












Relationship with government
Relationships with government at different levels was 
another underlying theme. Participants wanted better 
cross sector collaboration and co-ordination but at the 
same time many wanted independence from 
government. London Citizens for example accepts  
no money from government in order to maintain  
its independence and set its own agenda; but with a 
£1,000 p.a. membership fee, excluding those who can’t 
afford that fee, independence comes at a price. Should 
we be responding to the crisis in democracy with such 
an alternative “pay to play” democracy?

Running through several sessions there seemed to  
be an ambivalence about “government” – something 
that does too much and too little – “leaving it to 
government is an abdication of responsibility”, “civil 
society should be the first sector”. But leaving it to 
government is different from leaving government  
out of things. Civil society organisations are often  
not good at dealing with the difficult issues on which 
people cannot agree or the tricky moral issues or at 
weighing competing priorities. Bonding those with 
common issues is one of the driving forces of the 
sector; bridging those with different interests is  
both less well developed and more challenging.

What can funders do to promote community 
cohesion?
Various messages for funders arose in the course of 
the day. Funders could look more carefully at their 
funding terms and focus. Innovation needs to be 
balanced with experience, the tried and tested and 
the mundane. Furthermore, innovation may be sexy 
but it is also difficult; it requires real bravery, real 
creativity, real risks. Independent funders may have a 
particularly important role to play in exercising their 
unique freedom from the expectations of constituents 
and customers. 

Funders also need to reflect on the fact that problems 
are long term, but funding tends to be short term. 
In addition to allowing time for development, longer 
term funding may have various benefits; Tim Smit 
insists on long term contracts with suppliers to ensure 
sustainability but also requires that they go green. It 
was suggested that funders could do more to create 
open space for exploring commonality (CFNI’s work 
across the sectarian divide, leading to awareness of 
common problems, is an interesting example here).

Although not directly linked by delegates to the role  
of funders, the role of the media in creating fear, 
hatred and stereotypes was noted a number of  
times. As Malcolm Dean stated, the crisis in serious 

Session F:  
Sharing the Northern Ireland 
Experience with Londoners 
Led by Cormac McAleer Community 
Foundation Northern Ireland (CFNI)

Cormac described a new approach to grant-making developed 
through funding of £2.25m received through NOF “Fare Share”. 
This was targeted at the most disadvantaged 49 wards across 
14 councils in Northern Ireland. The aim was to break the 
culture of grant dependency; avoid reams of paperwork and to 
build new partnerships that would deliver longer-term outcomes.
Round table discussions were held bringing local people 
together from across the “divide” to find a consensus on 
what the needs were within the electoral ward (ie and not just 
their community) and therefore where the funding should be 
directed. Local authorities and other statutory bodies also 
came to the table – many groups talking to them for the first 
time. CFNI was able to act as honest brokers in this process 
– an interesting role for a funder to be so heavily involved in 
community development. Each local partnership then put 
together a proposed package of support to CFNI for  
its approval.
Using this approach to deliver community cohesion is very 
much “work in progress” but it delivers: 
– A common vision
– A sense of belonging and shared ownership
– An appreciation of diversity issues
– Development of new relationships
– Identification of new opportunities.
In general, Cormac concluded, the model is working, with 
participants acting with maturity and combining their talents 
for the common good. This activity has been running in parallel 
with the overall peace process, which has provided a clear 
impetus for better collaborative working and a climate in which 
people need not fear breaking down institutionalised barriers. 
The funding is an essential element in the overall picture but is 
only one catalyst for change.

journalism is going to get worse and there will be 
increasing reliance on bloggers. What could funders 
do to promote responsible, professional public service 
broadcasting and other media? (100 years ago both 
Carnegie and Rowntree recognised the power of the 
media and sought to influence it, and some major US 
funders continue to do so).



Final Reflections
Amartya Sen has written of the “terrible burden of 
narrowly defined identities” (Development as Freedom 
OUP, 1999, p.8). The theme – and the burden – of 
narrowly defined identities ran through this day. And 
we all suffer from that burden – the narrow definition 
of individual and group identity, of geographical 
locality, of policy areas, of sector and of responsibility. 
We seem to be comfortable with “either, or”, categories 
and boxes rather than with “and, and”, shifting 
boundaries and broken barriers. But we also recognise 
the weakness of “either/or” – we want the simplicities  
of the popular media or the ‘vox pop’ but then 
complain that the categories don’t allow for subtlety 
and complexity.

The challenge is to get us out of our boxes. Real life 
does not fit into a set of Ikea boxes. Reality is muddled, 
messy and cluttered. The environment, social and 
economic justice, the local and the global are everyone’s 
responsibility – not that of one sector, or one type of 
organisation. Democracy cannot be “left” to 
government, but nor can it be left to civil society and 
the voluntary sector. We need to live in the present  
and for the future and with a sense of history – lest  
we forget both how far we have come in breaking 
down barriers and some of the steps along the way.  

We need to celebrate civil society and be aware of  
its weaknesses, just as we need to be aware of the 
strengths and weaknesses of the state and business. 
Singing the praises of – or laying the blame at the 
door of – one sector is a dangerous strategy if it  
leads to an assumption that someone else could 
necessarily do it better. Be careful what you wish for. 
The danger in the coming years may not be that civil 
society has too little power but rather that it has too 
much responsibility.

Linking Londoners as people and groups, brothers 
and sisters, recognising differences and inter-
twined interests is one project; another is linking 
organisations, institutions, sectors, and states, in 
the common project of public benefit. A first step in 
the latter project might be to pool knowledge across 
sectors identifying where we have solutions but lack 
money or political or public will, and those where  
we have, or could have, the money and the will but 
lack solutions.

800 years of linking London’s communities, The City 
Bridge Trust’s anniversary conference, took place at 
Guildhall on 5 October 2009.
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