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CO-ORDINATOR'S REPORT

Without a doubt it's been a turbulent year.  Twelve months ago conscious of the growing threat posed to our work by the Coalition government we decided, amongst other things, to prioritise building local and regional networks of support; to continue forging wider links e.g. to the Social Work Action Network; and to put continued energy into our Stories Project, the collection of anecdotes of questioning and contradictory practice.

As we decided these matters, we were acutely aware of the dilemmas posed by arguing for a defence of democratic youth work at the same time as fighting to preserve services and jobs, which were far from our ideal.  

The continuing crisis of neo-liberal economics and neo-liberal politics has made it difficult to take breath.  Before we even had time to get back to our homes and workplaces last November, students and lecturers were on the streets protesting at massive tuition fee hikes, the end of the Education Maintenance Allowance and the Coalition's philistine market-driven understanding of what education means, caught in their denial of funding to the Humanities and Social Sciences and from our point of view expressed in its contempt for youth work as informal  education, as an essential ingredient in the breadth of educational provision for young people.  Our steering group put out a statement of austerity, which exhorted youth and community workers to stand up and be counted.

Social movements of the past have shown that it is possible to defeat the attacks of a government  upon its own people. Central to this is the need to win a war of ideas as a vital basis fro developing collective resistance that goes beyond disconnected single-issue movements.  The experience and expertise of youth and community workers, if we are bold enough, can make an important contribution to building the broad based social movement now required to defend the jobs and services that we all need and that this government, for ideological much more than economic reasons, is determined to destroy.

The time has come for youth and community workers to stand up and be counted.

However our rhetorical call to arms was problematic.  On the ground in the past year workers have endured all manner of fear and anxiety:

· whole youth services have disappeared e.g Manchester and Suffolk;

· 3,000 jobs have been lost;

· redundancy and redeployment are rife;

· workers have been transferred into Multi-Agency Teams without negotiation;

· job descriptions have been imposed,  often turning workers into youth social workers overnight';

· and workers have been harassed and intimidated into silence and passivity.

                                                                                                                     . . . . . . . . . . . and so on.

Little wonder that workers have often been disoriented and subdued.  Resistance has been uneven.  There have been strikes in such places as Oxfordshire, Coventry and Birmingham.  In others workers have done their best to use the local machinery to save a semblance of our work.  However too we need recognise that a significant layer of workers have embraced the new arrangements,  which seem to make life simpler. Some within our work have no real philosophical or political disagreement with the emphasis on targeted social engineering.  Managers and workers of this disposition tend to talk of taking their youth work skills with them, of which more later.

But all is far from doom and gloom.

Inspiring has been the angry and articulate response from young people themselves across the country.  Symbolised perhaps by the Choose Youth Solihull rally, where 1,000 young people gathered and ran a show of defiance, typified by the call – resonant of the moment – 'to walk like Egyptians'.  It has been young people organising for themselves – the most publicised being Oxfordshire and Haringey – who have shouted that open, voluntary youth work, starting from their agendas, is precious to them.  It is not the indulgent property of a professional group hanging on to their livelihoods.

From the outset, the Campaign has been involved in the Unite/CYWU-led Choose Youth Alliance and we have been key movers in the organisation of regional events in Newcastle and London – and as we gather are working to make the Lobby of Parliament on October 25th a major expression of our refusal to roll over and die.

Amidst the tumult the  Government set up a Select Committee, to which we contributed in the name of an emancipatory youth work.  Given the circumstances the Committee's report was unexpectedly supportive, criticising the cuts and Cameron's attempt to relive his holidays at public school via the National Citizens' Service.  Inevitably their report has been wilfully ignored by  'Slugs of Money' Tim Loughton, the Minister for Youth.

What the Choose Youth and Inquiry do reveal also is the danger of a growing rift within youth work itself.  Major youth organisations such as NYA, NCVYS, UK Youth, are pandering at times unashamedly to the government's agenda.  Hand in hand with the budding social entrepreneurs, bearing bizarre names such as New Philanthropy Capital, they accept without question a scenario of privatisation of public services, the targeting agenda and with these developments the end of a vestige of independence for the larger voluntary organisations.  As I touched on earlier they rationalise their abject capitulation by talking about transferring 'youth work methodologies' into the enforced programmes of prevention, welfare and surveillance with which they are happy to co-operate.

At the risk of being weary, but perhaps to stimulate further discussion, this sleight of hand – we are taking our skills, values, methodologies with us – doesn't convince me for a moment.   Communication  and group work skills, for example or the humanist and religious values of respect, justice and equality are not at all the property of youth workers.  Other professionals,  many others within society also own them.   What is distinctive about ourselves is that we value those skills, we debate those values, we value relationships, we value having time to be with young people on their terms, in crucially a voluntary setting, within which young people have the right to say 'not for me', 'you're not convincing', 'you've not gained my trust'.  'Go away!'

But there will be much more talk of transferring youth work methodologies with the emergence of Health and Well-Being boards as the reference point for organising youth services and youth interventions that view young people as 'problems' – whether pregnant, whether smoking, inhaling, injecting, whether excluded or unemployed.

Remember those days when we were actually under Education and fought against being under Recreation and Leisure!   It's saying something at this juncture when being located in Parks & Cemeteries doesn't seem a bad  option at all!

Giving the blurring of boundaries between education, welfare, prevention, surveillance and policing our ongoing relationship with the Social Work Action Network is significant.  At their April conference Kalbir Shukra gave an inspiring contribution 'From Sentiment to Solidarity: Supporting Young Visionaries', which viewed young people not as victims, but as creators, whilst Dami Benbow, a close friend of ours from the Young Mayors Network, gave a bravura performance without notes on what youth work meant to him, which brought the house down.  We will be running a major input into their  March 2012 Liverpool conference when we will explore the deregulated shift from youth work to youth social work.  It would be good to get many more of us to this event to rub shoulders and argue with our fellow travellers there.

The August riots stunned many, but especially for our supporters down in Tottenham and neighbouring areas came as no surprise.  The Steering Group issued a statement, which I will read parts of because it captures the challenge facing us.

In the painful aftermath of the riots youth services have been much talked about, often mentioned as an ingredient in the cocktail of explanation. This might seem a chaos-sent opportunity for our campaign to shout from the rooftops the need to halt the carnage of cuts and indeed invest afresh in youth work. However a measure of humility and caution is required. Amongst the crudest of the government's ideological prejudices is the notion that the problematic character of young people today is a reflection of a society and educational system gone 'soft'. The irony is that for at least two decades the overwhelming emphasis across education has been one of imposing conformity and control. Indeed our own campaign was born out of opposition within youth work to the overwhelming shift from social education to social engineering. In the face of short-term behavioural modification programmes based on prescribed outcomes it has been a fraught task for workers to hang on to a young person-centred practice, which starts from young people's definition of reality and not the State's.

We continue to believe that that reaching out to the 'unheard' and supporting the 'ignored' is best achieved  through an informal educational conversation founded on an open and voluntary relationship. It is a democratic practice, within which all involved have influence and are given respect.  Across the coming months this is the form of youth work, which, alongside young people, we will defend and fight to extend.

In terms of what we've achieved ourselves during the year I have barely mentioned the publication of 'This is Youth Work: Stories of Practice', which sees the light of day for the first time here in Sheffield.  Bernard is about to say much more.  For indeed it is  a notable achievement owing much to young people and youth workers, especially from the NE and SE regions.  My only comment is that it has the potential to be a great tool in agitating, educating and organising.

In terms of rooting ourselves locally and regionally, encouraging even two or three to gather together regularly, locally in the process of building a wider network of support and agitation, we have not made much progress.  We might even have gone backwards.  And without this emergence of  energy and commitment from below we cannot be the force we might imagine.

Nevertheless our Campaign retains all its validity and pertinence.  It does so not least because our desire to defend a democratic youth work is part and parcel of the wider struggle against a system which has lost all credibility as a force for positive change.  The neo-liberal form which capitalism now takes, has no vision beyond immediate gratification and profit.  The danger is that as it panics it becomes increasingly authoritarian in  both soft and hard ways.  It requires our conformity.  Our task is to be ever cussed and dissident.  In a small, but significant way defending the youth work we believe in is a vital contribution to keeping wider resistance alive.  If we are to get through these difficult times, we must in our own words, young people and youth workers alike, be critical active citizens prepared to turn their world upside down.  

