although there are clearly political divisions in the country, evidenced by politically 
motivated violence within and between communities there are two other types of division 
that I was able to identify from my discussions, that of class and that of colour. 
 
The first type centred on Kingston, where ‘Uptown’ Jamaicans had little concept of the 
lives of ‘Downtown’ or squatter communities and thought it dangerous to engage across 
this gap. Being lighter skinned was still seen amongst my Black contacts as carrying social 
privilege, resulting in the popularity of skin lightening products used by both Black men and 
women, including young people. 
 
Overall however the primary social concern of those whom I spoke to and heard was the 
need to improve the economy and prosperity for Jamaican people as a whole. 
 
 
South Africa 
 
Observations on South African Society 
 
South Africa is a vast country with 20 times the population of Jamaica.  Clearly a country 
of great beauty with diverse landscapes, its infrastructure in terms of agriculture and roads, 
industry and businesses is that of a developed country. However the unemployment rate is 
nearly five times that of the U.K, and commentators suggest it is rising.  Life expectancy 
stands at a shocking 46 years of age, a figure that has declined (from 62) over the past 20 
years. 
 
Poverty is a real issue for a number of ‘Coloured’ and Indian as well as Black communities 
and although Whites have been economically advantaged in the country for many decades 
they are now experiencing problems with unemployment, there are also poorer White 
areas.  Beggars are very commonly seen and they are from all ethnic backgrounds. 
 
The move to universal franchise democracy is still very recent (1994). The Government is 
charged with addressing the expectations of the previously disenfranchised Black majority 
generated by the transition to democracy.  It was clear from discussions with White people 
that they are feeling under pressure.  Concerned about crime and economic prosperity, a 
lot of White professionals have emigrated, but many others feel a strong commitment to 
their country and some émigrés have been returning. 
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Those groups who have previously been restricted in terms of social mobility by laws 
based on colour see very positive gains particularly in terms of physical access to places 
formerly closed to them.  However Blacks remain unhappy about some government 
reforms, particularly impacting on housing, which make their material situation worse, 
rather than better. 
 
In a country so artificially stratified along colour lines, those communities generally termed 
as ‘Coloured’ seem to be searching for their place and prospects within the new 
framework. 
 
People are mixing and operating in a civil manner in workplaces and other public settings, 
but de facto segregation remains observably very strong.  There was a discernable feeling 
amongst a number of people I spoke to that relationships can improve, however it was felt 
that this might take generations.   
 
Everyone I spoke to expressed the view that the move to democracy was a positive shift 
for the country, but various concerns were expressed about government reforms and the 
state of society.  For all ethnic groups these included: 
 

 Fear of crime and violence 
 Increased cost of living, particularly in relation to privatisation of utilities 
 The impact of the Black Empowerment Programme 
 Concern about unemployment levels, coupled with the worry that the 

increase in unskilled migrants coming into the country would seriously 
worsen the situation 

 The local government street renaming proposals 
 
Additional issues for Black and Coloured people were: 
 

 Increased poverty 
 Local government approaches to tenancies, slum clearances and re-housing 
 Land redistribution 

 
Housing varies enormously from shacks to mansions, flats to gated communities.  Areas 
remain largely segregated along ethnic lines, though often at close proximity to each other. 
 
People in the country are concerned about the rate of progress in measures to improve 
social conditions within South Africa.  There is an oft-repeated anxiety that their 
Government is losing touch with them.  This contrasted with the situation in Jamaica, 
where even close to election time, the criticism is broadly that the government is working, 
but is not doing enough. 
 
The strongest impression I was left with is that South Africa is at a crossroads.  Key to this 
is the process of building relationships between a previously divided population. 
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What I learnt about community organisation in South Africa 
 
I was not able to observe the same scale of community activism in South Africa that I had 
in Jamaica.  In all sectors of society much of the effort by individuals was going into 
achieving financial stability, either working to be financially secure or to ward off dire 
poverty. 
 
Such efforts allow less time for voluntary effort in community groups.  This did not mean 
that social networking, another means to building social capital, was not happening.   
Such networking might be at the golf or rugby club to improve career prospects, or in 
poorer communities at the community hall to organise campaigns for service 
improvements or against increased charges. 
 
My impression was that community engagement was skewed towards people being users 
of advice and support services provided by charities and NGOs, rather than initiators of 
community projects and organisations.  I certainly found it harder to locate community 
organisations than I had in Jamaica. 
 
The most successful community organisation (success in terms of my definition above) 
that I came across was the We Support our Children (WSOC) programme based in South 
Durban. 
 
Originating in the ‘Coloured’ Wentworth  area it was an initiative of young people 
themselves, supported by their parents who were concerned about, “a sort of unsettled 
period for young people,” with high rates of truancy, teenage pregnancies. 
 
The project works with all South Durban schools, some 7000 young people a year, boys 
and girls from all ethnic groups.  Children and young people from levels 6 (Year 5 in UK) to 
11.  All year 6-9 classes have a session each year as part of a staged approach to 
teamwork and leadership skills development.  Year 10 students who opt in have peer 
mentor training and year 11 are peer facilitators.  There is also a day training programme 
for prefects in primary / secondary schools. 
 
The Project runs ‘challenge’ youth camps where young people participate in a whole range 
of trust and teamwork building and joint problem solving exercises.  WSOC’s ‘Fun In The 
Sun’ initiative offers week-end and summer entertainment and activities for young people 
and their families including, picnics, park tours, trips to the beach.  An event promoting 
positive role models for Youth Day (June 16) attracted 5000 young people.  
 
The aim of this work is to provide, “an opportunity for young people to be constructive and 
resourceful during time that might otherwise be spent idly.” 
 
‘Team Up For Change’ is a two pronged scheme whereby in ‘Partners for Progress’ 
WSOC gets other partners such as the Democracy Development Project and the 
Department of Psychology at the University of Kwa Zulu Natal to work on things like 
assessment and counselling activities with young people.  The ‘Volunteers Alive’ facilitates 
young people in day to day volunteering with community organisations. 
 
The Project gets funding for specific elements of its work from businesses in and bordering 
the area (there are a number of large businesses).  It is managed by both community 
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nominated board members and volunteers, invited onto the board because they have a 
specific area of expertise useful to the project. 
 
As in Kingston, Jamaica in Durban, South Africa some of the poorest communities were 
taking action to address problems faced by their community.  Another successful 
mobilising community organisation is Abahlali baseMjondolo.  This is an umbrella group of 
shack-dwellers, with representatives from areas across the city. 
 
The organisation’s first criteria for action is that anything decided upon should involve full 
discussion and democratic agreement to ensure that they do not repeat amongst 
themselves what they accuse the local government of, namely not consulting the people 
who live in shack communities and not listening to them. 
 
The group is campaigning for security of tenure for shack dwellers whilst awaiting re-
housing as well as provision of basic services across shack dweller districts that have 
been removed by the current administration as part of a slum clearance initiative.  The 
group has managed to make some successful legal challenges to forced evictions and 
clearance attempts. 
 

 
 
Members of Abahlali baseMjondolo seeking a court order to force release of the 
local administration’s housing and budgetary plans   
 
A number of the community organisations I visited were involved in charitable work, fund-
raising to buy clothes and food to be distributed to poorer people. Others were 
campaigning for rights for children, disabled people, lesbians, gay men and transsexuals. 
 
Although the country’s constitution is strongly influenced by human rights considerations, 
this has yet to translate into firm strategies to make human rights for all a reality.  Policy 
agendas on women and disabled people were little developed as yet and whilst, unlike 
Jamaica, there is formal recognition of the rights of lesbians and gay men, there is no 
active promotion of these rights. 
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In South Africa, I could find no clear government policy for promoting social cohesion. 
There were government sponsored heritage type events and symbolic gestures, but since 
the demise of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, which although not charged with 
the task, did allow people to address some of their fears and needs, there appears to be 
no active strategy.   
 
Indeed the Government has recently asked the Human Sciences Research Council of 
South Africa to undertake research into what might be done.  
 
As I see it there are three factors restricting the growth of community cohesion and social 
capital, these are: 
 

 poverty 
 the segregated nature of the society   
 lack of a Government strategy. 

 
 
 
Community cohesion across ethnic lines - What have I learnt? 
 
My original ideas were that: 
 

 Intolerance is a dangerous thing and it gets in the way of people acting 
together to make their community, happy and thriving. 

 
 It is people within communities themselves who create community cohesion, 

rather than outside agencies such as local or central government. 
 
The reality I discovered was somewhat different. 
 
Communities 
 

 Community activism is alive and well.  There are many, many people who 
volunteer their time and skills with the aim of making their community a better 
place to live.   

 
 Although I don’t have the space to list them here, there are various 

motivations for individual community activism.  It was clear though, from my 
discussions, that gaining a level of personal satisfaction is essential to 
getting and keeping people involved. 

 Poverty inhibits community organisation; however where there were attempts 
to tackle poverty and immediate community needs from the grassroots these 
could prove successful and created very real benefits for communities. 

 
 Communities tended to stay within the safe boundaries of their particular 

ethnic group.  This appeared to be less a question of intolerance of others 
than one of comfort of working with like people, de facto social and 
residential segregation and to some extent fear. 
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 A claim to a shared national identity did not convert into an integrated society 
in which people of all ethnic groups were able to straddle social settings and 
networks. 

 
The role of government 
 

 Government policies in Jamaica, in terms of community development, tended 
to address sectional interests (there are policy papers relating to women, 
disabled people, older citizens), rather than whole community ones.  
However its approach to developing community capacity from within 
communities, does to some extent promote an inclusive process of decision-
making and activism.   

 
 Not enough account is taken of the fact that community groups are not 

always fully representative.  Stakeholders consulted in community 
consultation exercises don’t necessarily reflect the interests or specific needs 
of social groups such as people from different ethnic backgrounds e.g. a 
consultation process on addressing the needs of young men in communities, 
didn’t involve any young men. 

 
 In South Africa the Government seems to have very limited strategies for 

fostering community cohesion either within or between ethnic groups. 
 
I found very little evidence of community cohesion across ethnic lines in either South Africa 
or Jamaica, despite the common factor of both having long history of ethnic diversity.  
Given that the two countries were very different in how ethnic relations had been fostered I 
expected that there would be a variance. 
 
In the UK also, we have been struggling over the past century to manage the challenges 
and opportunities posed by ethnic diversity. 
 
All societies are becoming more ethnically diverse and there is phenomenal movement of 
peoples around the world.  An example of this is how the migration of skilled Poles to more 
prosperous parts of the European Union, including my own, in search of higher earnings 
are creating a skills gap. They are being replaced in Poland by workers from India and 
China as well as poorer Eastern European countries, who can all earn more in Poland 
than in their home country. 
 
A member of the shackdwellers movement in South Africa pointed out that on a visit to an 
anti-poverty conference in Europe, when people complained about poverty in Europe he 
felt, “But they seem to have everything.”  It brought him to a realisation that people in other 
African countries looked at poverty in South Africa in the same way.   
It is a fact of human history that migrants are drawn by the prospect of improving their lives 
and it has drawn people from the UK all over the world. 
 
Three recent reports relating to the UK have been published by the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation 11 as part of a research programme that seeks to provide evidence of what is 

                                             
11 Social Cohesion in diverse communities, Maria Hudson, Joan Phillips, Kathryn Ray and Helen Barnes 
from the Policy Studies Institute. Migrants’ lives beyond the workplace: the experiences of Central and East 
Europeans in the UK, Sarah Spencer, Martin Ruhs, Bridget Anderson from the University of Oxford; and Ben 
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happening in local areas affected by migration – from the perspective of both newcomers 
and long-term residents.   
 
The first examined the effects of migration on neighbourhood relationships in Manchester 
and London, whilst the other two focused on the experiences of Eastern European 
migrants to the UK.   
 
Findings included the fact that poverty can undermine neighbourhood relationships 
between migrants and British people. However it was shown that many residents, new and 
established, aspired to a sense of community, valued diversity and shared many of the 
same concerns about their areas.  
 
Overall, the immigrants interviewed were in the UK to work and had been successful in 
finding employment. However, their experiences at work, which included working long 
hours or low pay, had a major impact on their lives beyond the workplace, restricting 
opportunities to improve their English or mix with British people, whom they found to be 
“polite but distant”. Many said they felt a sense of belonging to both the UK and their home 
country, but in the early stages, much less so to their local neighbourhoods. 
 
Local tensions, sometimes racialised and often targeted at new migrants, were driven by 
struggles for resources and perceptions of unfairness. A strong case is made from the 
research for including even short-term economic migrants in social and community 
cohesion strategies.  
 
In terms of community activism in the UK, Justin Davis Smith, Director of Volunteering 
England, points out that community engagement as measured by volunteering does 
happen in similar proportions across all ethnic groups.  However this does not necessarily 
mean that ethnic minorities are engaged in mainstream voluntary organisations.12 
 
In his most recent work on social capital 13 Richard Putnam claims that new evidence from 
the United States suggests that social trust is less in ethnically diverse areas even 
between people of the same ethnic group and that associated with this is less altruism and 
community co-operation. 
 
“However, successful … societies have overcome such fragmentation by creating new, 
cross-cutting forms of social solidarity and more encompassing identities.”14 
 
Conclusion 
 
The UK, Jamica and South Africa have all had multi- ethnic society for a considerable time 
and yet do not seem to have created fully integrated and harmonious communities.  This 
failure has social costs both in terms of building social and indeed economic capital, but 
also because of the energy and resources needed to deal with distrust and conflict. 
 

                                                                                                                                                    
Rogaly, University of Sussex. East European immigration and community cohesion, Eugenia Markova and 
Richard Black from the London School of Economic. 
12 Speaking on BBC Radio 4’s ‘You and Yours ‘ Programme April 2007  
13 E Pluribus Unum: Diversity and Community in the Twenty-first Century The 2006 Johan Skytte Prize 
Lecture Robert Putnam 2006 
14 Ibid 
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My short study suggests that even where people can share an identity on one level i.e. 
national identity, much more carefully considered and active strategies are needed to 
create a real interaction between people of different ethnic groups in order to build respect, 
understanding and cohesion in communities and the broader society. 
 
From my visits I have learned that building social engagement and social capital needs to 
start within in local communities, where it can be facilitated, but not imposed, by 
government. The capacity to build social capital is certainly there. 
 
If we are going to cope with diversity and make it work for us in our communities and our 
society as a whole we all, from whatever ethnic background, new or established, need to 
change.   
 
We have to learn to extend our ability to build social capital with others beyond our old 
patterns of ‘bonding’ with family, friends and people who are like us and whom we like, to 
‘bridging’ with others who are strangers, or not like ourselves and who perhaps we are 
suspicious or fearful of. 
 
I’m an optimist and believe that we can achieve this.  I hope that I am right! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


