Visit to Chester Avenue – pocket of deprivation – Kinmel Bay – Near Rhyl (but in Conwy County)
I spent a truly inspiring day visiting the CF area of Chester Avenue.  This area is a pocket of deprivation encompassing a mainly council housing estate on the edge of the town.
It’s deprivation  issues highlighted by census data were unemployment, low qualifications, long term illness and a high percentage of children.
It had a high tenancy turnover rate and was not a place people wanted to live in.  It even had its own ‘posh’ and ‘criminal’ end.  

Such a lot has happened since the CF programme started.
Paul Martin has been employed as co-ordinator since 2002 and been dedicated to being a catalyst for change by the residents themselves.

Paul introduced CF to the residents by starting a Residents Association – these weekly meetings brought the concerns of the residents to the fore.  He then held 2 focus days when the issues were looked at in depth, with a following visioning session and development of first action plan.
The big issues that came up were the state of the housing – not maintained well by the council - and antisocial behaviour.

Paul then got everyone he could together for a social lunch event to explain the CF and the idea of a partnership to guide activities.
Residents nominated others from their midst.  Paul then carried out training to help them understand what is expected, meeting skills, working with partners etc.
They decided which agencies should get involved.  Paul then endeavoured to get the right people from these agencies involved.  Those high enough to make decisions and to ensure that they don’t send reps in their place.   This group became, and is still, an advisory group. They have been hesitant to become trustees so the partnership does not employ the CF staff.

Paul prepares a new action plan each year which goes to the partnership for approval.

This plan details the activities and give a lead worker – who is the focus for residents and volunteers – for each project or activity.  There are 14 active volunteers in the CF programme on the estate.
So what’s been happening on the estate?

· The community has bought itself a community house.   This was an ex council property that became available at the right location on the estate.  A grant was obtained to buy this – CF WAG funding has paid for refurbishment.  Legal ownership is held by the council on an agreement it is for the community who get a ‘free’ lease to use it.  The CF staff use the rooms upstairs as their offices and pay rent for it which helps the community to maintain the building.   Paul ensured the building is a community house – not a CF house - as this will ensure it remains active after CF programme is completed.  They have a Communities @ One suite which can be closed off so the room can be used for meetings, classes etc.  They plan to start a volunteer community run café twice a week there soon.  All the volunteers involved have been given the right training for this.  They are currently building on a new room for a crèche.

· Housing – Paul worked with the local housing department to ensure that the buildings renovation programme focused on this CF estate.  All the council properties have had new double glazed windows – not only better for heat loss and sound insulation but also much more secure from thieves.  The old windows gave no security to householders at all.   The houses have all had new heating systems and new wooden fencing of their gardens.

· The antisocial behaviour issue had three areas – domestic violence, drug dealing and general bad behaviour.  The residents were empowered themselves to deal with it.  Many did think that CCTV was the way forward but Paul persuaded them otherwise as this was not a sustainable method and did not address the underlying issues.  Paul sent out a pack of information to each household (funded from County Council Community Safety Unit) explaining about anti social behaviour and encouraging all to take responsibility by informing the police of those responsible.  The community Police unit set up a surgery on the estate to become assessable for this purpose and the young people had some activities put on to give them alternatives.  There has been a real result on these issues – the drug dealers have gone from the estate.

· Across the road from the estate was a wasteland area owned by the County Council.  The community have developed this into a community woodland and multi-use play area with the agreement that it will be maintained by the council as before.  It has recently been handed back.  This area is for the whole town not just the estate – a ‘Safe Route to School’ now runs alongside it.  Both of these things have brought non estate people into the area and helped its image and integration.
· For the youth, a Youth Regeneration Officer has been employed using CF funds.  Rather than a straight forward youth worker to deliver activities for young people, this project works to build life skills in the young people themselves so they can run and manage their own activities and events.  A much more sustainable idea.  There is a Chester Avenue Young People’s Association with youngsters who can chair meetings, make decisions and organise events.  Useful for the estate and on their CVs.

· The Credit Union are now up and running on the estate.  This took 3 years due to difficulty getting volunteers for this service.

· There was a high accident rate among residents on the estate so Paul secured funds (slippage money) to do some research into the actual health issues from the resident perspective.  A health and Well being local group has been set up.  GPs and the LHB have worked together to encourage more physical activity among residents and gathered volunteers to help counter depression.  A Walking the Way to Health officer is based at Community house to link to this project.
· The Communities @ One project now has a part-time paid worker.  The person appointed is a resident who worked to develop the initiative as a volunteer and developed her abilities as she has done this.  

· The CF initiative has brought £300,000 into the estate from charitable sources.

· Paul has worked to develop policies and training to support volunteers.

· Paul also has worked to develop the skills of individuals in the community – this he feels is essential sometimes to ensure community residents are provided with the skills to get involved with the CF and community projects.
The approach seems to have consistently been one of;

· Capacity building and local engagement all levels and in all initiatives
· Building confidence in residents to do things in new ways that they may not have considered before

· Having a sustainability basis for all projects.
