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Protest an
prophecy

"M GOING to miss those invitations with the
gold-embassed crest of the city of Liverpool at
the top. But these cuts are going to affect us all,
and [ guess it’s just the price I'm going to have
Lo pay.
Perhaps 1 should explain. [ am referring to
a letter which I received from Liverpool Town
Hall a few days ago asking if, as part of its cost-saving
programme, 1 would mind awfully if my invitations to
civic events came in future by email.

1 agreed, of course, even if it does mean that from now
on participation in civic life will resemble travelling with a
no-frills airline — just tum up with your confirmation email
and a recognised form of identification.

A sign of the times perhaps, but at least one cost-
cutting measure that will be relatively painless — unless,
of course, you happen to be the printer who relies on the
Town Hall contract to keep your business going.

And so it is that Liverpool and Manchester seem
to be bearing the brunt of a raft of public spending
cuts that have been described, even by moderates, as
unprecedented in the history of local govemment. We
should have seen it coming. The Economist, in an article
as early as July last year, pointed out that despite its recent
renaissance through its Capital of Culture status and a
huge programme of inward investment, virually all of
Liverpool’s economic recovery was down Lo an increase
in jobs in the public sector.

There are those who argue that age-old Tory prejudices
have fuelled a deliberate and premeditated atiack on their
traditional enemies in the northem industrial heartlands.
Others simply point to the mathematics and argue that
if this is where the largest proportion of public money is
spent then this will inevitably be where cuts impact most.

In announcing the city council’s resignation from the
Big Society vanguard programme, leader Jo Anderson
said that in real terms Liverpool is facing a bigger budget
reduction than any other local authority in the country.

0O HOW, as a recognised church leader in the area,
should I respond? And more importantly, what is the
responsibility of God’s people in all this?

Some, of course, would argue that we need to make
our stand and add our own to the growing voice of protest
which is beginning to emerge. Indeed one local Baptist
minister, lan Spence, has already made the headlines in
becoming the public face of a campaign to save a local
swimming pool in Manchester.

On a larger scale is the poignant fact that a ‘non-
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One of the areas where cuts will hit hardest is
Liverpool, writes Phil Jump. Where should the
churches stand, and what should they preach?

political march of protest’ organised by Merseyside Public
Sector Alliance converged on the city’s iconic Anglican
Cathedral. It is unprecedented for a cathedral to be the
venue for a Trade Union rally, but Dean Justin Welby was
quick 1o defend the gesture. ‘Although we are not party
political the cathedral has a deep biblical interest in social
justice and the welfare of the community we serve,” he
said.

Veteran politician Tony Benn used the event to call
upon the city to lead the way in uniting the country in
opposition to the present economic measures. From
Capital of Cultre to Capital of Protest? It certainly
appeals to my scouse mentality, but [ can’t help feeling I°1l
end up hearing Boris Johnson saying ‘told you so’.

The cathedral march had a resonance with the
bi-annual Pentecost walk of witness in which Christians
and at times public figures have participated for some
years. The route passes the celebrated statue of Derek
Worlock and David Sheppard, always remembered for
their crucial role as the architects of church unity in
the once sectarian Merseyside. But few will forget that
this commitment to work together was forged against a
backdrop and partly in response to devastating economic
decline. Theirs was not only a commitment to church
unity but to social justice, in a city that was being ravaged
by the disintegration of Britain’s industrial base.

Many in the city feel that theirs is not the only shadow
from those dark and militant days that is beginning 1o
loom once again. There is no doubt that old wounds are
beginning to re-open, and perhaps it is no coincidence that
the first voice that urged me to become more involved
came from across the Pennines — that of a Baptist,
working in the area of the infamous South Yorkshire
coalfields.

Yet the breadth of the present agenda is realised
when a few days later [ received a text from a former
professional musician urging me (o initiate some action
to save the threatened Royal Liverpool Philharmonic
Orchestra. Is this the moment for the modern day
Sheppard and Worlocks to emerge, or in this day of
Facebook democracy which can, it seems, even manage
to topple Middle East dictators, will it be more down to
the Ian Spences of this world whose local efforts to save
swimming pools, libraries and children’s centres will meld
together to form the church’s response?

policy unity at Liverpool John Moores University

and recently retired as chair of Churches Together in
Merseyside, argues that one of the strengths of the church
is its ability to do both.

She recalls ane of those bitter disputes from the dark
days of the 80s when a massive manufacturing plant in
one of Liverpool’s suburbs was being closed down by its
American owner. “The Bishops were putting their case in
the board room while local clergy stood on the picket line.”

This approach resonates with that advocated by Sefton
Central Labour MP Bill Esterton when he addressed a
recent gathering of Christians and local residents hosted
by Maghull Baptist Church.

His own assault on the spending cuts is very much
centred on his desire to protect children’s services and in
particular the children’s centres in his constituency. Yet he
acknowledges that should his efforts prove unsuccessful,
the Big Society may yet offer a glimmer of hope if
churches and other community groups can muster the
resources (o take them over.

Protest and pragmatism might well need to go hand
in hand. There — I've gone and done it! Committed the
cardinal sin of imagining that the Big Society and
spending cuts might somehow be related.

Council leader Jo Anderson was of course smartly
rapped over the knuckles by an entire deputation of

PRDFESSOR Hilary Russell, who heads up the social

Government ministers for making a similar connection.
But can we seriously dissociate the two? Surely if we
succeed in creating a deeper sense of social responsibility
and community cohesion, should we not expect to end up
spending less on law and order, crime reduction schemes,
rehabilitation of offenders etc?

FF THE record, there are very few politicians of

any shade who don’t quietly admit that the Big

Society is in principle a pretty decent idea, or
indeed that we need to make some efforts 1o curb public
spending. It is the scale and speed of the cuis that seems to
have united everyone in public outcry.

Previously some of the more intelligent voices were
advocating a serious conversation with community and
faith groups so that the cuts could be targeted at those
services that others were best equipped to take over. But
there’s simply no time for that, particularly when any
attempt 1o connect the two is so quickly dismissed.

Yet the irony in all of this is that the Big Society is
forming and organising itself before our very eyes.
Previously unimaginable parmerships and alliances are
emerging in common purpose of what the participants
perceive as the public good.

The problem for our Government is that rather than
coming together to take over the running of public
services, their common endeavours are focused on
organising public rallies, marches of protest and on-line

All too often the
church can be tempted
to simply leap onto
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bandwagon

message boards to fight against their budget reduction

lans.
’ Yet for all of this rhetoric, 1 have to be honest and say
that so far, as a citizen of this city ravaged by cuts that
have been described as ‘savage’ and ‘ruthless’, the only
real difference to my life has been the ‘invitation by email®
culture now being adopted at the Town Hall.

impact has yet 1o be realised. But this raises a serious

point; without doubt, what people are facing more
than anything else right now is uncerainty. We simply
do not know in practical terms what this all means. Steve
Broomhead, former head of the North West Development
Agency, is no stanger to that; his organisation was
one of the earliest victims of the new administration’s
commitment to clamp down on ‘big government’.

Yet in reality as Labour’s regionalisation agenda
stuttered and stumbled in the face of widespread public
indifference, RDAs have been facing an uncertain fumre
for years. Speaking at a church leaders’ briefing he made
the point that often the prospect of the unknown can have
a far more unsettling effect on a community than the
eventual reality which it heralds.

This sentiment is echoed by Chris Gibaud, founder
of the North West Christian Business Forum, who has
recently been working with the Merseyside Churches
Media Group to help develop its strategy. In the midst
of unprecedented levels of public concern, fuelled not
only by public sector spending cuts but more widespread
messages of economic downtum, he asks one simple
question ‘What is our message?”

Steve Broomhead points out that uncertainty fuels
anxiety, and in the light of this he fears that the emerging
culture of pessimism might actually have a more
devastating impact than the cuts themselves. If all we can
offer is doom and gloom, then to what degree will this
simply become a self-fulfilling prophecy?

He calls instead for a realistic optimism and sees faith
communities as having the potential to give a lead, for
as he is quick to remind us ‘faith can be the antidote to
uncertainty’.

IDO NOT say this flippantly and recognise much of their

1S in turm highlights another potential response for
the church. Even as threats become headline figures,
they still mean little to most of us. But speaking




