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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background and method 

The Commission on Community Cohesion has been asked to examine community 
cohesion in Luton in 2010.  Community cohesion is a measure of the ability of people 
to work together constructively with each other rather than to be in conflict.  Cohesion 
will grow and develop when everyone in society recognises the right to equality and 
has respect for diversity. Diversity in Luton covers differences by ethnicity and/or 
religion, but also differences across age, gender, sexual orientation, which part of town 
a particular resident lives in, what sort of opportunities they have, how much money 
they have, whether or not they have a disability etc.   

This report summarises the findings of the Luton Borough Council Community 
Cohesion Workshop conducted on Saturday 30th January 2010. The event ran from 
10am to around 1p.m.  It took place at the Best Western Menzies Strathmore Hotel in 
Luton’s The Mall (Arndale Centre). 

Fifty-one people were initially directly recruited to attend the workshop, with several 
further delegates also recruited via two day centres for adults with disabilities (3-4 
people were confidently expected to attend from this source). Of those 51 people 
recruited directly, 12 cancelled when BMG conducted ‘reminder calls’ in the 48 hours 
prior to the workshop.  We were therefore expecting 39 delegates on the day. 
Unfortunately, only 27 of the directly recruited delegates ultimately attended, and those 
expected from the adult day centres did not arrive.  It is likely that attendance was 
significantly affected by the weather – there had been a modest fall of snow overnight 
and this may have prevented or dissuaded some from attending.  Further analysis of 
attendance is provided in the appendices. 

Delegates were provided with some information about the workshop before the day, 
and were given further information in the form of short presentations at the event.  
(See appendices for copies of this information.)  

The short presentations were delivered to all delegates together in the main meeting 
room. Following the presentations, much of the time was taken up working in smaller 
break out groups (of around 6-7 people) to discuss the issues in greater depth. At the 
end of the workshop, all delegates returned to the main meeting room to take part in a 
plenary session (a detailed workshop programme is included in the appendices).  

Following the plenary session, lunch was served. Delegates also received an incentive 
payment of £40, to thank them for giving up their valuable weekend leisure time as 
well as cover any costs that they may have incurred such as parking or babysitting. 

The workshop was chaired by Chris Owen, Account Direct at BMG. The break-out 
groups were facilitated by experienced BMG moderators Sarah Robinson, Rachel 
Featherstone, Susie Price and David Godfrey.  

Three out of the four break-out groups and the plenary session were audio recorded 
for subsequent analysis (delegates in one of the break-out groups were unwilling to be 
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audio recorded).  Delegate feedback was also captured via notes made on flipcharts 
within the break-out groups. 

All delegates were recruited from the Luton Citizen’s panel. Quotas were set for 
gender, age, ethnicity, and the IMD (deprivation index) quintile in which they live.   
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2 Executive summary 

Delegates feel that community cohesion in Luton is achievable, but many believe that 
there are some particularly difficult and sensitive issues that will need to be 
addressed. They also note that Luton cannot be examined in isolation. The prevailing 
views and attitudes expressed by the national and international media are 
perceived to be very influential, especially in relation to religious and ethnic 
differences. Indeed, the perception is that the hardest issues to tackle will be those 
relating to religious and ethnic differences. 

A number of key themes emerge across all four separate break-out groups. One 
common theme is the degree of importance that is attached to the English 
language. Delegates perceive that there are some groups of people who are unwilling 
to learn English (they say most notably Asian women). They interpret this apparent 
unwillingness to learn English as a form of rejection of English-speakers; an indicator 
that they do not want to be part of a cohesive community. Delegates perceive that 
these communities are simply ‘co-existing’ with the English speaking community, 
which they feel is not the same as being ‘cohesive’. Delegates question how anyone 
living in the UK can be properly integrated into a cohesive community if they do not 
speak English. Some suggest that local/central government should find out why some 
people do not want to learn English, and address the barriers. Many would also like to 
see local/central government spending a little less money on the provision of 
translators/translated literature. They agree that it is still very important to have the 
translation available for those who need it, but they feel that people should be 
encouraged to use a little English to obtain the translations that they need. The view is 
that, currently, the balance has tipped a little too far so that non-English 
speakers no longer have sufficient incentive to learn the language.  

Another key theme is the perceived importance of attracting new business and 
industry into the area, to replace the jobs that have been lost by the decline of 
Luton’s previous large employers. This is seen as important step towards addressing 
differences in prospects as well as differences across religion/ethnicity. Many feel that 
young people in Luton would be helped greatly by the creation of new jobs. Some 
delegates who are parents say that, without this investment in attracting new business, 
their children will need to move out of Luton in order to find suitable work. Others feel 
that, if jobs were more plentiful, the community would naturally be more 
cohesive as there would be little room for the perception that ‘foreigners have 
taken jobs’. In addition, they say that the working environments of large employers 
are usually very mixed environments in terms of the ages and ethnicities of 
employees. Therefore some perceive that large employers are particularly helpful in 
facilitating the mixing of people from different communities and backgrounds. 

Some feel that a wider regeneration of Luton is required. They say that if Luton had 
fewer derelict buildings in the town centre, and perhaps had a more attractive centre 
where people would enjoy spending time, people from different communities would mix 
within the town. They envisage that, if Luton were regenerated, it would naturally follow 
that there would be more opportunity for festivals and community events. Under these 
improved conditions for all, they believe that the community would naturally become 
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more cohesive. The view is that if the town had a stronger identity people from 
different backgrounds would feel a greater connection with one another. They 
also perceive that the national image of Luton would be greatly improved, with local 
people feeling proud to be from Luton. (Currently, some delegates prefer to say that 
they, for example, ‘live on the edge of Dunstable’.) 

The importance of the media is identified as another key theme, particularly the 
negative national media coverage that Luton has received and the way in which this 
colours the views of people living outside of Luton. Many feel that there are many 
positive things that are happening in Luton. Throughout the discussions there is a 
underlying sense that it is crucial to get some much more positive PR for Luton.  

In relation to the discussions around what other specific actions could be taken to 
address the issues, many delegates talk about the need for more places or events 
where people from different backgrounds can mix. They would like the focus to be 
upon events that the whole community can enjoy together, rather than upon 
events set up for specific groups of the community only. They would like to see 
these events facilitating intergenerational mixing as well as mixing people from 
different ethnic backgrounds. The importance of communication between the Council 
and residents is also raised; it will be important to ensure any such events are well 
promoted. Many other specific actions are suggested, and these are listed in section 5 
of the report. 

Delegates would strongly welcome more mixed ethnicity schools; however they 
are unsure as to how this could be achieved. With regards to addressing the wage 
differential, they suggest that the council and other public sector organisations 
should focus upon employing local people. Another suggestion is schemes set up 
specifically for the purposes of training and retaining young people once they are 
qualified.  

Some delegates also talk about the importance of looking at other similarly 
diverse towns and cities, and seeing what can be learnt from places that have a 
successful track record in terms of community cohesion.  

A final point is the importance of good feedback between the Council and 
residents. Delegates are keen to receive a summary of the issues discussed and 
suggested actions. They are also keen to hear about the progress that the Council and 
other organisations make towards improving community cohesion.  

 



Community Cohesion: Workshop Findings 

 6 

3 Initial reactions to the concept of Community Cohesion 

Initial discussion focused upon delegates’ reactions to the presentations that they had 
just heard. Some delegates questioned the statistics, or felt that more detail would 
have been helpful (though they acknowledged that there was naturally a limited 
timeframe within which the presentations had to be delivered). Those who questioned 
the statistics commented on, for example, that fact the numbers of people leaving 
Luton were not shown and the perception that the NI figures were skewed because 
large numbers of people come from abroad to work in Luton at the hospital and car 
factory. 

“They talked about the facts about Luton but I think there is a common 
misconception that lots of people are coming to Luton but people are leaving 
[too]” 

There was also a general sense of ‘anti labelling’, in that many delegates do not 
welcome the principle of breaking the population down into separate groups based 
upon for example ethnicity or age. This is seen to be dividing the community, and is 
therefore considered by some to be working against community cohesion. Many 
delegates would rather that community cohesion focused upon the whole community 
as one. There is a perception amongst some that, once people are broken down into 
different demographic groups, they may identify solely with their demographic group. 
This may lead to, for example, a young Black teenage boy having low expectations as 
to what he will go on to achieve.  

“I thought it just seems to be groups, it always comes up with the same 
findings, I think we should just look at what we can do to make Luton a better 
place for everybody rather than looking at individual groups which is old hat” 

“[When I went to Brazil] I said to them do you keep records and they say ‘no 
once you come into Brazil you are Brazilian’, because once you keep those 
records you are dividing the country. So I am thinking why are we keeping all 
these records and statistics and people think ‘well I’m not supposed to do well 
because only 10% of African Caribbeans do well’” 

It can also lead to barriers as people are identified by what they look like or where they 
live rather than as members of a single community. This is believed to fuel a sense of 
‘us’ and ‘them’. 

Another view is that this demographic profiling approach can also lead to certain 
groups being singled out to receive more funding than others. This can then lead to 
tensions within the community, again working against community cohesion. 

Most feel that community cohesion is achievable; assuming that a long term approach 
is taken to addressing the issues. There are different levels of optimism. Some feel 
that the community of Luton is already very cohesive. For example, one delegate 
refers back to the figure quoted in the presentation (82% of people believing they live 
in an area where people from different backgrounds get on well together), which he 
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feels is a very positive sign. Elsewhere, there is perhaps more of a sense that 
community cohesion is achievable but it will be a ‘long haul’: 

“Anything’s achievable, it all depends on the people, and it’s getting 
everybody on board, which will be very hard because it’s very much a ‘them 
and us’ situation” 

However, they feel that many of the issues that will need to be addressed are very 
difficult issues. Particularly in relation to ethnic/religious differences, the tensions 
around the differences can be ingrained within communities. Many talk about the 
importance of work to change the views of children and young people as they feel this 
will be the ‘easiest’ group to tackle via education in schools. However, in one break out 
group a person said ‘playground attitudes are already entrenched at secondary level’: 

“I work in [secondary] schools and even this week I heard a young girl say I 
want to go out at the weekend and go ‘Paki bashing’” 

In relation to the possible limits on what community cohesion can achieve, the 
language barrier is mentioned early on in discussions. Some delegates wonder if and 
how a person can ever be an active member of a cohesive community if they do not 
speak English. 

 

Some also talk about what they call people’s ‘natural tendency’ to socialise within 
ethnic groups; they feel this will be very hard to overcome.  

 

There is further discussion around the idea that the community of Luton is not isolated 
from the national (or indeed international) world view on the differences between 
different ethnic/religious communities.  

“It is not just British it is an international [issue]. You cannot change the world 
view...The world view is that there are certain issues that go with certain 
groups....” 

All delegates believe that everyone has a great deal to gain from community cohesion 
as it implies a better and safer community for all. With regards to who (if anyone) might 
lose out from community cohesion one suggestion is the media. The view is that the 
media would find fewer sensational stories to write. 

“We all like to live in a better area or a nicer place.  And it’s nicer when 
everybody gets on well together” 

Some point out that community cohesion is not about everyone being the same; it is 
about accepting diversity and celebrating differences: 

“That’s where cohesion is dangerous, because we don’t want everybody the 
same, we don’t want everybody to be ‘beige’.  Celebrate what you are and 
how different you are.  Be proud, we’ve all too busy being PC” 
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4 What are the issues around Community Cohesion in Luton? 

4.1 Barriers to community cohesion 

When delegates discuss the issue of community cohesion, they think primarily in terms 
of the divisions between people from different ethnic backgrounds.  

A lack of English language skills is believed to be a particular issue. All four break 
out groups raise this issue. They feel very strongly that, particularly where they 
perceive that people are showing no interest in attempting to learn English, divisions 
within the community will automatically follow. They also feel that these non-English 
speaking residents are not helping themselves, as they suspect they will be ‘held back’ 
from integrating with the community and also from achieving economic well-being. 

‘‘Unless you have English, you haven’t got a chance’’ 

In one break-out group delegates say that older Asian women have an ‘inferiority 
complex’ and have been ‘brainwashed’ that they should not go out and mix.   

“I guess that it is the way their internal society is organised, that they do not 
actually get out and relate to other adults...I know there are initiatives to do 
things about this but there still seem to be people who are not included in 
that.”  

A similar view is echoed in another break-out group, where the delegates say that 
there is pressure on these women not to speak English, as their husbands fear that 
they may become too ‘independent’ if they were more integrated. 

In one break-out group delegates say it is not helpful for people who do not speak 
English to be living close to others who do not speak English, as there is then little 
incentive to learn the language. They perceive that immigrants who came to the UK in 
the 50s and 60s were in a better position as they were forced to learn the language; 
the view in this break out group is that their improved grasp of English was one of the 
factors that ultimately enabled them to become well integrated.  

Many feel that there is no longer any incentive for people to learn English, as 
translated literature is so easily available nowadays.  

A lack of understanding and ignorance of different cultures is a further issue. 
Delegates talk about their reluctance to ask people of different religions about their 
culture.  They are often unsure as to how they could discuss cultural differences 
without inadvertently appearing politically incorrect, and imagine that this type of 
discussion would feel socially awkward. Their fear of offending people may then lead 
them to simply avoid talking to people of a different ethnic background.  

 “There are lots of Asian groups that have fitted in but there is this thing about 
being Pakistani. People think they don’t fit in but they don’t understand 
because they might be saying Pakistani to an Indian” 

“There’s Chinese, Bangladeshi, but you don’t hear Bangladeshis mentioned” 
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Some feel that parents accentuate divisions amongst children and young people, as 
they tell their children not to mix with others of different backgrounds. 

“If you have the British accent even if you are ok even if you have dark skin. 
But if you have a strong African accent like mine they think ‘Ah, newbie, come 
to sponge’. My son is here growing up as British but [when I am treated like 
this] I want to say ‘don’t blend with them’ to my son” 

One break-out group delegates talk about how different ethnic groups settling into 
the UK have experienced different problems which have not been addressed. 
The next generation then inherit this ‘baggage’ and become resentful of their 
parents generation and/or other groups of immigrants. 

“From an African Caribbean perspective there has been baggage that was 
not addressed when [previous generations] moved here and then parents 
passed the baggage to their children and it has still not been addressed. Our 
problems haven’t been sorted but new communities come in. African 
Caribbean kids feel like they have got problems that have not been sorted 
and then these new communities have come in and made it harder for their 
[original] problems to be addressed. And then the problems get worse as 
more and more communities come in with more problems” 

In one break-out group respondents discuss the issue of religious dress, and feel that 
this can be a barrier to community cohesion: 

“If you are dressing in a different way and giving the impression that you are 
not part of the wider community, the British community, then you are going to 
alienate yourself. And I know it is their culture and their faith but it is almost 
telling me ‘I am not part of your community’ and then that in itself is a barrier.” 

“They don’t have to dress that way, the Sikh community they wear turbans but 
they can still work and integrate with the community. But I had a person the 
other day from the Muslim community I met them and said nice to meet you 
and they said ‘I cannot shake your hand’ and I thought ‘Ok well forget it’ and 
that in itself is causing barriers.” 

“You are talking about getting everyone together but what is actually 
happening [is that the ethnic groups just co-exist].” 

This same break-out group feels media coverage of instances where Muslims are 
not required to abide by the same rules as non Muslims is also divisive. They are 
particularly angered as they say that if they visited a country such as Saudi Arabia they 
would always abide by local rules and custom. 

“It was the same in court they walked in and they wouldn’t stand up for the 
judge, you [as a non Muslim] try that and you will get done for contempt of 
court.” 
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Discussion in another break-out group touches upon a very similar theme. Delegates 
are concerned that some people will use their ethnic/religious background to ‘avoid 
trouble’. For example, if they exhibit dubious actions that are subsequently called into 
question, they brand their accusers ‘racists’. 

One break-out group also covers the issue of positive discrimination, which they feel 
can be divisive for community cohesion. They would like to see people from all 
backgrounds rewarded on the basis of individual merit. 

Delegates in another break-out group question the form in which communities exist 
nowadays. They feel that there is little sense of community anymore. They also feel 
that there is little trust in community leaders’ capacity to speak on behalf of 
communities and with their best interests at heart.  

4.2 Issues specific to Luton 

The media is believed to fuel problems with community cohesion, and with the way in 
which Luton is perceived, particularly by those living outside of the town. This applies 
specifically to the way in which the media have portrayed Muslims in Luton.  

However, it is perceived there are issues with the way in which the media portrays 
other groups also.  For example, people on benefits may feel unable to be honest and 
open with their neighbours, as they do not want to feel they are perceived as 
‘spongers’.  

In one break-out group, delegates note their surprise at the figure of 82% of people 
thinking that people in Luton get along well together (as quoted in the introductory 
presentation). Based upon media coverage, they would have expected a much lower 
figure. Many feel that the national media is worse than the local media.  

“They are only a tiny group but [they are] causing problems, BNP and EDL. 
Little tiny groups [but] Luton is such a big melting pot it is specific to Luton 
and it is affecting the image of Luton.” 

“The press always seem to run [Luton] down.” 

The loss of large manufacturers from Luton (e.g. Vauxhall, Electrolux and 
Whitbread) is believed to have damaged cohesion in the sense that, in the past, the 
workforces of large employers formed a ‘melting pot’ whereby people of different 
backgrounds mixed. Delegates believe that it was not merely a case of workers from 
different backgrounds working alongside one another; employees also formed mixed 
friendships and social groups. The Police Force is also mentioned as an employer 
who, in the past, facilitated more social mixing via its popular tug of war competition. 

Linked to the loss of large manufacturers, there is a perception that there is a lack of 
employment opportunities for local people. In one break-out group there is a 
perception that Polish immigrants are taking the jobs of local people. There was a 
similar situation in another break-out group, where some perceive that people from 
BME backgrounds have taken the jobs of local people. However other delegates 
within that group argued that in reality those BME workers are here because there was 
a lack of workers.  
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A lack of ethnically mixed schools is believed to be working against community 
cohesion.  The general view is that children are not mixing enough with others from 
different backgrounds, and that this mixing is not taking place at an early enough age. 

“As a teacher I have had parents say to me I do not want my child to carry on 
in this school as it is ‘too Asian.’” 

One respondent who is a teacher also feels that the lack of mixing and understanding 
of different cultures has led to problems where young people do mix in schools: 

“I had situations where Asian kids were going around [arms out like plane] 
saying ‘Buckingham Palace next’ and I had an American teacher at the 
school who was in tears so I have seen it with my own eyes.” 

A lack of venues/events where adults mix with people of different backgrounds is 
also perceived to be an issue, community centres are believed to be hired by specific 
groups for use by particular groups of individuals, rather than being used by the 
community as a whole. Though the carnival is endorsed by some as a very positive 
event, others are concerned at the outbreaks of violence that have been seen at the 
carnival over the past few years. They believe that residents attending the carnival 
now need to ensure that they are home by around 4pm in order to avoid the risk of 
encountering violence.  

A general perception that Luton is in need of regeneration, as currently there are 
derelict buildings in the town centre, and little to ‘feel proud of’. The lack of a safe and 
attractive town centre, with associated facilities and events, is believed to be a reason 
why the community is less cohesive than it might otherwise be. There is a perception 
that if Luton had a strong and desirable image, people of different backgrounds would 
be united in their appreciation of Luton as a distinct and desirable place to live. 
Furthermore, if there were more jobs available, inequalities would be lessened and 
hence cohesion would be greater (and delegates expect that large employers would 
be attracted into the area by regeneration). 

It was also thought by many delegates that there are some areas of Luton where 
certain communities dominate excessively. This, it was felt, leads to the creation of 
zones where people would not dare enter based upon the colour of their skin. For 
example, there are some Asian areas that white people would not consider visiting. 
Dallow is cited as a community with a high level of cohesion, but there is little wider 
cohesion between Dallow and the broader Luton area. 

Despite the focus upon the differences between people from different ethnic 
backgrounds, delegates are able to talk about divisions between other community 
groups. They feel that (aside from ethnicity) the primary divisions are between 
younger people and older people, and those who are on benefits and those who 
are not.  

Amongst the employed delegates, the division is between those who are 
working/legitimate claimants and those who are perceived to be ‘spongers’; they 
perceive legitimate claimants as well integrated into the community.  However, one 
break-out group contains a respondent who is a legitimate claimant but who feels that 
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she is not able to be honest and open with her neighbours about her claimant status. 
She is concerned that the media ‘tars all benefits claimants with the same brush’.  

“My husband is classed as disabled and people look down on you. We just 
keep ourselves to ourselves, it is the same thing the press you read they are 
getting this benefit and that benefit but we just scrape through. Then I read 
about the immigrants who are getting this benefit and that benefit whilst we 
are just scraping by and it rubs salt into wounds and just festers. My husband 
did work so he deserved it....but the press really fire it up and call you 
spongers.[We] worry about the neighbours, thinking we are getting this and 
we are getting that.” 

It is also worth noting that (in another break-out group) other delegates say that they 
do not want those whom they perceive as ‘spongers’ integrated into the community; 
they would prefer that these people are first encouraged into work. 

Marsh Farm is a deprived area mentioned by many delegates. There is a perception 
that improved opportunities and regeneration of Marsh Farm would help community 
cohesion across Luton. Some say that though there have been improvements in the 
Marsh Farm area, the improvements have been focused upon housing rather than 
improving the community itself. In one particular break-out group, there is a view that 
the Marsh Farm group has different objectives to that of the Borough Council, and 
there is a perception that it is actually working against community cohesion across 
Luton as a whole. In another break-out group, delegates raise concerns that, on 
occasion, certain communities feel bitter as there is a perception that other 
communities are receiving more funding that others. They would like a more equal 
distribution of funding.  

In relation to the differences between older and younger people, some older delegates 
feel that young people no longer show sufficient respect for older people. 

In another break-out group, there is a perception that young people in Luton are 
‘lost souls’ because they are negatively stereotyped and not enough is done with 
young people in mind. They also say that young people are treated unfairly by the 
police, especially if they are from a BME background. 

In one break-out group, delegates also mention that the high numbers of students is 
problematic as houses are rented only transitionally, which makes it harder for 
communities to form. 

In another break out group, the airport is felt to be divisive by some as there is a 
perception that the local people suffer the noise pollution whilst the higher paid airport 
staff live outside of Luton in attractive rural areas. (However, other delegates disagree 
as they say that the airport has also provided work for local people.)  

There is a general perception, however, that there is a lack of employment 
opportunities in Luton and that this does not bode well for young people in Luton: 

“I’ve told my children they will have to get out of Luton [due to the lack of jobs 
and opportunities].” 
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“I think the deprivation of Luton....[in the past when the big employers were 
here] everybody you knew in your families worked at Vauxhall...Asians 
worked with blacks, blacks worked with Asians, they were proper jobs and it 
was multicultural then, so we need some regeneration.” 

“I think Luton has been hit [particularly badly by the recession].” 

Differences between various groups on the grounds of gender or sexual orientation are 
felt to be less widespread.  

It is worth noting that, in one break-out group, there is a sense of a division between 
those who have a connection with the Council and are ‘in the know’ and those 
who do not have Council connections. Delegates in this group particularly note that 
Luton has only one active MP due to the perceived lack of accessibility of Margaret 
Moran, and they feel disconnected from councillors whom they claim are visible only at 
election times*. They also feel that community leaders are not always representative of 
the community, and sometimes act on the basis of personal rather than community 
agendas. 

*Note that this view was expressed prior to the 2010 General Election. 

4.3 Positive aspects of community cohesion  

In terms of the positive developments in relation to Luton’s community cohesion, the 
following are mentioned across the break-out groups:- 

 Local churches are believed to be very active in bringing together Christians of 
different ethnic backgrounds. 

 Projects such as the Youth Forum, My Place and Schools for the Future. 
 Luton has already had a number of ethnically diverse mayors.  
 Some say that they live in friendly neighbourhoods where everyone can pull 

together in a crisis, e.g. if a neighbour is bereaved. 
 Summer festivals are bringing people together. 
 There is an independent advisory group made up of people from different faiths 

advising the police on race/cohesion/safety issues. 
 Many feel very positively about the carnival (however, as previously stated, there 

are some concerns that outbreaks of violence over recent years have marred its 
potential for status as a symbol of community cohesion). 

 Other seasonal events such as the Easter Bonnet parade and the Fireworks at 
Popes Meadow. (Some question whether this fireworks event is still taking place.) 

 Luton can be a ‘little piece of London’ in terms of its diversity: 

“I have some wonderful friends that are Muslim, I came here specifically for 
the experience of Luton because it is a little piece of London and I have 
gained so much from being here and there are so many [things I was 
unaware of, such as what has happened in] South Africa. At school we learnt 
about mud huts but that was it, as a middle class child from a white 
background.” 
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 Luton schools are praised: 

“Yet Luton schools some of the strongest schools, absolutely amazing and I 
cannot stress that enough.” 

 Community officers making one woman feel safer (though not all have seen 
them). 

 The local press can be quite positive about Luton (at least more positive than the 
national press). 

 Good investment in IT (which is helping disadvantaged people to gain IT skills). 

“Luton has cottoned on to how to teach IT we have IT people...our world is a 
technological world and this is a really good technological investment.” 

 

 



What needs to be done to break down barriers to Community Cohesion in Luton? 

 
15 

5 What needs to be done to break down barriers to Community 
Cohesion in Luton? 

5.1 Key issues to address and suggestions as to how they can be 
addressed 

The following four themes are discussed in all four break out groups, reflecting key 
issues to be addressed: 

 The potential for an increased prominence of the English language to increase 
cohesion across the community as a whole.  

 The importance of the media, and the need to obtain more positive media 
coverage. 

 The need for investment in regeneration, to improve quality of life for the whole 
community (rather than for specific groups only).   

 The importance of ensuring good communication between the Council and 
residents. 

Delegates suggest a range of actions that could be taken to address each of these 
areas; suggested actions are detailed below. 

The potential for an increased prominence of the English language to increase 
cohesion across the community as a whole: Universally, delegates say that they 
welcome diversity. For example, some talk about how they ‘do not want everybody to 
be the same’, whilst others talk about ‘celebrating differences’ and/or their wish to 
learn more about other cultures. However, delegates feel that a greater emphasis is 
needed on actions that would encourage those who do not speak English to improve 
their English language skills. They believe that, once the language barrier is lessened, 
it will be easier for the community as a whole to interact and become more cohesive. 

“You cannot have any sort of integration unless everyone is pulling together.” 

One suggestion is that, rather than automatically providing translations of Council 
literature, Councils should distribute that literature in English. There should then be a 
telephone number that residents can call if they would like to request the literature 
translated into another language. Delegates feel that this would send a subtle 
message underlining the importance of learning English. Furthermore, some delegates 
point out that the use of council funds to provide translators is not a good use of funds 
for community as a whole.  

“If she is going to sit there and say ‘I am not going to bother [to learn English] 
then you see them down the DSS having a translator [provided] and that is 
coming out of our taxes...so ask them why, the government is telling us to 
integrate and we are willing to do that but if they [are not willing to learn 
English you think why bother].” 
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Delegates in two of the break-out groups would like to see more research into why 
some women do not want to learn English, in order to understand how any barriers 
can be removed. It is suggested that it should be an English speaking Asian female 
who should undertake this consultation, perhaps a woman who has achieved 
significant gains through her grasp of English. It is worth noting that some delegates 
indicate their disdain or anger towards those who are living in Luton and whom they 
perceive as unwilling to learn English. They interpret this unwillingness as a rejection 
of (what they perceive to be) British culture. 

“I came here today and I want to say what I want, I was too frightened before 
[i.e. during the first break out session] but now I am going to say my piece. 
Those Asian ladies they have got to [want to learn English otherwise] they are 
not integrating. This is what gets me, we are all trying to be so PC but let’s 
stop being PC. Let’s get down to it and ask them why they don’t want to learn 
English.” 

“In my view people should be trying, if I go to Spain I try and learn a few 
words, and if I was going somewhere to live then I would try to learn the 
language. So, if someone is going to another country they [should expect to 
learn the language].” 

This need to focus upon the English language is acknowledged to be a very difficult 
issue to tackle, due to its sensitive nature and everyone’s desire to avoid appearing 
politically incorrect. However, for many, the concept of community cohesion does 
require an integration of all cultures and ethnic groups. Across the break out groups, 
delegates represent a range of different ethnic/religious backgrounds, yet all agree that 
an emphasis upon English skills would put in place the foundations for a cohesive 
community. When discussing this issue, many delegates are very keen to point out 
that they are not racists. There leads some to point out that, when taking the issues 
forward, the Council must ensure that the fear of being perceived to be politically 
incorrect must not stand in the way of a full and proper discussion of the issue. 

“There is so much PC in this country but if you can’t put your point across to 
me, like you are now, you are never going to solve anything.” 

In one break-out group delegates go further, saying that they would like Central 
Government to send stronger messages about the importance of the English language 
and culture: 

“I think central government should quit the PC thing and say this is Britain and 
these are our laws.  And they are crying out for us to [ask for this] I think, 
because this is why the BNP is [gaining ground] because we are afraid of 
standing up [for ourselves and being called politically incorrect].” 
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The importance of the media, and the need to ensure more positive coverage: 
Everyone is keen to see more positive media coverage for Luton. Ideally, this would be 
improved coverage at a national as well as a local level. However, at the very least 
they would like more positive stories in Luton Line.  They suggest publicising the good 
work that has already taken place in relation to community cohesion.  Many say that 
improved media coverage at a national level would improve the perception of Luton 
amongst those who are not living in the local area. They feel this would be a very 
positive thing, both for the town of Luton and also for local people who could then feel 
a far greater sense of pride in their area.   

“The media is really, really powerful and we need to pump positive stories 
in...We’ve got good schools.” 

Some say that the Council and other public sector organisations could do more to 
promote positive local developments, for example one suggestion is that information 
could be distributed via GP surgeries.  

In some break-out groups, the discussion around media coverage leads some to 
suggest that there needs to be more advertising of positive community events that are 
happening in Luton. They feel that better advertising of events would increase 
attendance numbers as well as build perceptions of Luton as a place.  Many feel that 
these types of community events are crucial to increasing community cohesion. In one 
break-out group, delegates say that currently such events are advertised in the free 
newspaper, but not everyone receives this free paper. 

Another break-out group considers the towns of Slough and Milton Keynes, and asks 
what those towns have done to turn around their negative associations. They do not 
come up with their own definitive views, but it is clear that they feel this is an avenue 
the Council could explore further. 

“Slough is 30 miles west of Luton … they thought how can we change 
[Slough’s image]. They’ve got The Office, and people have got [both positive 
and negative associations] with The Office, but they tried to get more 
[business] into Slough and develop the area but nothing is happening in 
Luton....When you say The Office, it is known throughout the world....[and 
Slough has kept its grammar schools which also helps its image].” 

“Milton Keynes went down the modern route [in terms of image] and people 
were a bit wary at first but it has really paid off over the years.” 

The need for investment in regeneration, to improve quality of life for the whole 
community (rather than for specific groups only): Many would like to see more 
emphasis upon improving things for the whole community rather than targeting 
individual ethnic communities. They would like to see improved work prospects, 
education and infrastructure. They feel that this would aid cohesion, as everyone’s 
lives would be improved and no groups would be singled out to receive more/less than 
any other. 

“All the derelict buildings, I do not know what is going on with that.” 
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“You drive through the town; my foot goes down to try to get through it as 
quickly as you can.” 

“Milton Keynes is a city, and St Albans...everyone is growing except Luton.” 

Furthermore, they perceive regeneration as leading to more community events: 

“If you have got a music concert it doesn’t matter your background.” 

Some feel improved work prospects would also help community cohesion as there 
would be less sense amongst the community that certain groups have ‘come over here 
and taken our jobs’. In addition, they feel increasing the numbers of young people who 
are in employment will allow them to become more integrated into the community. 
Furthermore, they feel it would help keep young people in the area, as the current 
perception is that young people born in Luton will need to go elsewhere to better their 
job prospects. 

“We have got a lot of spare space, why don’t we get the great big firms to 
come here.” 

In one break out group, delegates question what happened to Power Court (which they 
describe as a planned shopping/leisure development in a derelict area of the town; the 
development has not been built but they are unsure why plans were apparently 
abandoned). 

Delegates are, for the most part, very positive about Luton’s potential to be a far more 
desirable place to live: 

“Luton is like a black hole, a forgotten about place...yet locationally it is 
central, near to London.” 

The importance of ensuring good communication between the Council and 
residents: Many would like to see a general improvement in communications between 
residents and the Council. There was a feeling that people living within the 
communities are best suited to making key decisions about the areas in which they 
live.  

“[I have worked in the public sector and] You get these small groups 
managed by people who do not necessarily live in that area... what generally 
happens is they dictate the state of affairs as to what is going to happen and 
the community do not trust that person...If you have actually got people living 
and working in the area they will know [exactly what is going on.]” 

Delegates also wanted more publicity around community cohesion and what steps the 
Council is taking to address the issues.  

A further point is that there are structures in place (such as parental forums and 
neighbourhood action groups) designed to facilitate communication, but very few 
residents are aware of the structures. 
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  “The way local people are communicated with underpins everything” 

5.2 Steps that everyone in Luton could take to improve cohesion 

There is a general feeling that, in order to improve community cohesion, everyone 
must be working together towards the same goals. 

Across the break out groups, a range of actions are suggested as steps that everyone 
in Luton could take to improve cohesion: 

 Find 3 good things about Luton, and pass the message on to friends. 

“There needs to be more positive speaking about Luton.” 

“Be proud of Luton, stop saying you live on the edge of Dunstable.” 

 Encourage children to greet people in the street. 
 Foster dialogue across different ethnic groups, encouraging people to talk and 

ask questions about other peoples’ cultures:   

“As I go to work, people do ask me, we have read something about Muslims 
in the newspaper that is quite disturbing, can you explain a bit more?  And 
when I communicate with them, explain about the religious and cultural 
background, their thinking is completely different, things gel together.  If 
people don’t ask questions they will have the negative thinking about 
[Muslims].” 

5.3 Steps that Councils and other public organisations could take to 
improve cohesion 

Across the break-out groups delegates suggest a range of steps that could be taken 
by the Council and other public sector organisations. 

They suggest Councils should provide more opportunities for intergenerational 
mixing (for example, young people could explain to older people how to operate 
mobile phones, computers and why they wear hoodies).  

Some suggest new and/or upgraded community centres, with active social 
calendars, where people can mix. They also point out that the management of 
community centres should have a community cohesion strategy; i.e. they should 
be focused upon activities where people from different backgrounds can mix, rather 
than just hiring the halls out to specific groups.  

Another suggestion is that the Council should provide greater help with subsidising 
community venue hire to encourage new and more diverse use of the venues. 
Furthermore, many would like to see the Council focusing upon activities/events 
where all sections of the community are encouraged to mix together (rather than 
holding separate events for specific groups e.g. disabled people). They suggest 
more festivals to celebrate cultural differences, in order to remove some of the myths 
and stereotypes and help people open their minds to other cultures.  
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“Festivals, where children can go to try the different foods...takes some of the 
myths away otherwise some people just think the worst” 

Social events such as sports competitions, quizzes and 
neighbourhood/community competitions were thought to be a possible route to 
enhancing community cohesion.  There is a perception that neighbouring town 
competitions (and the associated friendly rivalries) can help to create a sense of 
‘togetherness’ amongst and across communities.   

“Something that all people could do, not necessarily sport, young and old 
together, make it a social event.” 

“Friendly rivalry [makes] the town bind together, that feeling ‘oh yes we are 
great’, and people do actually want to contribute, but if you don’t have these 
things happening people will always be in their separate places.”  

Delegates point out that any such social events must be well advertised. 

“Years ago [in Brent] we had a little booklet that went out to the community to 
say this is what was happening throughout the year and you could look at it 
on a week to week or month to month basis and say oh I will go to that.” 

Creating an attractive focal point in the town, with a range of ethnically diverse 
restaurants is also suggested: 

“In Milton Keynes they do have an area where adults older than 25 know they 
can go for a drink, have a bit of food, safe, in an area where they won’t be 
bombarded with 16 year olds puking on the floor...it was lovely, lots of families 
there and then later on it became a hive of activity, it’s a lovely little square 
with fountains you can run through, a tapas bar, a French restaurant...[I 
cannot remember the name of it]but I would love to see something like that 
here.” 

One break out group decides that the Council should set an ambition to be high 
achievers within the realm of community cohesion; ‘Luton should be a national leader 
in community cohesion’. There is the belief that people want to become a more 
cohesive community and that they would like to take part in activities to achieve this 
but they are afraid of taking the first step.  

Another suggestion is that the Council should look at what has been achieved in 
other diverse communities such as Birmingham and Manchester. They would like to 
see the Council evaluate what can be learnt from these towns and then ‘go for it’ for 
Luton. 

“When I was growing up, Birmingham Manchester and Liverpool you wouldn’t 
go there as a single female. But now people queuing outside to see graffiti 
artists work, they won an award for an arts thing, they get money because 
they bid for it but we wouldn’t even think of bidding for it.” 
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Indeed, a further suggestion is that the Council should not be comparing Luton with the 
East of England as Luton is so different to the rest of the East of England. Instead they 
suggest comparing Luton with towns and cities that are similarly diverse. 

“We are comparing Luton to the rest of East Anglia but we should be 
comparing Luton with Birmingham and Solihull, London. Areas with high 
ethnic minorities, if we compare Luton with the rest of East Anglia we will 
always look bad.” 

In one break-out group, delegates feel that new community leaders and role models 
for young people need to be identified, as they feel that there is no longer a sense 
of a community with its traditional community leaders (such as doctors, teachers, 
police officers etc.). 

Some are keen to see new arrivals in the town better integrated at the point at 
which they first move into the Luton area. They suggest that the Council should 
communicate with new arrivals in the town, providing them with an information 
pack which includes details of the different ways in which they can integrate socially.  
One suggestion is that newcomers could be identified via new registrations at GPs, 
schools and maternity services. Another suggestion is that the Council should set up a 
scheme to encourage neighbours to say hello to one another and be friendlier to 
strangers.  

Many delegates are keen to see Central or Local Government incentivise large 
companies to relocate to Luton.  They feel that there is a need to invest in business 
and industry to replace the jobs that have been lost through the withdrawal or scaling 
down of some of Luton’s key employers.  

“You have got to start bringing in more companies with jobs, bring the 
companies, say ‘why don’t you come to Luton? This used to be a brilliant 
place here, all my family’s parents grew up here, generations and 
generations.” 

One talks about the teacher training course that she went on which trained teachers 
and then found them work in Luton, and she would like to see more such training 
schemes that would retain recently qualified young professionals in the area. 

“I come from the Shire teacher training course which is run by teachers in 
Luton, I went there specifically because I knew that they would see how I 
teach and I would get a job here...they weren’t having people come in from 
other places....people who would have been trained up by our brilliant 
teachers and then leave, but [it is far better] to be in house.” 

At a broader level, they would like to see the general regeneration of Luton. They 
would like to see the derelict buildings in the town centre regenerated, as well as 
improvements to the approach to Luton. One suggestion is that there is the potential to 
improve and promote the Hat Factory. 

“If you have got all of these things [in terms of the regeneration of the town] 
then that cohesion would grow and grow.” 
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Across all break-out groups delegates would like to see more mixing across schools. 
Given the perception that most schools are not sufficiently well mixed in terms of 
ethnicity, schools are also believed to have a potentially very important role in bringing 
people together.  They suggest more interschool hockey and/or football matches, 
as well as interschool events such as spelling bees.   

Another suggestion is that schools (and colleges/university) could also become 
involved in the general promotion of education in Luton (essentially spreading the 
word as to how good Luton’s education system is).  

“If you could speak to some people at the university about some of the 
achievements there, and put it in the papers.” 

Many point out the critical role of schools as a place to learn about other ethnicities 
and cultures. Most would like schools to play a more prominent role in educating 
children and young people about different religions and cultures. Some believe 
that improving children and young people’s education about other ethnic groups would 
be one of the easiest ways to improve community cohesion overall.  

“Start from the beginning and work up.” 

One respondent who is a primary school teacher says that primary schools in Luton 
are already doing a lot of work in this area, but she is unsure as to what role secondary 
schools are playing. This perhaps indicates a need for some general promotion of 
exactly what schools are doing with regards to their role in community 
cohesion.  

In one break-out group delegates perceive that there is a problem of apathy amongst 
young people, and they would like to see a form of social education incorporated 
into the curriculum.   They suggest ‘common sense’ classes, which would aim to 
address apathy and persuade young people to accept their responsibilities within 
society (i.e. that they should be prepared to work, and they should not see having their 
own children as a way to avoid work). They go on to suggest that some form of 
‘parenting class’ community initiative could be run by the Council, possibly in 
conjunction with the Youth Services, Social Services and Adult Education. They also 
felt that young people needed more discipline, so that they would have greater respect 
for older people.  

Some delegates say that everyone should be provided with the opportunity to go 
on courses, as there is a perception certain courses are currently only available to 
those living in certain deprived areas (e.g. Marsh Farm).  

In one break-out group, delegates felt that the adult population need to be better 
educated with regards to the reasons why people from various different BME 
backgrounds have settled in this country. The aim would be to explain that the 
workers arrived due to a labour shortage; they were not here to ‘take the local’s jobs’.  

In one break out group, delegates say that they would like to see the Council adopt a 
Borough-wide approach to tackling the issues, as they feel Luton is divided by 
NDC areas. 
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5.4 Views on whether schools should have more mixed ethnic profiles 

Delegates welcome the principle of schools having more mixed ethnic profiles. 
However, they are unsure as to how this would be achieved within the current system. 
They say that parents choose schools on the basis of exam results, proximity, religion 
etc. They are doubtful as to how parental views could be influenced.  

For example, one delegate who is a teacher explains that he has had parents telling 
him directly that they would like to remove their child from a specific school as soon as 
possible because it is ‘too Asian’. 

Another Asian parent is concerned at the low numbers of white children at his 
daughters’ schools. 

“My girls go to a school and there are 28 of them and only 2 are white. Having 
this division from such a small age [means they will be more divided as 
adults].” 

In one break-out group, delegates suggest that one possible solution would be to be 
ban faith schools, but they do not see how this could happen in practice. One view is 
that the Catholic and C of E schools should remain, whilst another view is that all faith 
schools would have to be equally affected. 

“[BME respondent] When my parents came to a Christian country they knew it 
was a Christian country and that is what faith they belong to, so they came 
[here knowing that was the faith they would be signing up to].” 

5.5 Views on the wage differential between those who live in Luton and 
those who work in Luton 

Delegates would certainly like to see less of a wage differential between those who live 
in Luton and those who work in Luton. Some feel that the town’s congestion problems 
would also be eased if more people were able to be employed locally.  

Across the break-out groups the following suggestions arise as to how the wage 
differential could be addressed: 

 Any new government/council buildings should be providing local jobs for local 
people.   

 The hospital and the council should also employ more local people. 
 There should be training schemes set up that would provide a local job at the end 

of the training (providing the candidate meets certain standards). They feel this 
would ensure that newly qualified people are retained with Luton rather than 
moving elsewhere. They see such a scheme operating for young professionals 
as well as non professional positions. It would give hope to young people within 
Luton; giving credibility to the idea that they can find a ‘good’ job within the area 
that they grew up. 
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6 Vision for a future Luton 

Delegates envisage that a cohesive Luton would be a place where there would be 
more mixing of different people and communities; true integration rather than co-
existing.   

They talk about greater harmony (particularly racial harmony) in terms of more 
tolerance and respect.  

They would like Luton to be a safer community to live in. 

They would like it to be a place where children can get a good education, and then go 
on to find suitable work in the local area. 

For one delegate, the vision for a future Luton is actually a return to the past in terms 
of a greater number of jobs, a return to a time where it was more viable for a young 
person who has grown up in Luton to stay in Luton as a working adult. 

“This isn’t the Luton I know.” 

Some also talk about Luton being a much nicer, more attractive place to be, with its 
own identity as a desirable place to visit.   

“If you go to St Albans it has got a lovely look, an identity, with Milton Keynes 
it is the modern [image] but we have lost that.” 

Details of the actions that would need to happen to achieve these visions of Luton are 
set out in Section 5. 

Many delegates acknowledge that the whole community will need to change together 
to achieve the vision. 

“[Elderly Asian delegate]: Everybody has to change.  Even Asians have to 
change as well, not necessarily that English people should change.  
Everybody has to make an effort.  Some people don’t want to change even a 
bit and this is what’s bad.  Really, really sad.” 



Appendices 

 
25 

7 Appendices 

7.1 The information sent to delegates prior to the event 

A briefing note was sent to delegates with their booking letter.  The text of this briefing 
note is set out below. 

7.1.1 What is community cohesion? 

Community cohesion is a measure of the ability of communities in society to to function 
and grow in harmony with each other rather than in conflict. Communities may define 
themselves by neighbourhood, ethnic origin, age group, faith and other characteristics 
or interests. Cohesion will grow and develop when everyone in society recognises the 
right to equality and has respect for diversity (the differences between people).  
Without community cohesion, we tend to think in terms of ‘them and us’, whereas if we 
achieve greater community cohesion, those sorts of divisions should be less important 
because we understand and accept the differences between people. 

There are three foundations of an ‘integrated and cohesive community':  

 People from different backgrounds having similar opportunities in life (for 
example in work and education, in the services they receive, such as health care 
or policing, and in the way that they are treated both by organisations and by 
other people) 

 People knowing their rights and responsibilities  
 People trusting one another and trusting local institutions (such as the Council, 

health services or the police) to act fairly. 

And “three key ways of living together”: 

 A shared vision for the future and a sense of belonging  
 A focus on what new and existing communities have in common, alongside a 

recognition of the value of diversity 
 Strong and positive relationships between people from different backgrounds. 

7.1.2 What is the Commission on Community Cohesion? 

The Commission on Community Cohesion has been asked to examine community 
cohesion in Luton in 2010 and how people's identities impact on their experience of 
living here.  The Commission is chaired by Baroness Howells of St Davids. The other 
members of the Commission are people with a local connection, mostly associated 
with particular organisations, but above all they have in-depth knowledge and 
experience of cohesion in Luton.  

7.1.3 Why is it happening? 

Over the last few months, Luton has been much in the news for all the wrong reasons. 
The reality of everyday life here is actually much more positive. By working together 
with other local organisations and local people, we have addressed the high profile 
and disruptive actions of a small number of people. But with our dynamic and changing 
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population, community cohesion is never something that we can take for granted and 
there is always more than we can do to build on this crucial aspect of the town’s 
vibrancy.  

7.1.4 Is this mainly about differences between people from different ethnic and 
religious communities? 

Diversity in Luton is not just about ethnicity or religion, though this is part of the town’s 
diversity.  It’s also, just as importantly, about differences which are to do with issues 
such as age (both for older and younger people), gender, sexual preference, which 
part of town you live in, what sort of opportunities you have, how much money you 
have, whether or not you have a disability, and so on.  All of these issues have the 
potential to cause tension and division, but those differences can also be seen as 
positive, and something which makes the town a stronger and better place to live in. 

7.1.5 What else is happening? 

A data review led by council officers has been completed bringing together all that we 
already know about our communities and cohesion in Luton.  

Community engagement is an extremely important part of the process and a citizens’ 
workshop to which you have been invited will be held on the 30th January 2010 at the 
Strathmore Hotel. We want to explore historical factors, current issues and emerging 
issues that have the potential to impact on community cohesion. We would also like 
your views on how we should respond to these challenges. 

Partnership engagement is also very important, so that all voices from our extensive 
networks in the local area can be heard, and the Commission receives input from a 
wide range of our partners. These include organisations such as health services, 
police and voluntary organisations, and this session will be held in the Strathmore 
Hotel on Tuesday 2nd February 2010. 

When evidence from the citizens’ workshop and partners’ panel has been collated this 
will be presented to the Commission. The Commission will then decide on the key 
points and these will be discussed further in a number of focus groups, made up of a 
range of local people. 

7.1.6 What will be the outcome? 

The Commission will make recommendations by next summer for how the Council, its 
partners and our communities can accelerate progress towards the Luton 2026 vision 
set out by our residents as a society where “everyone is treated the same, equally with 
fairness and respect”.  We want to keep you informed of what happens as a result of 
this process, because you have taken the time to be part of this, and to give us your 
thoughts, and because Luton is your town. 

7.1.7 How can I find out more? 

There is a lot more about community cohesion and the Council’s strategy on the Luton 
Borough Council website.  Go to: 
http://www.luton.gov.uk/internet/social_issues/community cohesion, or click on ‘Social 
Issues’ in the orange ‘Information’ section on the left hand side of the Council’s web 
page, and then follow the link to ‘Community Cohesion’.  On the ‘Social Issues’ page 



Appendices 

 
27 

you will also find links to pages on a number of issues which are related to community 
cohesion. 

7.2 Workshop programme 

9.30-10.00 Registration 

10.00-10.10 Welcome and Introduction: welcome and thanks to panel members 
attending, structure of the day, aims and objectives, rules and 
housekeeping 

   - Chris Owen, BMG 

10.10-10.40 Three short, scene setting presentations - terminology, context, 
issues, what are we trying to achieve today? 

   - Cllr Joan Bailey “The Commission for Community Cohesion” 

   - Nadine Madi “What is Community Cohesion?” 

   - Trevor Kippax “About Luton” 

10.40-11.20 First break out discussion - understanding the subject, establishing the 
issues 

11.20-11.35 Quick feedback – two minute headlines from each group 

11.35-11.45 Break 

11.45-12.00 Further presentation about the future, visioning 

   - Trevor Kippax “Where to next? – a vision for Luton” 

12.00-12.45 Second break out discussion - ideas for the future, where do we want 
Luton to be? 

12.45-1.15 Plenary feedback from discussion groups 

1.15>  Close (delegates to collect incentive payments and have lunch) 
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7.3 Presentation: ‘What is Community Cohesion?’ 

What is Community Cohesion?

Nadine Madi
Commission Member

 

Community cohesion is about people and 
societies working and growing in harmony rather 
than in conflict

People sometimes described their communities by:

 Neighbourhood 
 Ethnic origin
 Age group (both older and younger people)
 Faith
 Sexual orientation
 Gender
 Disability
 Social class
 Other characteristics or interests 
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Cohesion will grow and develop when everyone 
in society recognises the right to equality and 
has respect for diversity (the differences between 
people)

 Without community cohesion we tend to think in terms 
of ‘them’ and ‘us’

 With community cohesion the divisions between 
people are less important than what we all have in 
common

 We understand and accept the differences between 
people

 

The three foundations for an ‘integrated and 
cohesive community’:

 People from different backgrounds having similar 
opportunities in life such as in work and in education 
and in the services they receive such as health care

 People know their rights and responsibilities – what 
they can expect from others and what others can 
expect from them 

 People trust one another and local institutions like the 
Council or the police, to act fairly
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And three key ways of helping people live 
together in harmony:

 A shared vision for the future and a sense of 
belonging

 A focus on what new and existing communities have 
in common

 Strong and positive relationships between people from 
different backgrounds

 

Nadine Madi

Commission Member

commissiononcommunitycohesion@luton.gov.uk
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7.4 Presentation: ‘About Luton’ 

About Luton

Trevor Kippax
Community Cohesion Officer

 

In Luton 82% of residents believe they live in an 
area where people from different backgrounds 
get on well together

 Black Minority Ethnic 
group are more positive 
(88%) than White group 
(80%)

 Difference by age with 
65+ more positive (88%) 
than those between 35-
44 (80%)

 Difference by ward –
71% agree in Farley, 
96% agree in Saints

27%

55%

12%
5%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Definitely
agree

Tend to
agree

Tend to
disagree

Definitely
disagree

Source: Community Safety Survey 2009
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Pretty good and not something you would know 
from the papers!

 

In fact, Luton has been increasingly diverse since 
the 1950s

 Between 1921 and 1951 the English born population 
fell from 98% to 91%

 1950s migration from Ireland
 1960s migration from Caribbean 
 1970s migration from Pakistan and Bangladesh
 Office of National Statistics mid-2008 Luton population 

estimate 191,800 with at least 35% estimated to be 
BME communities

Source: “Sticking Together” 2003; 

Office of National Statistics mid year estimate 2008
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Luton has a large, established south Asian and 
African Caribbean population with new arrivals 
from eastern Europe
New NI  registrations
2002-2008 28460

Poland 10300

Pakistan 3530

India 1560

Bangladesh 1460

Zimbabwe 1100

Nigeria 980

Rep of Lithuania 750

China 740

Slovak Rep 690

Philippines 460 1.5%1.1%2.2%Other Groups

0.9%0.3%1.7%African

1.1%0.5%4.2%Caribbean

0.5%0.3%4.1%Bangladeshi

1.4%0.7%9.2%Pakistani

2.0%1.0%4.1%Indian

1.4%1.1%2.6%Mixed

2.6%2.5%2.3%Other White

1.2%1.1%4.7%White Irish

87.5%91.5%65%White British

England 

& Wales 

East of 

England
Luton

Ethnicity - % of all residents

Source: 2001 CensusSource: Department of Work and Pensions

 

Luton’s population is becoming increasingly 
young, old and Black Minority Ethnic 

Based on estimates:

 Population is relatively young and is projected to 
increase to 2016 and then decline

 Projected year on year increase in the elderly 
population to 2021

 Percentage of population from Black Minority Ethnic 
communities is increasing

Source 2009 Joint Strategic Needs Assessment Refresh
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Jobs here pay above average wages but 
most residents earn less than the average

 People living in Luton earn £1,300 below the national 
average wage

 People working in Luton earn £1,300 above the national 
average wage

 Luton workers have the lowest average wages in the sub 
region - Bedfordshire, Central Bedfordshire (North), Central 
Bedfordshire (South), and Luton

 Luton has the lowest average house prices in the sub 
region

 But Luton has the least favourable income in comparison 
to house prices in the sub region

Source: Land Registry and Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings 2008

 

There is an 11-year difference in life expectancy 
within the borough

 Men and women in Luton 
have a lower life 
expectancy than people 
living elsewhere in the 
East of England

 The life expectancy gap 
in Luton between the 
lowest and highest areas 
is 11 years for men (70.2 
to 81.7years) and 10 
years for women (75.5 to 
85.5 years)

Source: Annual Public Health Report 2008-2009
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Although educational attainment is increasing 
there is still a variation between different groups 

 Difference by ethnicity similar to National  results
 Pupils whose first language is other than English achieved 45% 

compared to 47% for those who have English as first language
 Pupils known to be eligible for free school meals achieved 32% 

compared to 50% for those not eligible for free school meals

White Mixed Asian Black All

All Pupils 46 46 48 42 46

Luton Boys 44 38 47 33 43

Luton Girls 49 57 49 51 50

All England 51 52 54 45 51

Gap between 
England - Luton

-5 -6 -6 -3 -5

Luton results 2009 % of pupils who achieve 5+ A*-C including English and Mathematics

 

What particular areas does the Commission want 
to examine with our partners and communities?

 



Community Cohesion: Workshop Findings 

 36 

Trevor Kippax

Community Cohesion Officer

01582 546945

trevor.kippax@luton.gov.uk

 

 

7.5 Presentation: ‘Where to next? - a vision for Luton’ 

Where to next? 
- a vision for Luton

Trevor Kippax
Community Cohesion Officer
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A panel of residents told us they want everyone 
to be able to share in the town’s success now 
and in 2026

 “A society without segregation 
where everyone is treated the 
same, equally with fairness 
and respect…. 

 There will be no ageism 
and…opportunities…to dispel 
myths such as ‘young people 
of today have no respect’.…

 There will be a community 
spirit in the streets we live in. 
We will be racially tolerant, 
valuing each other’s race, 
culture and religion.”

Source: Sustainable Community Strategy, “Our vision for Luton in 2026”

 

To meet these challenges will require 
innovative programmes to bring 
people together and action by 
everyone in the community
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Luton Carnival 

 

Generations Together

 



Appendices 

 
39 

Neighbourhood Governance Pilot Project

 

Swirl
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Trevor Kippax

Community Cohesion Officer

01582 546945

trevor.kippax@luton.gov.uk

 

 

7.6 Topic guide for break out group discussions 

General notes to moderators: 

 Some groups will take place in small rooms, others in the main room.  The quality 
of the recordings we achieve may therefore be variable, though we will have 
recorders running in all groups, and in the plenary sessions.  However, we should 
take written notes to supplement our recordings.  We envisage that these will be 
captured by a delegate volunteer or volunteers, probably on a flip chart.  These 
notes will be used to report back to the plenary session at the end of event.  
Delegates will be asked to identify what they think are the key messages to be 
reported back, from amongst the notes that they have. 

 Delegates should be reassured around confidentiality.  It is not anyone’s intention 
to report the views of individuals, and hence the notes we take will not link 
particular views to particular people. 

 Some of the issues which we discuss will be sensitive, and we cannot always 
expect a politically correct manner in expressing views from all delegates.  
Nevertheless, we will ask in the introduction for delegates to be sensitive to the 
views of others in expressing themselves, and also to accept that some people 
will also say things they don’t like or agree with. 

 There is a risk that discussion will tend to gravitate towards issues of ethnicity 
and religion, since these have been significant recently in Luton – this is 
inevitable, and to some extent the workshop will act as a forum to unpack these 
issues.  Whilst this is important, try to ensure that discussion of other aspects of 
community cohesion are also fully addressed by your group.  It is also important 
to keep the discussion focussed on community cohesion, rather than allowing it 
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to drift towards a wider discussion, for example, of service delivery issues, or 
overall satisfaction with the town or the council. 

First Break Out Group - 40 minutes 

Consent to record or organisation of note taking (delegate volunteer to take notes / 
record key points on flip chart), assurance of confidentiality in wider reporting 

Brief introductions 

What do respondents think about the general idea of community cohesion and social 
inclusion?   

 Is it achieveable? 
 Are there limits to what can be achieved? 
 Do they agree or disagree with the issues as presented? 
 Do they have concerns, or particular interests in certain aspects of this? 
 Have other issues been missed out in the description of what community 

cohesion is about? 
 Who benefits from community cohesion? 
 Do individuals feel they would benefit personally from community cohesion? 
 In what ways? 
 Who loses out from a lack of community cohesion? 
 Themselves individually? 
 Again, how? 

[NB: MODERATORS, THIS IS THE CRITICAL GROUP OF QUESTIONS FOR THIS 
SESSION]  What are the issues around community cohesion in Luton? 

 What are their causes? 
 Who is involved? 
 What are the good things that are happening, as well as the problems? 
 How much of this is specific to Luton? [This to establish whether there are 

distinctive features about what is happening in Luton, not to suggest that issues 
which are common to many similar places, or to all places, are any less important 
to recognise and to address] 

 To what extent do these issues affect the way you feel about Luton/living in 
Luton?  How do you think it might affect the image of Luton to people from 
outside the town? 

 Prompt around: 
o Differences in prospects and opportunities; 
o Differences in wages between those that work in Luton, and those that 

live in the town (those that live in Luton earn much less than those that 
work there) 

o Younger or older people; 
o Gender; 
o Sexual orientation, transgender; 
o Disability; 
o Ethnicity, religion. 
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Second break out group - 45 minutes 

Confirm arrangements for note taking, and for reporting back. 

Of these issues and problems identified: 

 Which are the most difficult or easiest to resolve? 
 Which are the most serious (in terms of their consequences for the town, and for 

the people who are on the ‘wrong end’ of these issues)? 
 Thinking about the issues around community cohesion in Luton, about what 

works in the town, and what needs work: 
 What can be fixed? 
 What needs to happen to sort out these problems? 
 Who needs to be involved? 
 What can the Council and other public organisations do towards this? 
 [Again use prompt list from above if required to stimulate discussion] 
 Other specific issues: 
 Should Luton aim to have schools which are more mixed in terms of ethnicity? 

How might this be achieved?  What has caused the town to have schools which 
are largely attended by only one ethnic group or another?  What factors affect 
peoples’ choice of school for their children in Luton? 

 Is it important that people who live in Luton earn less than those that work here?  
If it is, what should we aim to do, and how? 

 Thinking about community cohesion, what sort of town would you like Luton to 
be?  If you were thinking about what you would like to see in ten years time, how 
might things be different? 

 What would need to happen to achieve this? 
 How easy or difficult is it to achieve this vision? 
 How might Luton be a better place if we achieve community cohesion? 
 What will success look like? 
 How can we make sure that everyone in Luton benefits from economic 

development and growth – that everyone gets a ‘share of the cake’? 
 What difference might it make for you / your children or grandchildren? 
 What are the particularly difficult parts?  What might be easier or quicker to do? 
 Who needs to be involved, what can they each do, prompt for… 
 Council or other local public bodies; 
 Central government; 
 Other local organisations or groups; 
 Individual people and families? 
 What final messages do you want to make sure are recorded from this event? 
 What do you want to say about community cohesion? 
 What are the issues we want to make sure are reported back in plenary? 
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7.7 Workshop attendance 

Fifty-one people were initially directly recruited to attend the workshop, with several 
further delegates also recruited via two day centres for adults with disabilities (3-4 
people were confidently expected to attend from this source). Of those 51 people 
recruited directly, 12 cancelled when BMG conducted ‘reminder calls’ in the 48 hours 
prior to the workshop.  We were therefore expecting 39 delegates on the day. 
Unfortunately, only 27 of the directly recruited delegates ultimately attended, and those 
expected from the adult day centres did not arrive.  It is likely that attendance was 
significantly affected by the weather – there had been a modest fall of snow overnight 
and this may have prevented or dissuaded some from attending, particularly older and 
disabled respondents, though it also appears to have had a similar impact on the 
youngest.  Some arriving reported having difficulty finding the car park for the hotel 
because of ongoing building works, in the town centre. 

Examining the profile of those attending, 14 were male and 13 female.  By broad 
ethnic group, 16 were White British, 5 were Black, and 5 were Asian (1 delegate 
refused this information), whilst by age 15 delegates were aged 44 or under, and 12 
over 44.  Examining the details of those who did not attend on the day, but who had 
been booked (where we have demographic information), 14 non-attenders were White, 
4 were Asian and 1 was Black.  In relative terms this is most likely to have impacted on 
the representation of Asian people in the workshop.  By age, 10 non-attenders were 
aged 44 and under, and 9 were over 44, so the impact of non-attendance on the 
representation of the age profile of the town was not particularly significant, though it 
was notable that a number of the youngest and oldest delegates booked were 
amongst those who did not make it. 

The strongest evidence of bias, however, resulting from non-attendance, comes from 
examining the deprivation index of the home address of those not attending.  Here 
there was a very clear bias towards more deprived areas amongst the ‘no shows’ – 8 
lived in the most deprived 20% of areas, and 6 in the next 20% most deprived.  In 
contrast only one person who did not make it lived in the 40% of areas classified as 
least deprived.  The profile of those attending was very much less deprived than those 
not attending – 13 of the 27 delegates attending lived in the 40% of least deprived 
areas.  Thus, the pattern of attendance and non-attendance tended in practice to 
disenfranchise those living in more deprived areas, in relative terms, and to over-
represent those from more affluent areas of the town. 

The impact of this can be seen in the table below, which compares the original quotas 
established, the breakdown of the delegates booked, and the breakdown of the 
delegates attending: 

 

 Quota Delegates booked 
Delegates attending 
(change on quota) 

Gender    

 Male 25 24 14 (-11) 
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 Female 25 27 13 (-12) 

Age    

 16-24 7 3 0 (-7) 

 25-44 26 24 15 (-11) 

 45-59 8 9 6 (-2) 

 60-64 2 2 2 (0) 

 65-74 4 6 3 (-1) 

 75+ 3 4 1 (-2) 

 Not stated - 3 0 

Ethnicity    

 Asian 9 9 5 (-4) 

 Black 5 6 5 (0) 

 White 33 32 16 (-17) 

 Other 3 - 0 (-3) 

 Not stated - 4 1 (+1) 

Deprivation    

IMD 1 (most deprived) 12 12 4 (-8) 

IMD 2 13 13 6 (-7) 

IMD 3 10 8 4 (-6) 

IMD 4 8 8 7 (-1) 

IMD 5 (least deprived) 7 7 6 (-1) 

Not known - 3 0 
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Because people matter, we listen. 

With some 20 years’ experience, BMG Research has 
established a strong reputation for delivering high quality 
research and consultancy. 

Our business is about understanding people; because they 
matter. Finding out what they really need; from the type of 
information they use to the type of services they require. In 
short, finding out about the kind of world people want to live in 
tomorrow. 

BMG serves both the social public sector and the commercial 
private sector, providing market and customer insight which is 
vital in the development of plans, the support of campaigns 
and the evaluation of performance. 

Innovation and development is very much at the heart of our 
business, and considerable attention is paid to the utilisation of 
technologies such as portals and information systems to 
ensure that market and customer intelligence is widely shared. 


