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NEAR NEIGHBOURS

Near Neighbours

Near Neighbours focuses 
on social integration, 
working in partnership with 
others to build stronger, 
cohesive communities 
in which people of all 
backgrounds can belong, 
connect and contribute.

Funded by the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government 
(MHCLG), this work has a particular focus on bringing people together across 
ethnic and religious diversity, and our projects challenge and break down 
social, political, and gender divides too. 

We do this by working towards three main outcomes:

 ■  Positive encounters: Breaking down barriers by connecting people, 
where communities have been separated by mistrust and prejudice.

 ■  Resilient relationships: Developing and sustaining mutual understanding 
and support, across differences and diversity in communities.

 ■  Active civil society: Structures, activities, and spaces that engage people 
in working together across difference, strengthening community life.

We place a strong emphasis on building trust, connecting people through 
relationships, providing opportunities for people to participate in their 
communities, and developing leaders in the context of a diverse society.

This is done through a range of projects, delivered through our regional hubs 
in: East London, West London, Luton, East Midlands, Birmingham, the Black 
Country, Greater Manchester, Lancashire, and West Yorkshire.

 

Real People, Honest Talk

Creating safe spaces to address difficult local issues 
relating to diversity, through facilitated community-based 
conversations.

Near Neighbours Hubs and Partners

Building diverse and resilient relational networks amongst 
faith and community groups across different faiths and 
ethnic backgrounds, and equipping leaders for effective 
collaboration and community engagement.

Catalyst

A leadership programme, training young people from 
diverse backgrounds to be leaders and influencers 
in a multi-ethnic, multi-faith society and in their 
local communities.

Near Neighbours Small Grants

Bringing people together to develop, lead, and participate 
in local projects that involve people of different faiths 
and ethnicities.

There are currently four main strands to our  
Near Neighbours work:

We are grateful to the Ministry of Housing, 
Communities and Local Government for their 
ongoing financial support of Near Neighbours.
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Near Neighbours Developing Leadership

In 2017/18 our network of Near Neighbours Hubs and Partners hosted a total of 231 
events, bringing 16,638 people from different faith and ethnic groups together, and 
providing opportunities for training, relationship-building, and leadership development. 
Below are some examples of the work our Hubs and Partners have been engaged in.

Nisa-Nashim 
Nisa-Nashim is a national women’s 
network of Jewish and Muslim 
women which Near Neighbours began 
to support as a partner in 2017. It now 
comprises 28 local groups of Jewish 
and Muslim women. Four new groups 
were established in Near Neighbours 
areas during the year.

In October 2017, Nisa-Nashim held 
two national storytelling events 
in conjunction with Amal (a Said 
Foundation project): one in a mosque 
in Birmingham, and another at the 
Jewish Museum in London. Both 
events brought together Jewish 
and Muslim women who had not 
previously met, as well as women 
who had never attended a Muslim 
cultural event, or an event in a 
mosque, and highlighted similarities 
between the two cultures.

Several groups across the UK 
celebrated Mitzvah Day by organising 
a social action project in their local 
area. In Near Neighbours areas in 
Manchester, Leeds, and Birmingham, 
groups got involved in projects 
ranging from knitting with the elderly, 
collecting toys for children in Northern 
Iraq, to cooking for the homeless. 

Thrive Together 
Birmingham 
In Birmingham, the Near Neighbours 
Coordinator developed a mentoring 
programme for young community 
leaders to help them develop their 
skills in six key areas of project 
development: Strategy, Training, 
Responsibility, Intelligence, Vision, 
and Economics (STRIVE). Nine young 
leaders took part and four participants 
submitted Small Grants applications 
as a result. 

As part of MHCLG’s Muslim Leaders 
conversations, Near Neighbours in 
Birmingham arranged a series of 
discussions with a range of Muslim 
practitioners including Shia, Sunni 
and Ahmadiyya, and male and female 
participants. These discussions were 
hosted by Near Neighbours project 
leads and partners, and participants 
were able to discuss concerns and 
issues directly with MHCLG staff. 

St Philip’s Centre 
In the East Midlands, the St Philip’s 
Centre has continued to develop 
training resources on good governance 
and fundraising. A new governance 
workshop was delivered in several 
Near Neighbours areas, including in 
Leicester and Smethwick. Participants 
included a range of Muslim, Hindu and 
Christian organisations. The workshop 
addresses a critical issue for many 
projects: each time the course ran, 
participants brought challenging issues 
and left with strategies and tools to 
support their future work.



Our small grants fund provides grants of £250 to £5,000 to 
support projects which:

 ■  Bring together peoples of two or more different faiths and/or ethnicities, 
to build friendships and develop relationships of trust.

 ■  Work locally, enabling people from the same street, estate or 
neighbourhood to come together.

 ■  Work sustainably, nurturing long term relationships that will last beyond 
the period of funding.

 ■  Work to improve the community, making it a better place to live.

 ■  Involve people from more than one faith group or ethnicity in planning 
the project and making it happen.

Our application process is designed to be simple and quick. Many groups 
who get involved are new to making grant applications: the Near Neighbours 
Coordinators work hard to raise awareness amongst local groups, and ensure 
they have the support they need to apply. Swift processing of applications 
– made possible by our local networks and central team – enables rapid 
responses to local issues, and means that groups can move smoothly 
from developing an idea into delivering it, avoiding loss of momentum 
amongst volunteers.

In 2017/18 we awarded a total of £1,260,023 to 399 projects, with the 
average grant being £3,158. These projects engaged an estimated 62,638 
people in total. 

According to a Small Grants participant survey, conducted by an external 
evaluator in 2017:

 ■  93% of respondents agreed that because of the project, they feel they 
understand people in their local community who are from different 
religions or ethnic groups better (44% of whom strongly agreed with this).

 ■  93% agreed that because of the project, they now feel more connected 
to their local community. 

 ■  97% agreed that because of the project, they got to know local people/
neighbours who are from different religions or ethnic groups (63% of 
whom strongly agreed with this).

 ■  47% said that because of the Near Neighbours project, they started 
volunteering in other projects in the local community. 

Near Neighbours Small Grants

NEAR NEIGHBOURS

62,638 
people participated in 

Near Neighbours small grants 
projects in 2017/18

399  

projects funded through Near 
Neighbours Small Grants

93%
of participants in Near Neighbours 

Small Grants projects agreed 
that because of the project, they 
feel they understand people in 
their local community who are 

from different religions or ethnic 
groups better

86%
of participants in Near Neighbours 
Small Grants projects agreed that 
because of the project, they now 
feel they trust people in their local 

community more

4 



All project leads agreed that involving people of different faith or ethnic communities in the planning or running of the 
project enabled new relationships to develop, and 97% said it helped the project reach different groups of people. 

Further, 97% of project leads said the Near Neighbours Small Grant had enabled them to develop new partnerships with 
other local organisations, and almost all reported that it had improved their knowledge and experience of fundraising or 
project management. 

The sustained impact of Near Neighbours projects within local communities was also attested to by an independent 
evaluation of the programme, which concluded:   

“The impact of the Small Grant ripples throughout communities, not only through real practical 
outcomes for some of the beneficiaries and increased knowledge and respect for people of 
different beliefs and backgrounds but also through partnerships formed, friendships made and 
future investments in local communities made possible through further volunteering and further 
projects planned.”2
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In Leeds, a Near Neighbours Small Grant enabled a local vicar and a 
Syrian community leader to team up and launch a pop-up café – the 
Syrian Kitchen – in All Hallows Church. The café was run by a group of 
Syrian refugees and asylum seekers, assisted by volunteers from the 
wider community. Together, they prepared and served Syrian dishes on 
a pay-as-you-feel basis to local residents, including elderly White British 
people, students, and fellow Syrians. Despite initial language barriers, 
the project helped facilitate social cohesion and increase understanding 
of Syrian culture among more established community members. 

The vicar of All Hallows commented that, in a place where White British 
residents rarely interact with their Muslim neighbours, the presence 
and contributions of Syrian refugees at the café “invited comments, 
invited questions, invited conversations” in a constructive way. 

As a result of the project, the Syrian community is planning to fund 
and host parties at the church to mark various religious holidays 
(including Christmas, Eid, and Diwali), as a way of thanking the church 
for the welcome they have received. They also plan to develop part 
of All Hallows’ outdoor space into a “Syrian Garden”, complete with 
tomatoes and olive trees, where they can host barbecues in the summer 
for local neighbours.1

CASE STUDY: THE SYRIAN KITCHEN

1 Case study adapted from an independent evaluation of Near Neighbours Small Grants: Bremner, S., 2018, Near Neighbours Small Grant Fund 2016/17 Evaluation. 
2 Bremner, S., 2018, Near Neighbours Small Grant Fund 2016/17 Evaluation.
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Catalyst: Building Leadership Skills

Aimed at young people aged 16–26, Catalyst is a 
leadership programme with a difference. It focusses on 
equipping young people for leadership in our diverse 
contemporary society, with the participants themselves 
reflecting that diversity. 

The course powers and equips young people from a wide range of 
religious, ethnic, and social backgrounds to be leaders and influencers in 
their communities, workplaces and in society more widely.

Catalyst is delivered through four modules:

 ■ Identity, faith and belonging.

 ■ Exploring leadership.

 ■ Media and effective communication.

 ■ Social action and positive change.

The course enables young people to develop a positive sense of identity; to 
talk openly about their beliefs and values; to gain valuable life skills; and to 
begin to recognise their own potential to make a positive difference as they 
work together on learning activities and social action projects. 

In 2017/18, 28 Catalyst programmes were run and 460 young people took 
part. The majority of participants were from Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic 
groups, and seven different religions – including people of no particular faith 
– were represented. Participants can stay connected after the programme 
through our Catalyst alumni network, and some go on to successfully run 
Near Neighbours Small Grants projects.

Looking ahead, we are exploring ways of making Catalyst available to more 
young people, confident that the programme represents a valuable offering in 
a society currently struggling to navigate its religious and cultural diversity in a 
fruitful way.

Feedback from Catalyst participants:

460  

young people equipped 
for leadership in a diverse 

society through the Catalyst 
programme in 2017/18

96%
of Catalyst participants 
would recommend the 
programme to others

7
religions represented amongst 

Catalyst participants

87%
of Catalyst participants feel more 
equipped to become leaders in 

their community
We are delighted to be partnering with the Archbishop of Canterbury’s 
Charitable Trust who are generously supporting Catalyst.

I have the power to start 

something and try to 

improve my community.

 I have now run for Student 
Governor because Catalyst 
was the push I needed to 
boost my confidence that 
little bit more.



Real People, Honest Talk

Real People, Honest Talk was a new initiative in 2017/18, 
developed to create safe spaces to openly discuss difficult 
issues about how to live together well. These sessions 
take place in communities where there are differences in 
culture, attitudes, and beliefs. 

The goal of the programme is to lead to deeper understanding and empathy 
between groups or individuals, and to provide opportunities for groups 
to identify actions steps they can take to respond to difficult issues facing 
their communities. 

Real People, Honest Talk involves a series of three facilitated small group 
discussions. The groups are supported by the facilitator to explore and listen to 
different perspectives. The neighbourhood conversations are followed up by a 
larger event, or “Big Conversation”, at the city or regional level. This provides 
an opportunity for a wider group including local community and faith leaders, 
statutory services such as the police and political representatives, to share in 
the process.

This year we piloted Real People, Honest Talk in Luton and the Black Country. 
287 people from different backgrounds took part in the neighbourhood 
conversations. An independent evaluation by researchers at the University 
of Leeds found that: 

 “The safe and honest spaces, which Real People, Honest Talk has been able 
to facilitate, constitute an appropriate forum for residents to address the issues 
that affect their neighbourhood. Participants feel comfortable to address these 
issues referring to their own values and emotions and are free to draw upon 
their backgrounds and experiences. 3” 

Participants have often wanted to keep working together, and projects 
arising out of the conversations include a community play, litter picking, 
and developing a website to address the problem of sexual abuse.

The Big Conversations proved to be a great way of celebrating diversity, with 
80% of participants saying they feel more positive about the diversity of their 
local community as a result of the event. One participant wrote:

 “No matter how bitter one’s understanding or perception or even experience 
around a particular area of concern may be, once we sit and talk, we realise it 
is not as simple as we thought it is... It helps us understand the issue better, 
which then helps us to “respond” [rather] than to “react”. In my experience 
Real People Honest Talk did that exactly. 4” 

287
people took part in community 
conversations about difficult 

local issues hosted in the Black 
Country and Luton

96%  

of community conversations 
participants said their 

group had an open and 
honest conversation

244
people took part in two 

area-wide Real People Honest 
Talk events to celebrate diversity 

and continue conversation

80%
of participants in region-wide 
or city-wide events said they 
felt more positive about the 
diversity of their community 

as a result of taking part
3 Dawson, M. and Prideaux, M., 2018, Evaluation of Real People Honest Talk, University of Leeds.
4 Data and quotation are from an online survey completed by 60 participants.
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