Spiritual Capital Conference

Speech by Cllr. Judith Woodman

Introductory Session – The Challenge
Good afternoon everyone.  Thank you for the opportunity to speak to you today.
For those of you who have not met me before, I am Councillor Judith Woodman, and I am the Deputy Leader of Cardiff Council.  I am also the Executive Member for Communities, Housing and Social Justice, and the Executive Equalities Champion for the Council.

At a practical level, my role as Equalities Champion means that it’s my job to ensure Cardiff remains a city of opportunity for all.  And that’s why I’m so pleased to be invited to address the launch of the Spiritual Capital Report.
This Report really does highlight the crucially important role played by faith-based groups in the life of our city.
And I’d like to begin by paying tribute to this work.  As the Report notes, religious community enterprises have contributed an immense amount to the development of Cardiff.

We see the beneficial impact of this work in so many arenas.  Religious enterprises are active in areas such as Education, Health, Tourism and the Arts.  

And we should never forget the invaluable role played by religious communities in helping limit the damage caused by family breakdown, abuse and homelessness.

The Report also notes that faith communities contribute resources to the greater good.  This is, of course, offered through the selflessness, expertise and sheer hard work of volunteers.  
It is also evident in channels of communication.  Religious communities across Cardiff have links with individuals and groups which service providers like the Council can sometimes find it more difficult to reach.
It is clear, then, that faith has an important part to play in the day-to-day lives of so many of our citizens.  It helps connect groups within society, and it provides a boost for good citizenship.   
I’d like to just refer to one or two excellent examples of this, taken from the Report.

The work of the Church Army in establishing hostels for homeless young people in Cardiff is truly exceptional.
The Beacon Centre in Trowbridge and St Mellons sees local Christians working to provide activities to meet community needs.  These include a crèche and luncheon club for seniors, and educational activities for local people.
Places of worship such as Canton United Church and City United Reform Church provide gathering places for whole communities.

The city’s ten mosques not only provide places for Muslims to come together in worship, but also help maintain links with communities of origin for Muslims in Cardiff.

Similarly, Hindu Temples and Sikh Gurdwaras, Jewish synagogues and Buddhist Temples across the city act both as places of worship and as community social and educational centres.

In sum, it is clear that faith communities are vital to the continued development of Cardiff as a world-class city.  I would like to extend my thanks to them for their contribution to their city.
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The Spiritual Capital Report makes a number of recommendations to the Council.  In particular, it calls upon the Council to increase its recognition of the role of faith-based volunteering and social capital.

And it is clear to me that today’s event represents a real opportunity for Cardiff Council and the city’s faith groups to establish a firm relationship.

I recognise some of the concerns of the report.  I have highlighted the fact that the Council is fully aware of the immense contribution made by faith groups to social wellbeing in Cardiff.  
But I accept that we may not always have communicated this recognition, and I can assure faith groups that we will look to develop our approach in this area.
The Report also notes the limitations of the concept of ‘Tolerance’.  It states that tolerance alone can lead to indifference, closed minds and segregated communities.  

I would like to reassure faith groups that the Council’s approach to diversity is not just based upon tolerance.  In fact, it centres upon Equality, Respect and Human Rights.

The establishment in 2007 of the Commission for Equality and Human Rights has ensured a move towards a human-rights-based approach to equality matters.

To reflect this, Cardiff Council is currently bringing its various Schemes together to form a Single Equalities Scheme, which we are aiming to produce in early 2009.  The Scheme will provide a vision statement for a fair and just society in Cardiff, and will draw upon human rights approaches.  Religious or Non-Religious belief will, of course, be a key component of the Scheme.
The Spiritual Capital Report makes reference to Cardiff’s economic development aims, and makes clear that these should not be seen as taking precedence over the social development of the city.

Economic development is, of course, extremely important to Cardiff.  It will help us progress our vision to be a truly world class city with the highest-quality public services for all our citizens.

But I would like to reassure faith groups that economic development will not take place at the expense of our aspirations in the area of social wellbeing.

One of the Council’s key aims is to ensure that everybody has the opportunity to realise their full potential.  This will assist in tackling social disadvantage and in building communities with trust and respect at their very centre.

Protecting the vulnerable and improving general health is at the forefront of our agenda, as is the development of an innovative and inclusive education system.

The citizens and communities of Cardiff will play their part in the economic development of the city, and this will drive improvements in the social sphere.  

I also note the Report’s observation that there may be a need to develop the knowledge base of Council officers when it comes to faith-related matters.

Again, I am pleased to say that good work has been undertaken in this area.  For example, the Council’s Faith Awareness Days have been a great success.  

The Faith Awareness Days have seen Council staff visiting a range of places of worship throughout Cardiff.  They have allowed officers not only the opportunity to improve their understanding of faith in Cardiff, but also to witness at first hand the importance of places of worship in so many of the city’s communities.

However, I do accept that there are areas in which the Council could build upon its dialogue with faith groups.  I agree wholeheartedly that the voices of faith groups must be heard loud and clear, and the Council must engage with some of the creative solutions offered by religious leaders.

Of course, this engagement will need the contributions of both participants.  Whilst the Council recognises the need to build upon its understanding of the work of faith groups, this must be coupled with an understanding by faith groups of the context in which the Council works.
It is very often the case that Local Authorities are statutorily obliged to work in particular areas.  These statutory commitments cannot be set aside; they are frameworks within which every Local Authority must operate.

The work carried out by faith groups is often set within complex social and cultural backgrounds.  The Council will strive to better understand these issues.  

But we will also look to faith groups to develop their own understanding of the context in which we, as a Local Authority, operate.  Through fully understanding each other we can increase our recognition of each other’s priorities, and each other’s constraints.
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The title of this session is ‘The Challenge’, and it is true that the development of high-quality engagement between Cardiff Council and the city’s faith groups will present challenges.  But I see this as both a challenge and an opportunity.  

Through working closely together, Cardiff Council and its faith communities can help achieve a vision of a diverse and thriving city; one in which social deprivation is tackled; and one in which  communities work together for the good of their citizens.
Today’s conference is a great way to kick-start action to achieving this vision.  I am attending today’s event with an open mind, and I am sure that everybody here shares my approach.  It will be very useful to see what comes out of the discussions we have this afternoon.

Before I close, I would like to thank the organisers of today’s event, and I would like, once again, to thank the faith communities of Cardiff for all that they have achieved for their city.

Thank you for inviting me to speak to you today.
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