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Introduction:
Get some issues


Our lives begin to end the day we become silent about things that matter
MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.

 

It’s easy, when watching the news, reading the paper, or just getting on with life and absorbing bits of information about the world, to assume that bad things happen, well, just because life is sometimes unfair, and that unless you have a massive idea and an equally massive amount of money to support you, then there’s little you can do about it. But there are many areas in our lives where individuals and groups of individuals can change things, helping to make the world kinder, cleaner, or fairer. From encouraging shops to stock ethical goods to standing up and denouncing racism or homophobia, from asking your elected representative to lobby government on your behalf to doing a spot of guerrilla gardening, we all have the ability to try to make our community, or even the world, a better place.

This book is about getting involved and making a difference. Some people shy away from both of these things; getting involved is seen as being too much like a busybody, and making a difference is seen as impossible. Without wishing to sound like a schmaltzy self-help book, these are just barriers, or excuses. There are loads of small things we can do in our day-to-day lives that make a difference to the issues that we each care deeply about, and some big things we can do too. Whatever it is you care about – and I bet there are many things that irk you every day, whether it’s dog poo on the pavement outside your house, the unfairness of a system that allows bankers to earn millions while the people who clean their offices don’t earn a ‘living wage’, or the thousands who die each day due to a lack of clean water or healthcare – nearly every issue or campaign allows us the opening to do just as much as we feel able to do.

This book identifies fifty such issues or campaigns that offer the opportunity for changing things if enough people take the step to do so.

[image: image]

In the 1940s, the UK government commissioned William Beveridge, an economist and campaigner, to study the social challenges facing the country. The Beveridge Report identified five ‘giants’ that brought shame to our society: squalor, ignorance, want, idleness, and disease. The report proposed massive reforms to the British system of social welfare which formed the basis of the modern welfare state, including the National Health Service.

Squalor, ignorance, want, idleness, and disease all still exist, and many of the campaigns put forward in this book fit into these categories. But society’s modern ills fit into other categories, too. If I were to choose the ‘giants’ plaguing us today they might include Beveridge’s five as well as unfairness, lack of compassion, the environment, and a category I can only think to call ‘civilization’ – the idea that a particular ethical or legal situation demeans everyone, such as the existence of a death penalty or the lack of representation for women in a nation’s structures of power.

Categorizing issues is difficult, though. One of the campaigns in this book is ‘Be kind to refugees and migrants’. ‘Kind’ is an admittedly fluffy word, here encompassing the idea of looking after people who, having left their own country, have arrived in yours with very little; it involves empathy, a need to imagine the insecurity, isolation, and vulnerability these refugees and migrants might feel. They need homes and money and education and jobs, but they also need other people to reach out to them with a feeling of welcome and warmth – almost the opposite of what many refugees and migrants currently experience on their arrival. How do you label these sorts of things? Is a campaign on behalf of refugees and migrants about poverty, ignorance, and want? Is it about racial justice, compassion, fairness, and civilization? Or is it about some combination of all of these challenges and aspirations? The boundaries blur.

This book is full of similarly ‘fluffy’ and ‘soft’ phrases: ‘be nice’, ‘be kind’, ‘empathize’. I make no apology for that; the world is a better, nicer place when we are, well, nice. When you come to think of it, every campaign I’ve included could easily fall under the banner of ‘be nice’ or ‘be responsible’. That’s what making a difference is about.

It is reasonable, however, to agree that we should be nice to one another and yet to still ask what difference one’s actions can actually make to a campaign. It’s true that sometimes, to really take off, a cause has to capture the public imagination on a large scale. Some years ago, when I was working for the UK-based charity End Child Poverty, I was chatting with a senior editor on a national tabloid newspaper. He said he would put our cause on the paper’s front page, even highlight every one of the specific policy changes we were advocating for adoption by the government in Westminster, if I could get him photographs of Victoria and David Beckham – or someone equally famous – holding a tea party for poor British children. But End Child Poverty didn’t have celebrity ambassadors, and I seemed to have forgotten to put the Beckhams in my address book. Unless you are working for a charity with a host of celebrities at its disposal, or happen to have a well-known person in the family or living next door, you’re unlikely to be able to pull together this kind of photo opportunity either.

But numerous campaigns have proved that you don’t need to hold celebrity tea parties to make a difference. Sometimes change can be achieved by getting enough people to write to their MP, by refusing to shop in certain stores, or by working out how to frame an idea – such as the realization amongst the campaigners for a workplace smoking ban in the UK that their campaign would be more successful if it was framed as a workers’ rights issue rather than as a health one.

For some campaigns the most effective thing you can do is get involved personally. Not all of us have the time or inclination to be full-time campaigners, either as a job or in an unpaid capacity, but we can make campaigning part of our everyday lives. Take the campaign to limit the amount of plastic bags and packaging we use. You can do something as small as buy a reusable bag, or you can take the time and effort to send excess packaging back to the companies who use it. Or you can, to take another example, become a school governor. Though it may not be as quick and easy as buying a reusable bag, serving as a governor puts you in a position where you can help write the anti-bullying policy for your local school, ensuring it takes homophobic bullying just as seriously as other types of bullying. Taking action like this won’t feel small to you, or to the people being bullied. But it’s the sort of change that happens person by person, since it’s not as though bullying is going to make it onto the legislative agenda, and it’s easy enough for bullies to dismiss a distant celebrity, whom they’ll never know, speaking up in an ad campaign.

For other campaigns the actions might seem a little odd at first. To help prevent human trafficking, one of the best things you can do is, if you visit a sex worker, to ask whether he or she is there willingly. This does not mean I am necessarily condoning the use of prostitutes or other sex workers, but it does mean that if you are going to use their services, then you should at the same time ensure you are not participating in the modern-day equivalent of slavery.

It’s a common mistake to assume that if you are a campaigner you must also be party political, especially if one or other political party agrees with you on a particular issue. But this book is not about party politics, it’s about the issues that affect us all, whatever our ideology and our voting preferences. One of the motivations of campaigning around issues rather than party manifestos is that issues can unite people in a way that party politics do not. No matter how our solutions differ, we can all want to ensure that the elderly are not abandoned to financial and emotional poverty or that preventable diseases are actually prevented. And sometimes one of the most inspirational things about getting involved is finding other people, from a variety of backgrounds and with a variety of opinions, who share your passion for a cause. So something as simple as making your community a safer, friendlier, greener – that is, nicer – place to live can get you thinking about joining up on other campaigns, too.

[image: image]

There are far more than fifty issues to be addressed in the world, of course, and if you sat down and came up with a list of fifty issues it’s quite unlikely it would be exactly the same as my list. But I hope that reading this book will not only inspire you to get involved in the campaigns I have highlighted but will also inspire you to have a think about other things you care about and how you can change these, too.

One thing you are likely to notice is that climate change doesn’t make it into my fifty, though it does sneak a mention as no. 51 at the end of this book, where my suggestion is to go online and check out a number of organizations’ websites. Why? The problem is that climate change is a huge issue, one that requires change on a worldwide level, involving national governments and global businesses. This book could be filled with fifty campaigns dedicated solely to climate change – and there are other books that do just that. So I decided to include some environmental causes that deal with our health, our oversized consumption patterns, and the conservation of natural places so that everyone in society will be able to enjoy them, and leave a proper exploration of what we can do about climate change to others. But it’s most definitely a campaign you need to shout about, so I didn’t want to leave it out completely.

Throughout the book, I’ve included case studies of successful campaigns and tips from seasoned campaigners, covering practical ideas for everything from how to organize an event to how to motivate volunteers, from how to write an effective letter to an elected representative to how to raise money for a cause, and from how to make the most of the internet to how to obtain press interest in your activities. Experts include Baroness Hollis, who stresses the importance of showing how an issue affects real lives, which was a tactic she used to campaign successfully for better pension provision for women, and Adrian Lovett, from the Jubilee 2000 campaign to Drop the Debt, who explains how personal letters to decision makers have a real influence, especially if one is sent to the Chancellor of the Exchequer by his own mum!

At the heart of the book, however, are the fifty campaigns. For each campaign or issue, you’ll get a ‘call to action’ – the reason this issue is important today and how it fits into our lives. You’ll also find ‘take action’ points – suggestions for what you can do to make a difference, be it today, tomorrow, next month, or next year. These include things you can do as an individual, with your friends, with your school, or with your employer, and range from learning to cook with leftovers so you don’t waste food to researching the planning applications being considered by your local council and making a decision to support or object to them. The actions suggested for each campaign are just to start you off. If an issue touches on your life or your local area then you become an expert yourself; any personal knowledge you bring to a campaign will give you the passion you need to help change other people’s minds about it.

Which brings me to my last point. What this book isn’t meant to be is a holier-than-thou sanctimonious handbook. Though I chose all the campaigns in this book because I believe they are important, I certainly haven’t dedicated myself to all of them, let alone adopted every action point I’ve suggested. Indeed, I can be a terrible hypocrite when it comes to some of these issues: I leave lights on, throw food away, use plastic bags, ignore petitions, never attend my local council’s meetings, and fail to do dozens of things every day that could make our lives nicer. But I do try to do some of them, some of the time. Since starting to write this book I have become a school governor, enlisted as an e-mentor for a sixth former, and signed up to a prisoner pen-friend scheme. Not surprisingly, all three of these actions involve education and writing, two subjects that particularly interest me. But that is the point of getting involved with issue-based campaigning – you can do precisely what interests you, at precisely the level you want.



A note on contact information


All contact information for organizations was correct at the time this book went to press. But websites change and organizations move, close, and merge, so apologies in advance if any of the information listed is out of date.

Luckily, with easy access to information on the internet, it should be relatively easy to find people and organizations with the same aims and ideals as you, and to share ideas about making a difference.

However, when doing this search, it may be hard to work out which organizations are legitimate or who their backers are. There are no hard and fast rules for assessing non-governmental organizations (NGOs), but there are some guidelines you can follow.

In the UK all charities with an income over a certain level (£5000 at the time of going to press) and with its head office in the UK must register with the Charity Commission (for England and Wales) or its Scottish or Northern Irish counterparts. If you are concerned about whether a charity is real then you can check it on their register at www.charity-commission.gov.uk.

Not all campaigning organizations are charities. But there are often other clues you can look for to check out whether you should trust the organization. Does its website list an address and phone number and do these work? Is it clear who the staff members and founders are? Is the website kept up to date? Does it list the sources of its information? If you are in any doubt over the legitimacy of an organization, do not give it your contact details or any money.



1


Provide a home for everyone

At its worst, homelessness entails sleeping on the streets. In London alone, 3500 people sleep on the streets at some point each year – 250 people on any one night. Shockingly, according to the charity Crisis, such ‘rough sleepers’ have a life expectancy of just forty-two years.

But homelessness encompasses more than these potentially dangerous and soul-destroying situations. It includes living in squats, which in many cases lack electricity or running water, and which involves breaking the law and risking arrest. It also includes living in a B&B or other temporary accommodation, which, if they’re affordable, are often of a low standard, and which can cause people to feel a lack of control. Homelessness even includes living in overcrowded flats with family or friends, in what is known as ‘concealed housing’ – that is, sleeping on the floor or a sofa, when the space is available.

The limbo of homelessness is dislocating and isolating. As well as not having the comfort of a space to call home, the lack of a permanent address can make it difficult, even impossible, to get a permanent job, receive benefits, get paid for work, build a history of credit, or stay in touch with loved ones. What’s more, homeless people have high levels of other vulnerabilities, including mental health problems, drug and alcohol dependencies, abuse, and other traumatic experiences, and these become exacerbated without proper help and support.

Think about how much it means to you to have a physical space you can call ‘home’, a place where you can go at the end of a day and know you will be warm and safe. It might be big or it might be small, but it is a space where you can relax, be yourself, and keep your possessions. Such a place is something everyone deserves.

Take Action

[image: image] Give in kind. Persuade your employer or a local business to donate ‘in kind’, which means to donate things rather than money. For example, homelessness charities are often looking for paints and brushes to stock their art room. Are there any lying about in that recently renovated café on the high street that could be given away? IT equipment is often needed for job training and administration. Has your company recently upgraded its computers or changed its routers? Or while you’re cleaning out your own home you may find second-hand bikes or bike parts that could be used in a homelessness centre’s bicycle repair workshops, or musical instruments that might provide a creative outlet for homeless children and families.

[image: image] Ask for better housing. Help prevent people becoming homeless in the first place. Monitor the planning applications for ‘new build’ developments filed with your local council – these will be available to view online – and if you see an application that includes affordable housing, send a letter of support. Attend the local council meeting and use the public questions time to request that more affordable homes be built in your area. And find out which of your council members is in charge of housing, and write to him or her to ask the same.

[image: image] Make the homeless visible. Keep an eye out for rough sleepers as you walk around your neighbourhood or make your commute to work. If you are concerned about the safety or health of a rough sleeper, let a local homelessness charity know. Its outreach team can try to make contact with the person and see if he or she needs assistance of any kind.

The ache for home lives in all of us, the safe place where we can go as we are and not be questioned
MAYA ANGELOU

 

Where to Get Started

Shelter works to alleviate the distress caused by homelessness and bad housing.
88 Old Street
London EC1V 9HU
Tel 0844 515 2000
www.shelter.org.uk

Crisis provides resources for single people who are homeless across the UK.
66 Commercial Street
London E1 6LT
Tel 084 4251 0111
www.crisis.org.uk

St Mungo’s is a London-based charity providing accommodation, support projects, and emergency services to homeless people and working to prevent homelessness.
St Mungo’s Griffin House
161 Hammersmith Road
London W6 8BS
Tel 020 8762 5500
www.mungos.org

 


On the ground:
Get to know the people you’re helping


Jessica Studdert previously worked for St Mungo’s, the charity working with London’s homeless (www.mungos.org). She stresses the importance of finding out what the people you’re helping want and including them in the campaign.

Q Tell me about your campaign on mental health and homelessness.

A At St Mungo’s we devised a campaign to raise awareness of mental health problems amongst street homeless people and campaign for better services for them. There was a clear gap in the health services available, especially for people who end up on the streets. Street homelessness is often caused and prolonged by a health problem, and mental health problems are the most under-resourced area of the NHS.

Because we were emphasizing that this was a health issue, not a housing issue, we wanted the Department of Health, rather than the Department of Communities and Local Government, to address the problem. We also wanted to make sure that our goals and our key campaign messages matched the reality of life on the streets for homeless people, not our assumptions as charity professionals.

Q How did you go about getting information from homeless people about what they needed and wanted to improve their health?

A The first thing we did was gather a group of currently homeless people for a two-day discussion session. The idea was to generate a set of questions that they would take out to the streets. They would ask other homeless people about their individual experiences and bring that substantive information back to us, so we could incorporate it into the campaign’s goals and messages.

Because homeless people often distrust authority figures and professionals, who have frequently let them down in the past, this ‘peer research’ approach works much better. They are much more likely to open up to someone who has ‘been there’ than to a professional ‘busybody’. The homeless people who had volunteered for our discussion session were able to interview one hundred other homeless people – including fifteen or so who were currently on the streets and completely disengaged from society. The information they gathered was gold; they were giving voice to a group of people who are usually voiceless, and making their experiences central to our campaign for health services.

Q How did you use the information that was gathered by the peer researcher team?

A On the basis that the real Health Select Committee wouldn’t take up mental health services for the homeless as an issue, we held a mock committee event at Parliament. As part of the event, we hosted a reception at which one of the peer researchers spoke. He had the guests gripped as he described his own spiral into drug addiction after the death of his daughter – he hadn’t received the support he needed during his grief and, unable to get access to professional mental health services, he had ended up on the streets.

At the same time we launched a national ‘Call for Evidence on Mental Health and Street Homelessness’. This was run on the model of a government consultation because we wanted to make the point that the Department of Health wouldn’t do their own consultation to solicit the opinion of experts in this area. We got eighty responses from professionals, the voluntary sector, and government departments, from which we published a major report outlining clear actions for the government to take.

So much of the campaign involved getting in front of the government the voices of people who usually don’t get to speak directly to the government. But we also used the voices of St Mungo’s donors and supporters – we got them to write to their members in Parliament, using a template letter, to ask that the minister for mental health consider the mental health needs of homeless people. This public involvement added to the momentum we had on the issue.

In the end, the Department of Health’s next mental health strategy contained explicit reference to street homelessness, something they had never previously recognized responsibility for.
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Support our military

It sometimes seems fashionable to view the military as either unwitting stooges used by corrupt governments or as returning, triumphant heroes. In fact most members of the military are neither of these. They are ordinary people who work as public servants in extraordinary circumstances, carrying out the decisions made by our government. Few of us would like there to be no military at all: they help to maintain our feeling of security every day and respond to disasters at home and abroad. Even people who are opposed to all offensive military actions can appreciate the huge amount of peacekeeping and humanitarian work carried out by the military.

Members of our armed forces work exceptionally hard and frequently put their lives in danger. They earn a relatively low wage, are required to work very long hours, and leave their families behind for long stretches of time. Yet we often fail them when they return to civilian life. High numbers end up in prison or homeless, or find it hard to get a civilian job. A 2009 article in the Guardian reported a study by Napo, the family court and probation officers’ trade union, which showed that 20,000 former servicemen were in prison or on probation or parole in the UK – over double the number of British servicemen serving in Afghanistan at the time. Of these former military personnel, 8500 were in prison – almost one in ten of the full prison population. The study also found evidence linking mental health problems, alcohol and drug abuse, and domestic violence with the experience of serving in combat zones.

How we view our military and ex-military often comes down to our views of a particular political situation. But whatever you think about a specific conflict and whatever preconceptions you may have about military life, we owe it to these men and women to make life for them and their dependents easier, not harder.

Never in the field of human conflict was so much owed by so many to so few
WINSTON CHURCHILL DURING THE BATTLE OF BRITAIN, 20 AUGUST 1940

 

Take Action

[image: image] Show your support. The Poppy Appeal is one of the Royal British Legion’s biggest fundraising and awareness-raising activities. Red paper poppies are worn in the UK in the run up to Remembrance Day, held each year on 11 November, to commemorate members of the armed services who have died. You can volunteer to help the Royal British Legion sell poppies, or just buy one to wear as a show of your support. In the USA, ‘Buddy Poppies’ are sold by the Veterans of Foreign Wars around Veteran’s Day, which is also observed on 11 November, with the last Monday in May, Memorial Day, dedicated to remembering those who gave their lives in conflict.

[image: image] Give your time. Consider volunteering for the Royal British Legion or another charity as a case worker or visitor to a military veteran or surviving family member. Roles include giving former military members advice on compensation entitlements and state benefits, providing support through bereavement or other family crises, and visiting ex-service men and women who are house-bound or in hospital.


Where to Get Started


The Royal British Legion safeguards the welfare, interests, and memory of those who are serving or who have served in the armed forces.
199 Borough High Street
London SE1 1AA
Tel 020 3207 2100
www.britishlegion.co.uk

Help for Heroes raises money to provide services to members of the military who have been wounded in Iraq and Afghanistan.
Unit 6, Aspire Business Centre
Ordnance Road
Tidworth
Hampshire SP9 7QD
Tel 0845 673 1760
www.helpforheroes.org.uk

Veterans of Foreign Wars of the United States is the largest US organization of combat veterans. It campaigns on veterans’ rights and promotes community service.
406 West 34th Street
Kansas City, MO 64111
USA
Tel +1 816 756 3390
www.vfw.org
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Look after your local community

The ‘broken windows’ theory says that if some things in a community are left broken or dirty then the community declines, both physically and socially, as people come to believe that vandalism, littering, and other anti-social behaviour is tolerated or even accepted.

So, when it comes to litter, you are less likely to drop your own litter if the street is clean than if it is already strewn with other people’s rubbish. Similarly, an experiment at the University of Groningen, in the Netherlands, found that when an envelope with a clearly visible five-euro note was placed into three different mailboxes in the same area – one a clean mailbox, one a graffiti-covered mailbox, and one a mailbox with litter surrounding it, the incidences of a passer-by stealing the money doubled when the mailbox suffered from graffiti or litter.

Following the thinking behind the broken windows theory, if you do something to make your local community nice, this inspires others to do the same – and makes your community nicer, too. Even small steps, such as planting some flowers or campaigning against dog poo, can change the environment dramatically by encouraging others to do the same. And if an area is clean and feels safe, then people are likely to make use of public spaces, in turn creating an environment that serves the community and becomes a place for socializing and recreation for all residents.


Take Action


[image: image] Do some ‘guerrilla gardening’. Plant some bulbs or sprinkle some seeds in scrubland or neglected public areas. For tips on how to become a guerrilla gardener, or to see if a group is active in your area, visit the Guerrilla Gardening website (www.guerrillagardening.org). The most active groups on the site are located in Australia, Canada, France, Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands, Spain, the UK, and the USA.

[image: image] Organize a neighbourhood clean up. Get a group together to pick up litter and report any fly tipping or dumping to your local council.

[image: image] Win the lottery. There are lots of small grants and pots of money available for community schemes to use to make a difference to their local area, from creating a playground to starting a youth club. Your local library may have the applications forms and details of grants, or subscriptions to databases of grant-giving trusts. Your local council may also have money available for supporting community schemes.


Flag it up

PLANTING MINIATURE FLAGS in dog poo with the logo of the council responsible for keeping the area clean is one humourous way campaigners have drawn attention to the problem of dirty streets and parks. It’s a tactic that was used on the King’s Cross Environment website (www.kingscrossenvironment.com) to encourage members to call for stronger measures against inconsiderate dog owners and more dog-free or dogs-on-leads zones. Doing something like this can lead to great pictures that will help get the local press interested in the story and hopefully embarrass the council into doing something about the problem.



[image: image] Get to know your neighbours. Arrange a seed and plant exchange where people in the community can offer or get advice on cultivating a garden. Or hold a ‘skills swap shop’ where they can exchange knowledge or services such as baking a birthday cake in return for their windows being cleaned or mowing the lawn in return for a lift to the shops.

[image: image] Start a local paper – online. Set up a website to share information about your community, or if one already exists find out how you can contribute to it. Talk About Local (see below) provides support for people interested in setting up a community website. These sites can cover anything of interest to the people in the community, including helpful notices about which dentists are open at weekends or which areas are unsafe to walk in alone or at night.
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