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New thoughts about how to promote social cohesion 
SWIMMING pools, one of the iconic battlegrounds of America's civil-rights movement, are again the setting for arguments about race and integration. In modern Britain, however, it tends to be right-wingers who want everyone to splash about together, whereas more liberal sorts tolerate separate sessions on the grounds that it encourages minorities to take part. So far, the latter group has been winning: pools in most big towns have women-only nights, aimed mainly at tempting modest Muslims into the water.
Sectarian swimming has yet to start a riot. But it is an example of the organised ethnic divisions that pervade most cities. Take Liverpool, whose council brandishes a long list of “ethnic support groups”, from an Afro-Caribbean lunch club to a forum for Chinese diabetics. Ghanaians, Somalis and Sierra Leoneans each have their own club. There are 122 in total.
The government has become uneasy about this. Hazel Blears, the communities secretary, published draft guidelines for local authorities this month suggesting they curb their funding of outfits that cater to single ethnic or religious groups. Councils should not “risk using public money on projects that might... unnecessarily keep people apart,” she said. An official report on community cohesion last summer warned that “single-identity” organisations encouraged ethnic minorities to remain in a “comfort zone” of their own kin.
Yet the government has previously feathered such comfort zones. State-funded “faith schools” can select students according to their religious background. Labour has also financed the religious community groups that it is now wary of. In 2005 it established a “Faith Communities Capacity-Building Fund” to dish out millions to religiously inspired projects such as Muslim women's groups that, it said then, were the key to cohesion. Jane Humm, who helps to oversee the fund, thinks the government is now talking at cross-purposes.
The arguments are finely balanced. Pushing integration could foster better bonds between ethnic communities, keep religious extremism in check and prevent the build-up of grievances that sparked rioting by Asian youths in northern towns in 2001 and feeds far-right parties. And there is plenty of common ground to exploit: poverty, for example, which inspires many of the campaigns run by TELCO, an east London community group whose members include Zimbabwean Catholics, London Underground trade unionists and those who attend the local mosque.
But narrowly focused groups can work as confidence-boosting stepping-stones. A drop-in for Somali women could lead them to try mainstream child-care services, for example. Dedicated centres can offer better language support too and tackle specific problems. (Those Chinese diabetics, for instance, are actually more likely to develop the illness than most.)
Neither segregation nor a one-size-fits-all approach is appealing. But there is room for compromise. “Single-identity” religious groups tend to be surprisingly outward-looking: more than 70% of Christian groups work with Muslims, and vice-versa. (Hindu organisations build even more bridges.) And most groups simply reflect the make-up of their neighbourhood, says Sukhvinder Kaur Stubbs of the Barrow Cadbury Trust, a research and grant-giving body. She cites a Birmingham group, Ashiana, which began as an advice centre for Asians but took on Irish and Somali clients as the local mix changed.
The new guidelines are likely to require more of this mingling from groups applying for council funds. Much will depend on how rigidly local authorities interpret them. In the past, some have focused on flimsy cultural-exchange programmes, of the “pancakes and poppadoms” variety. As TELCO shows with its multicoloured marches to improve working conditions, revealing the common ground that already exists may be more fruitful than trying to create it. 

