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The Bolton experience

The importance of interfaith dialogue has become increasingly apparent over the past decade. To quote the Interfaith Network UK “local interfaith bodies play a key role in bringing people of different faiths together to: increase trust, mutual understanding and respect; help to diffuse inter-community tensions . . .; build community cohesion; provide advice and information on religious issues; foster co-operation on local issues and work jointly on social and educational programmes.”
Bolton CVS has always worked closely with its main faith groups. This is aided by the  Muslim, Hindu and Christian faiths all having some form of umbrella group representing their interests. However, for some time we had been considering how to work with the many faith groups outside these structures and to bring them together in a more structured way. This was becoming more of an issue with the increasing demand on faith groups to provide representatives for partnership working, which in turn prompted the CVS to begin working with the developing Interfaith Council. 

The advent of the Community Empowerment Fund allowed us to identify resources and in May 2003, I was appointed as the Interfaith Development Worker (part-time), as part of the Community Network team.

So what have I been doing over the past ten months? One of the first major tasks was to map the local faith communities. Bolton is predominantly made up of three faiths: Hindu, Muslim and Christian. This project has given an insight into the geographical locations of the faith communities, which in itself provides a valuable tool. This will be used to identify how faith groups are engaging with the rest of the community and to see where there are gaps. It will also be useful as a database for contacting groups when planning or organising an interfaith activity/event.

Crucial to partnership working

A lot of my time has been spent networking.

I have met many people from different faith communities, as well as from the numerous other organisations and sectors in Bolton. This is crucial for partnership working and the implementation of the work of the LSP. A key area of work has been with the Interfaith Council to develop its role as a forum bringing together representatives of different faiths. As a result of this work, the Interfaith Council has become a formal part of the Community Network and the Council has successfully recruited more members.

Interfaith Work Reference Group

I have also established an Interfaith Work Reference Group, which is made up of people from a wider spectrum, not just faith communities. It offers an opportunity to find out what is going on locally and nationally with reference to interfaith work. I have a good working relationship with the Community Development Workers from the Hindu Forum and the Council of Mosques. This has been a great advantage, as they are often my first source of contact when information or advice is needed. However, 

I have often been perceived as the ‘Christian’ Development Worker and have worked hard at promoting my role as ‘interfaith’. On the whole this new post has been well received and there are many exciting initiatives planned for the next two years.

Working with faith communities in Wigan

When our part-time Faith Network Development Worker left just over a year ago and I agreed to step in to ensure that valuable work carried out with the faith communities in the borough of Wigan could continue, I was not too sure what to expect. I knew that the heavy schedules and last minute duties of those with a leadership role within the various faiths had made attendance at meetings difficult and that there was a need for a change in direction. 

After organising a couple of sessions with regular attendees we managed to come up with a plan of action. The local authority had split the borough into ten ‘township’ areas and although some of the boundaries crossed parish boundaries, it was felt this might well be the solution we were looking for. The overall Network decided it wanted to try holding township level Faith Network meetings. Four areas were chosen to trial this and work began. The only issue was that those attending were all the usual suspects.

It was felt that the township areas were still too big and that further downsizing was needed. Time was spent on identifying a number of distinct communities within the township area and it was decided to rotate meetings around these communities, and local places of worship should be encouraged to attend for that meeting only. This seems to be a little more successful. We are all aware that small steps will eventually lead to bigger ones, and that with time and enthusiasm all will become aware of the network’s true potential.

It has been a pleasure to work with a small group of dedicated people who are keen to raise the profile of the faith sector. We hope the local authority now recognises that there is a structure for working with the local faith communities and that there is a central body that can be approached when needed. 

Looking ahead

As for the future, the 2001 census showed that in Wigan Borough, 86.85% of respondents stated their religion was Christian; 0.09% were Buddhist; 0.17% were Hindu; 0.03% were Jewish; 0.33% were Muslim; 0.02% were Sikh; 0.09% other religions; and 6.88% had no religion. As a result the vast majority of places of worship are based around the various Christian denominations, although there are also two Mosques. More work needs to be done to encompass a greater diversity of faiths within the Network. The idea of rolling out the local Faith Networks to cover the rest of the borough will begin in earnest soon, thanks to support from my colleague Jeff Carroll, the other Development Worker here in Wigan.

Developing interfaith dialogue





Two local interfaith development workers, Carol Hayden of Bolton CVS and Katy Crowson of Wigan CVS reflect on their work and its place in the social inclusion agenda.
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