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Number 1
SCOTSWOOD AREA STRATEGY – WHERE DID IT ALL START?

The Scotswood Area Strategy is today best known for its building – known as the Pink Palace – located in the former Co-op store on Armstrong Road at the heart of Scotswood.   From here, it provides a variety of activities and services for the local community, especially for young people and families.  Much of this work relies on volunteers – all of them local residents – and the organisation as a whole is managed by a board made up wholly of local residents.
To understand the Strategy properly, it is important to remember where it came from.  It wasn’t set up by the council as part of some big drive to improve the lot of deprived neighbourhoods.  Nor was it an act of charity by do-gooders wanting to help the poor.  The Scotswood Area Strategy was the product of a desperate fight-back by local residents against the wave of crime, disorder and dereliction that was threatening to destroy their community.  Realising that the situation demanded more than piecemeal initiatives, they pushed for a broader-based strategy to attack the range of inter-linked problems in a co-ordinated manner.  That’s where the name came from.
Community action in Scotswood

The community of Scotswood has a long history of community action, self-help and voluntary work.   The original Scotswood Tenants Association, for example, campaigned vociferously in the 1970s for improvements to the estate, and later ran the Tenants Hut which provided a lunch club, children’s activities and other community facilities.  Fergusons Lane Tenants Association was set up later on to represent residents from the upper part of the estate.  It set up its own premises, which are still in operation today as the Fergusons Lane Hut, providing a community meeting place and also volunteer-run activities and services for almost a hundred older people a week from across the west end.  
Scotswood has always been strong on campaigning.  In 1981, residents fought a campaign to persuade the North East Co-op to reopen the local co-op store in Scotswood – now the Area Strategy’s building.   As part of this, a group of local people staged an occupation of the Co-op’s headquarters in Gateshead while the Annual General Meeting was in progress.  
The Strategy itself owed much of its success to the support of the Scotswood Community Project – a locally-managed project based in Woodstock Road whose achievements included setting up the first credit union in the North East and the first mobile crèche in the city.  This is a history to be celebrated, and the Scotswood Area Strategy is part of that history.

Remember 1991
Hard to forget how the west end of Newcastle achieved national notoriety during three nights of rioting in 1991.  Scotswood’s Armstrong Road post office was one of the casualties, burnt down as the rioters took control of the streets.  But for residents of Scotswood, these were just a particularly bad patch in what had become a daily nightmare of crime, joyriding, and intimidation, occurring against a background of physical decay, a dramatically falling population and cuts in local services.
The Scotswood Area Strategy grew directly out of a big local campaign to tackle crime.  Community activists from across Scotswood came together to form SCARE (Stop Crime Against Residents).  From this, residents started to meet together to draw up plans to deal with other problems, culminating in the “Scotswood Fightback Conference” held at the John Marlay Centre (then a community facility!) in 1990.  

Residents took their ideas to the council, pushing for action.  They argued that Scotswood had reached a crisis point, and that the dimensions of its problems were so great that only a comprehensive effort, tackling all the major problems at the same time, could hope to bring about real improvements.  In other words, they wanted a strategy for Scotswood not just a bit of help here and there.  Just as importantly, they argued that, while it was the council’s responsibility to take action, local people should take a leading role in deciding priorities and choosing how money should be spent because it was them who experienced the consequences of that action.  This does not sound so surprising today, but back then it was rather a novel idea for those in power to take on board.  
For several years, the Strategy worked closely with the council.  It was credited with having brought millions of pounds of extra investment into the area, and changing some council policies and practices, as well as helping to bring about a shift in attitudes within the council generally in favour of closer working with local communities.
What they said about the Strategy

Back in the 1990s the Strategy was widely seen as a model for community involvement and citizen action.
In its early days, the group met the then Conservative Government’s Inner City Minister, who was so impressed that he later mentioned them in a debate in the House of Commons –

I shall never forget meeting a delegation of local residents on the Scotswood Estate in West Newcastle.  Its members had a spirit of determination to overcome the problems left behind by history that I have found nowhere else

(Robert Key, quoted in Hansard)
Locally, Labour-controlled Newcastle City Council also praised their efforts and energy in fighting for their community –
Full credit for what they’ve done.  For too long we’d been fragmented – people dealing with specific problems.  The time local people have put in is absolutely marvellous

(Local councillor)

The Strategy is often credited with having won for Newcastle a share in the government’s  City Challenge programme worth £37.5 million.  

It’s quite clear that certainly the way that the Strategy Group articulated both their assessment of need , and why central government ...should be a partner in meeting need through additional resources, was actually quite critical 
(West Newcastle City Challenge)

With their fighting attitude and willingness to get stuck in and work to create their own solutions to the problems they faced, the Strategy seemed to represent a departure from the begging bowl mentality that the Conservative Government had accused the North of having.  
From campaigning to delivering services

Local people did not just want to rely on the council to solve their problems.  They also wanted community-run facilities.  And, in particular, they identified that they wanted a building where different services could be based, under the management of the local community.  This aspiration was realised in 1996 with the opening of the Scotswood Community Support Centre.  It was appropriate that it should be housed in the former Co-op building, itself a symbol of the efforts of ordinary people to work together in co-operation to create their own solution to shared problems.  Local people were involved in planning and designing the refurbishment of the building, and there were lively debates about how to achieve a balance between making it comfortable and well-resourced but not looking so posh that it would put residents off dropping in.
The Strategy had already adapted its structure and aims to enable it to become an employer and provider of services, becoming a registered charity in 1995.  For a couple of years before the Pink Palace opened, the Strategy delivered services like victim support and employment advice from temporary premises adjacent to the Community Project .  

Over the next few years, the Strategy ran a variety of services for local people including family support, nursery and crèche provision, advice services, training and apprenticeship schemes, and holiday activities.  Local residents had insisted from the beginning that working with disaffected young people had to be a priority for the Strategy – aiming to communicate with young people and make them part of the community again as part of the effort to tackle the root causes of the crime and disorder that had threatened to destroy Scotswood.  So a big part of the Strategy’s work has been with young people, with a separate building being refurbished next door to the main Support Centre as a youth project in 1997.  A year later, when the bakers shop next door again was faced with closure – to the dismay of local residents – the Strategy took it over and reopened it as a bakers shop and community café.  Throughout the ten years since the building was opened, the mission has been to listen to local residents and try to get funding to meet their needs whenever possible.
When major decisions were taken to demolish large areas of housing in Scotswood a few years ago, with a consequent drastic reduction in the resident community, the Strategy faced a choice.  It could have moved out of Scotswood and relocated elsewhere, perhaps refocusing its work on city-wide youth provision as it had already acquired an enviable reputation in the field of youth work.  It was well known, for example, as the initiator of the Key Fund, a now nationally replicated scheme for encouraging young people to design and develop their own activities and projects, learning teamwork, research, planning and fund-raising skills in the process.  It chose, however, to remain in Scotswood to support the community through the huge changes taking place.  
There is a big question mark now over the future of the Support Centre and the other facilities provided by the Strategy. The promises are located in the heart of the area identified by the council as the site of the Expo – an international exhibition showing styles of urban living which will include 330 new homes which is supposed to be built by 2010.  The council’s plans envisage demolishing the Pink Palace along with the shops, clinic and former nursery building on the other side of Armstrong Road.  One of the ironies is that, when the Support centre was opened only just over a decade ago with £300,000 of public money, it was then seen as a key element in the “flagship” redevelopment of Scotswood’s shopping centre.  Looking back, it appears to be one of the few elements that actually worked.  One thing is certain, however. The Scotswood Area Strategy was built by Scotswood residents, it is still run by Scotswood residents, and it intends to make a future in the heart of the community.

