THE REBIRTH OF A COMMUNITY 

‘This project has turned around a small estate in Cornwall which was in the grips of strife and fear.’ 

Tony Blair, Prime Minister   July 5th  Nye Bevan awards

A CATALYST FOR CHANGE 

‘The scale of  abuse of all kinds in early life among these families horrified me. I wanted to break that cycle of abuse’.  Hazel Stuteley OBE, Health Visitor. 

In the mid-1990s, the Beacon and Old Hill Estate in Falmouth in Cornwall was in the depths of despair. Although located in the affluent South West of England, it was nicknamed ‘Beirut’ and among the most deprived areas of Britain. On a spiral of decline, its problems were akin to those of inner cities. In a climate of mistrust between the police and community, violent crime, drug dealing and intimidation were rife. With little central heating, the cold, damp homes had resulted in a sharp rise in childhood asthma and respiratory problems. Largely abandoned by the statutory agencies, it was an estate that had become isolated Above all, the community had lost its spirit and its people were no longer holding their heads high. Now, it’s been re-born. Its self-esteem has returned, crime has fallen and exam results dramatically improved. They are the fruits of a successful partnership between a team of determined residents, the NHS, the police, the junior school and the district council. A model of regeneration, it received acclaim in 1999 when it was awarded a Nye Bevan Award in 1999 for its contribution to health improvement.  A driving force in the reforms, Hazel Stuteley was one of two health visitors who kicked off the project. She’s since been seconded to the Department of Health to spread the Beacon Story and champion similar regeneration schemes. In recognition of her work, she was awarded an OBE in the 2001 New Year’s Honours List 

THE ESTATE PRIOR TO 1995.   

‘The whole estate was rapidly spiralling out of control and appeared to be attaining ghetto status. A sea of grey, it was deeply depressing.’  Hazel Stuteley. 

‘When I came here, the community and the school were at a low ebb. There were many despondent people.’  Richard Carter, Head teacher, Beacon Junior School. 

‘There was an attitude among the police and others that everybody living on the estate was a criminal. There was no exchange of information. The community didn’t trust us and we didn’t trust them.’ Bob Mears, Police Community Liaison and Crime Reduction Officer. 

“There was no sense it could be improved” Mike Owen Senior Housing Officer

‘Living in some of those houses, you might just as well have been in a tent on Bodmin Moor.’  June Chappel, Vice Chairman, Beacon Regeneration Partnership. 
The Beacon estate straddles two electoral wards including Penwerris, one of the most deprived areas in the country. In the most recent national poverty indicator, the Index of Multiple Deprivation 2000, it ranked among the worst ten per cent of wards in the country. In 1996, a Bristol University survey found it was the most deprived ward in Cornwall. According to the Breadline Britain Index, it had the highest proportion of poor households of the county’s 133 wards. More than 30% of households were living in poverty, above the national average. The report Poverty and Deprivation in West Cornwall in the 1990s showed it had the largest percentage of children in households with no wage earners, the second highest number of children living with lone parents and more than 50% of the 1500 homes were without central heating. Its illness rate was 18% above the national average.

When Hazel Stuteley arrived as a health visitor in Falmouth in 1990, her work initially brought her into little contact with the residents of the estate but visually the long rows of terraced housing and low-rise flats made an impact. ‘Looking at the estate, it was a sea of grey’, she says. ‘It was deeply depressing.’  A few years later, she moved to a GP practice in the heart of the estate which had received low levels of Health Visitor input and was immediately besieged with an enormous , high priority, caseload. “We encountered a seemingly bottomless pit of need “ She and her fellow health visitor Philip Trenoweth only had time to lurch from crisis to crisis. ‘We were only putting a sticking plaster on the problems,’ she recalls. ‘with no time to address the root problems.”

The estate’s problems were exacerbated by a lack of intervention and little attempt at communication by the statutory agencies.  The police admit at the time community policing had disappeared and they only ventured onto the estate when necessary.  Bob Mears, the Police Community Liaison and Crime Reduction Officer, says, ‘It was a big trouble spot. There was the attitude among us and other people that everybody who lived on the estate was a criminal. That’s obviously not true, but there was no exchange of information. There was a sort of them and us. They didn’t have any trust in us, and we didn’t have any in them.’

At Carrick District Council, opinions too were entrenched. ‘There was no sense it could be improved, ‘says Mike Owen, the senior housing officer at the time. ‘The estate was mostly ignored by professional agencies. It was style of government in the 70s and 80s. At the end of the Thatcher era, there was a feeling that people should stand up for themselves.’  The housing stock was in a poor state of repair and needed a large injection of both public and private investment but there were heavy constraints on local government borrowing. Living conditions were bleak. Many had little or no heating and inadequate washing facilities. Carolyn Bray, a single mother of two, lived in temporary council accommodation until Hazel’s intervention. ‘It was very depressing,’ she said. ‘I didn’t have a bath and the children were petrified of the shower. With only one fire, it was very cold in the winter.’   A lack of housing stock meant others were condemned to long periods in bed and breakfast accommodation. One family of four lived for a year in one room. 

As health visitors, Mrs Stuteley and Mr Trenoweth began to realise they were in the unique position of having a clear overview of the estate’s problems. Frustrated at dealing with the constant treadmill of cases and horrified at the scale of physical and sexual abuse and of escalating violent crime, they believed they could be agents for change. Without reform, Mrs Stuteley feared more trouble was brewing, ‘There was a menace about the estate,a tide of intimidation and violence that was getting worse and it felt like it was going to erupt .Children as young as four were stoning each other and mothers  were violently fighting other mothers in the streets and on school premises.”. 

THE STRATEGY

 ‘It was like popping a champagne bottle. What was perceived as apathy…you tap into it, you unleash it and all this anger poured out. It was a question of channelling that anger into a positive energy.’ Hazel Stuteley. 

‘There was a sea change of views. In partnership terms, we were massively ahead of our time.’ Mike Owen, Former Senior Housing Officer, Carrick District Council. 

‘You need hard working volunteers that want to turn the estate around. The work they put in was phenomenal.’ PC Bob Mears. 

In the spring of 1995, Hazel and Philip began their quest to reverse the spiral of decline by raising the awareness of the statutory agencies.  A series of  meetings  involving the police, housing and probation officers, social services, local teachers, the probation service, home helps and the NSPCC marked the birth of a crucial partnership. ‘It was astonishing, ‘says Mrs Stuteley. ‘There was a collective sigh of relief as all the agencies were feeling just as overwhelmed as we were.” 

The timing of the meeting was critical. Across the agencies, personnel had been changing and the effect was to bring  many new forces together. Mike Owen recalls, ‘There was a sea change of views. In partnership terms, we were massively ahead of our time.’

Knowing the engagement of residents would be crucial to the project’s success, the health visitors next move was to target key tenants and residents from throughout the estate who had ,what they considered ,the necessary qualities to engage their peers.”Looking back” says Hazel, “this was the most effective and powerful key to change. We targeted twenty and five brave souls agreed to join us !”The result was the birth of the first of two tenants’ and residents’ associations. With only five on board initially, the humble beginnings raised some doubts but the association eventually proved a vehicle for unleashing the estate’s anger and reverting it into energy that could be positively channelled. ‘When we all got together we didn’t look like a very brave crowd that were going to change anything,’ remembers Mrs Stuteley, ‘but the chemistry between those five was quite incredible. The energy they seemed to create.’ The police too recognised their invaluable contribution.  ‘You need certain ingredients to make a successful project, ‘ said P.C Mears. ‘You need hard working volunteers that want to turn the estate around. The work they put in was phenomenal, visiting each and every household and having one to one chats with each family.” 

The residents first published a newsletter inviting the community to attend a series of “listening forums’ in a local Church hall and for the first time for many years there was renewed dialogue between the tenants and the statutory agencies .Initially poorly attended word got round that there was tea,biscuits and a raffle on offer and your point of view would be heard. At the series of meetings, the residents were urged to confront the officers, the people they perceived as their enemies. ‘There was one meeting of nearly one hundred and fifty people, ‘ explains Mrs Stuteley. ‘That was the fieriest, the angriest.  Once they got going there was no stopping them. They laid into the police, Housing and local government but it was healthy. Nobody had listened to them before.That night, sitting at the back of the hall, I really felt  for the first time that things would change.” 

Grenville Chappel, the chairman of the Penwerris Tenants and Residents Association and project co-ordinator of the subsequent Beacon Community Regeneration Partnership said the fact that the agencies were prepared to glean the views of the people proved vital in resolving the estate’s problems. ‘You’ve got to get out there and find out what people want,’ he said. ‘Not sit around and think you know what people want.’

The establishment of the more formal Regeneration Partnership was a constitutional necessity after a successful bid, led by the Tenants and Residents Association, health and Carrick District Council for £1.2m of Government capital challenge funding for energy conservation improvements. Technically, it was not extra cash but permission for the council to increase its borrowing. The council later topped up the figure by a further £1m. ‘This was the first step in the community really believing itself,’ says Mrs Stuteley. ‘Knowing it could achieve something, we were overjoyed.”   

The inception of the Regeneration Partnership led to a break in tradition of the workings of local government. Unusually, Carrick District Council agreed to delegate some of its powers, empowering the tenant-led partnership rather than a council committee to make recommendations to the full council on the estate’s progress. ‘It was quite brave for the authority to extend responsibility to a body controlled by residents,’ said Mr Owen. 

At the same time, housing officers teamed up with the police to tackle neighbourhood nuisance. Many of the problems they had previously confronted had proved neither criminal nor grounds for eviction. The partnership, which involved visiting homes, marked a departure from the past when joint working would have been seen as detrimental. ‘In the mid-1980’s, when I worked in housing the police were seen as the enemy. You would never have joined together, believing you would lose the confidence of the residents.’ The result was a reduction in anti-social behaviour. Using the stick of the threat of eviction, parents were warned they could be homeless if their children remained a nuisance and if anyone in the household was convicted of drug dealing. Mr Owen insisted, ‘The people had to be made to realise that they had to tow the line if they were going to live on the estate’. 

Social services too were quick to come on board. For two years, a social worker was seconded to the project, an appointment that eased some of the pressure on the two health visitors. Most of the work was a gatekeeper role, analysing the residents’ needs and redirecting to the appropriate agency. ‘The on-the-spot presence seemed everything, ‘ says Dave Richards, the Assistant Director of Social Services at Cornwall County Council. ‘These were people who were frustrated by bureaucracy. You got a far better hands-on service than you can ever do, trying to negotiate at a higher level.’

TRANSFORMATION 

‘You should think about calling it Rainbow Hill. I look at the colours and it makes me want to smile’. Elderly Resident, Beacon Estate. 

‘Three years ago people wanted to leave Old Hill. Now they are queuing to come back.’ Grenville Chappel, Project Co-ordinator Beacon Community Regeneration Partnership. 

‘We’ve got rid of the Old Hill mob. The mood is definitely up-tempo.’ Trevor Jones, Father, Old Hill. 

The funding resulted in improvements to 900 properties, 300 of which had central heating installed. Not only were all the homes more comfortable and more energy efficient with new insulation but also new cladding in bright colours from terracotta to turquoise and sage green transformed the grim landscape. The change of environment contributed to the ‘feel-good factor’ that was gradually emerging. ‘I love the colours,’ one elderly resident told Hazel. ‘You should think about calling it Rainbow Hill. I look at the colours and it makes me want to smile.’

Although the investment was overdue, it fell far short of the total needed. Again the council was one step removed from the process with the responsibility for the distribution of the cash resting largely with the residents. After a survey of the housing stock, they determined the priorities. ‘Instead of the council rationing and being exposed,’ says Mr Owen, ‘the residents decided which houses gained and stood up and defended the decisions.’ 

After years of little change, the building work brought a change of heart on the estate, dispelling the notion that all the efforts were pointless and in turn halting the desire of many to leave. Grenville Chappel, the project co-ordinator of the Beacon Community Regeneration Partnership says, ‘ To start with no one took much notice of us, having meetings on cold November nights. Nobody thought it was ever going to get further than plastic models and sketches on the wall.’ 

As the estate began to turn round and attitudes improved, the crime rate fell. ‘If you live in a rundown estate, people don’t care, ‘ says PC Bob Mears, ‘but if it’s smartened up, people improve their gardens and their behaviour changes’.  With renewed communication between the police and the community, new measures were introduced, some largely to address the fear of crime. Lighting and CCTV cameras were installed to illuminate a well-trodden footpath and for the first time Neighbourhood Watch schemes sprung up. Although coincidental, the relocation of the police station from Penryn back to Falmouth after several years aided relations.  

A raft of community activities followed. The formation of a parent toddler group enabled mothers for the first time to exchange experiences and address their parenting skills. It highlighted the need for many mothers themselves to be taught how to play and led to several training to be crèche leaders and obtaining NVQ qualifications. Hazel Stuteley, who was behind the group, remembers, ‘It was the mums who were the ones doing the finger-painting and the play dough. It was very touching to see. They had never played before.’

The local public house, the Falmouth Tavern too became a focal point for activities and the rebirth of the community spirit. With barely any facilities, basic computer courses were held there and thousands of pounds raised with a host of fundraising events from pig racing to bungee jumping. ‘It’s all down to getting people out of their houses, ‘ says Dave Wheton, the landlord.  ‘With the violence and everything that happens, people just shut their doors’. 

As a result, the downward spiral was reversed. Whereas people were queuing up to leave, not wishing to be the only remaining working family on the estate, there was a complete change of heart with people actively wanting and requesting to move there. ‘The result we didn’t expect was the sense of social cohesion,’ says Mr Owen.   

With the engagement of the residents and the unfailing energy of a few, the estate’s facilities expanded. From just the youth club prior to 1995, the Regeneration Partnership first shared the Beacon Energy Action Office, a former dog-grooming salon that was opened by Carrick District Council as a base to administer the capital challenge funding. Money from the Nye Bevan Award and a grant from the Cory Environmental Trust later enabled the Partnership to obtain and refurbish its own office. The Beacon Community Resource Centre, as its now named, hosts its own computers course, offers advice on benefits once a week and houses the Cornwall Action Team (CAT), three staff from the Employment Service who provide a range of support to assist the unemployed return to work. CAT’s services range from assistance compiling a CV,  to money to help bridge the gap between benefits and the first pay cheque and the moral support of accompanying people to do a job interview. Sami Littlejohn, the Beacon Project Manager for CAT regards all her clients as new opportunities. ‘They need to build up self-esteem. I’ve had one client for six months. He told me nobody had ever listened to him before. Everybody is an individual. We work with them.’Since it began in February 2001, forty one local people from ninety referrals have gained employment.

Initiated by Hazel, who successfully bid for Health Action Zone funding,

Carrick Primary Care Trust has since converted the now defunct Beacon Energy Action Office into a one-stop health centre. Among the aims of the Beacon Care Centre is to tackle the high non-attendance rates at traditional NHS settings and the teenage pregnancy rate on the estate. The centre will bolster the existing weekly family planning clinic at the local health centre with a further three nurse led sessions, one on a Saturday morning. ‘The ethos behind the centre is that it’s a first step, ‘ says Tracey o’Kieffe, the health visitor who took over from Hazel Stuteley. ‘We hope the word will get around that we are open and accessible.’ Other planned services include chiropody for the older members of the estate and counselling by a community psychiatric nurse. 

THE RESULTS

Health

Although difficult to measure ,as five G.P. practices share patients on the estate, the outcomes of the Beacon project have undoubtedly impacted on the health of this community. Says Hazel Stuteley “In 1999, when the project was shortlisted for Health Improvement Status,I was asked at short notice if I could produce any tangible health outcomes,so I measured what I was actively involved with in my work as a Health Visitor, namely Child Protection registrations and Post Natal Depression rates for the estate.”

CHILD PROTECTION REGISTRATIONS 

January 1995 =19           January 1999 =8  A reduction of 58% 

POST NATAL DEPRESSION no.of Mothers actively treated

January to December 1995 = 18       Jan.- Dec. 1999 = 4  A reduction of 77%

     Hazel adds,” I was particularly pleased by the drop in post natal depression, mirrored with the boys improvement in educational attainment tests. This bears out evidence that boys are particularly affected by their Mums emotional health.”
Education 

‘Now there’s a definite air of we hold our heads up high in the community. Five or six years ago, we were the sink school.’ Richard Carter, Head teacher, Beacon Junior School. 

There have been significant improvements in examination results since the estate underwent its transformation. The most dramatic were in 1999 when the number of pupils achieving level four in maths in national tests at key stage two rose to 60 per cent, an 18% rise compared to 1997. There was a similar performance in science (see table below), but the most startling was the surge in the performance of boys in English whose poor results had previously dragged down the school’s overall performance. In 1999, 53% attained level four or above compared to almost 26% the year before, a rise of more than 100%. Although such dramatic progress hasn’t been sustained with results falling back slightly in 2000, the children’s results last year still exceeded the schools target for maths and in the future are expected to continue to rise sharply. The head teacher, Richard Carter is confident that its targets of 70.4% in English and 68.8% for maths for 2002 will be met. 

Beacon Junior School SATs results 

Percentage of girls and boys achieving level four and above in national tests at key stage two. 



97 

98 

99

2000

English 
51%

44%

56%

54%
Maths 

42%

43%

60%

42%

Science
54%

49%

72%

60%

Percentage of girls and boys achieving level four and above in English in national tests at key stage two. 



 97

98 

99

2000



Boys 

 36%

 26%

53%

46%

Girls 

 69% 

 69%
 
59%               58% 

Source: Beacon Junior School. 

Crime

As the feel-good factor has returned to the estate, there’s been sharp drop in a number of crimes on the Beacon estate. In the year April 2000/March 2001, burglaries were down by 34% compared to 1996. Violent crime  (excluding common assaults, which since 1998 have to be recorded) also dropped dramatically in the year April 1999/March 2000. It fell by more than 50% compared to three years earlier. It has since risen, however, this may be attributed to the fact that with renewed confidence in the Police, more violent crimes are being reported.  Vehicle crime has also fallen. In April 1999/March 2000 it was down by 22% compared to 1996/7.

Recorded Crime on Beacon Estate 



  96/97

97/98

98/99

99/00

00/01

Burglary            29 

   20

  22

  27
               19




Violent Crime* 11

     9                    8  
                5                      11 

Vehicle Crime   40                    42                   35                    31                      35

Source: Force Data Services, Devon & Cornwall Constabulary.

*In 1998 the Home Office extended the range of offences defined as ‘crime’. The figures above for violent crime exclude common assault, which is now recorded, and sexual offences that have remained relatively the same over the period. 

Unemployment 

Penwerris had one of the highest unemployment rates in Cornwall in 1991, ranking 4th among Cornish wards. According to the 1991 Census, 15.3% of adults were out of work, 6% above the national average. There’s no comparable data available at ward level. However, between June 1995-June 2001, the number people out of work and claiming benefit on the Penwerris ward fell by 69%. Although nationally the trend has been sharply downwards, unemployment figures have fallen by a further 10% and are 4% better than the average drop in Carrick.

Unemployment Figures

Number of adults out of work and claiming job seekers allowance in the Penwerris ward. 


     June 95   June 96   June 97   June 98   June 99   June 2000   June 2001 
 

Women
69 
 68 
       48
            47            39            34                 30 

Men 
          356
241
     208

151
 172             197               103

Total 
           425
309           256            198
  211
         231               133

Source: Office for National Statistics.  

THE LESSONS 

‘The Beacon Project has shown how front-line staff in the NHS can catalyse change in a deprived community.’ Dr Ian Mackenzie, Director of Developments, Cornwall & Isles of Scilly Health Authority.

‘We built up people’s self-esteem through leading from behind.  We were the enablers. We only take credit for kick starting it and getting those people to a level of self-confidence and self-belief so that they could carry on and now, nearly two years down the line they have.’ Hazel Stuteley.  

‘The success of partnership is to have partners who work as equals.’ Grenville Chappel.

The partnership was clearly critical to the success of the project but the consensus among all the parties involved is that it was essential it was tenant led. From the start, the emphasis was on engaging the residents and gleaning their needs and demands. If one of the agencies had been the linchpin, it is believed the project would have ultimately collapsed. The current thriving community is testimony to the determination and unfailing energy of a hardcore of residents.  

As Hazel Stuteley remembers, ‘We built up people’s self-esteem through leading from behind. We were never leading from in front. We were the enablers. We only take the credit for kick starting it and getting those people to a level of self-confidence and self -belief so that they could carry on and now nearly two years down the line, they have’.

The project bears witness to the untapped value and influence of staff working at the sharp end. The Beacon Project has acted as an inspiration to health and social professionals both within Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly Health Authority and nationally. As a result, Cornwall’s Health Action Zone has embraced and promoted the principles of community involvement and partnership and its powerful positive impact on a range of health and social measures has led to similar approaches in other parts of the county. ‘ The Beacon Project has shown how front-line staff in the NHS can catalyse change in a deprived community, ‘ says Dr Ian Mackenzie, the Authority’s Director of Developments. ‘There is sound evidence that unemployment, low income, low educational attainment and fear of crime and poor housing lead to poor health. Health visitors see on a daily basis how the broader determinants of health affect the people and the communities they serve.’  

Throughout, the emphasis has been on the communities needs and wishes. Their desires were paramount. The philosophy of the Beacon Community Regeneration Partnership states, ‘ … residents will be at the centre of all decisions that affect the area in which they live’. Grenville Chappel insists that no partnership will succeed on the basis of thinking it knows what people want. The only way is to actively find out and then work together with a common goal. ‘The success of partnership is to have partners who work as equals, ‘ he says. The chairman, Graham Whitfield, believes having a range of expertise is another vital ingredient but warns that it is difficult to maintain momentum. ‘I’ve got a Partnership of 15 experts - that’s how it works,’ he says enthusiastically. ‘The hardest part is not the Partnership, it’s getting people off their backsides. The more successful we’ve been, the harder that’s become.’ 
THE FUTURE

‘I would never dream of leaving this place.’ John Martin, retired businessman. 

‘It’s still buzzing….’ Graham Whitfield.

‘They now want more trees. It’s great to know that they are thinking about the environment around them.’ Grenville Chappel.

Several years on since Hazel Stuteley and Philip Trenoweth’s intervention, the Beacon and Old Hill estate is still flourishing. Despite the undisputed rebirth of the estate, the residents drive for improvements continues at a pace. The Regeneration Partnership has further consulted with the community via a ‘Planning for Real Day’ whereby residents left suggestions on flags that they scattered across a map of the area. Despite 12,000 bulbs being planted from funding from a £30,000 government grant, the environment still proved to be a major concern. Almost 20% of suggestions focussed on improvements to the landscape, compared to 7% for housing. ‘They stuck flags everywhere, saying they wanted more trees,’ says Mr Chappel. ‘It’s great to know that they are thinking about the environment around them and not their homes.’   

More facilities are in the pipeline for the estate’s youth. At the time of writing, a skateboard and rollerblading park was being built and two-year funding had been gained from the John Paul Getty Trust for a summer camp at Falmouth Youth Club. For the older generation, money is to be raised for a gardening and handyman service and for further double-glazing at the flats in Old Hill.

The Beacon and Old Hill estate is now a vibrant community and a location that many wouldn’t dream of leaving. The founder of Martins Ice Creams, John Martins, was born and bred in Old Hill. He is now in his 70s and is full of admiration for the work that has been carried out. ‘It’s unbelievable what they’ve done. It’s a pleasure living in Old Hill. I could afford to live anywhere in Falmouth but I would never dream of leaving this place.’ 

*********************************

HAZEL STUTELEY 

Hazel Stuteley began a secondment to the Department of Health in October 2000. In partnership with the Health Development Agency, she has completed the development phase of the Healthy Community Collaborative, [NHS plan July 2000] a method of  fast tracking and improving community health status in deprived communities. She is currently a member of  the  National Public Health and Inequality Task Force that aims to address inequality through neighbourhood renewal and is Community Health Advisor to the Modernisation Agency. 
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