Race prejudice has been receiving pessimis-
tic attention. In fact, a lot of very practical
work is being done in Britain to eradicate
the causes of racial friction in housing,
work, education and social life generally.
Among efforts on the part of individuals,
voluntary and statutory groups, the work
of the consultative committees, set up in
conjunction with local authorities (though
often not at their instigation) to deal with
race relations has perhaps had the largest
impact on the practical problems. One of the
most interesting things about them is the
fact that a few enthusiastic people can
change the atmosphere of a whole borough,
and a surprisingly small number can imple-
ment the essential actions. There is room for
experiment with methods and constitutions,
and there is also, by now, a helpful library
of documentation for the use of new com-
mittees: that of the Immigrants’ Advisory
Committee of the London Council for
Social Service, which also coordinates the
consultative committees of the area.

Why associate the delicate task of smooth-
ing race relations with the borough councils,
who have a political structure and feel the
limitations to freedom of movement of any
stautory body? And a common local objec-
tion when such committees are first talked
about is (after “there isn’t any race problem
here™) “why set up a local government com-
mittee to look after a minority, when they
should be safeguarding the interests of the
community as a whole?” The committees
point out that the problems of any group,
no matter how small, are the responsibility
of the elected local government. When im-
migrants are not accepted as full members
of British society (which they are in law) it
is the community as a whole which is de-
moralized and degraded. The sponsorship,
or at least the public blessing, of the local
authority sets the seal of representative
approval and community participation on
the work of the committee. In any case, a
consultative committee, including Borough
Councillors as members, with Town Halt
facilities and a grant out of the rates (pos-
sibly conditional on supplementary fund
raising) does not prevent the work of volun-
tary action or pressure groups.

But the backing of a local authority does
not mean that these committees have poli-
tical sponsorship. Racial prejudice cuts right
across party lines in this country (regretted
though this is by party leaders) and formu-
lated party attitudes have not yet grown
up, at least not in the rank and file. Ghettos,
violence and housing discrimination occur
in areas of every political colour, and total
community representation is essential for
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Race and local government

Consultative committees attached to borough councils are doing
excellent work in educating areas against race prejudice

any committee which wants to deal with
these. All the six consultative committees in
the London area are as broadly based as
possible, with not only the political parties
represented, but, typically, members from
welfare organizations like the CAB or the
National Assistance Board, the high com-
missions, the trade unions, the local churches
and so on participating.

One third of the West Indians in Great
Britain live in Greater London, so the Lon-
don boroughs present good examples of how
adaptations to and by the immigrant com-
munity have been made. Of the five
boroughs which have over 7,000 Common-
wealth immigrants, Kensington, Lambeth,
Hackney, Paddington and Willesden, the
last three have consultative committees of
long standing.

One of the first was the Hackney Council
for the Welfare of Coloured Immigrants, set
up early in 1959 by the Mayor. All the major
interest and welfare groups are represented,
with the exception of the police, who were
asked to send someone but did not.

Later in the year a West Indian Informa-
tion Officer was appointed to the Borough
Council’s Public Relations Department. He
is a full time officer, while the committee
meets once a year. The advantages of plac-
ing the immigrant officer in the public rela-
tions department, even though he is usually
a trained social worker, are important. He
represents the image of the new committee
to the press and he is able to see to it that
any comment is well informed—an ex-
tremely important factor in the community’s
reaction to race news. He can also examine
housing, educational or industrial problems
without stepping too far from his brief, and
is directly responsible to the Town Clerk.
But in Hackney he cannot easily militate in
person—publicly: this may have to be done
by an entirely voluntary group. If he is asked
to write a letter about some discriminatory
practice, he may have to consult the Town
Clerk. The committee itself, which could,
and in other cases does do this kind of thing,
is not a working committee; its function is
in practice only to review what the informa-
tion officer, often on his own initiative, has
been doing during the year and to make
suggestions for the future. This could put
an enormous pressure of work on one man,
with no staff, so that he would only have
time to deal with individual cases of real
hardship; he could not easily set about the
business of fostering real integration which
is the underlying purpose of the committees.
He could not get clubs going, or guide his
committee into action in visiting local indus-
tries, for instance; he must be a curer rather
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than a preventer.

The way the Willesden International
Friendship Council, also set up in 1959,
works is rather different. Here the Executive
Committee of the Council meets once a
month, and the agenda is likely to cover all
kinds of individual action by.members, who
are approximately half West Indian and
half English. It was thought of before the
Notting Hill riot, but this gave it some
impetus. They began their work with a sur-
vey, made by a research worker in the Citi-
zens’ Advice Bureau and financed by a grant
from the Borough Council, to discover who
felt hostile to coloured immigrants, what the
objective reasons were, and how much social
mixing would be acceptable. They then
brought out, over the past three years, book-
lets on their activities and on such subjects
as buying houses, including information on
tenants’ and landlords’ rights, a subject most
unfamiliar to many of the new landlords.

In 1961 they appointed a Liaison Officer,
responsible to the committee, rather than
to the Town Clerk, which gave him great
freedom of movement. Recently, however,
the committee has felt that the position
should be more established, so he too is now
part of the permanent staff of the Borough
Council. As in Hackney, he works in the
Public Relations Department, and since his
appointment, local press coverage of matters
affecting the coloured population has been
more careful and less sensational.

LIAISON JOBS

His working day might include these
heterogeneous tasks: writing to a solicitor
who wants help in settling a housing
dispute out of court, or to a hospital which
does not know where to send an elderly
patient whose relatives in Jamaica cannot
support her; visiting a couple who have been
referred by the CAB and want to bring over
their 19 year old son to England, but have
run into trouble with the categories of
immigrant specified in the Act; advising on
tax relief for supporting children abroad. In
the afternoon he might arrange for au pair
girls to be invited to social clubs; give a talk
to school leavers about the world they will
encounter; take up one case history, of refu-
sal to work, perhaps. He will not be helped
by the Ministry of Labour, which says,
“where, however, an employer exercises dis-
crimination on any of these grounds (race,
colour, sex or belief) . . . we are obliged . ..
to assist him to obtain workers other than
those of the type to which he objects”. He
might end his day moving costumes for a
“drama group rehearsal, and looking in on
adult education classes.
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travel club, adult education
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