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Introduction

"Together we can make a difference. The way l see it, in the future [other
people may] have this problem. The government cuts will affect us, like
a large percentage ofpeople. I think people must involve [themselves]
now to know what they must do to avoid bad things in the future.
I think all ofus have something to say in any situation. We must be
together.ò
Vera, Hackney Housing Group (HHG)

Why this pamphlet?

In the wake of government announcements that an óarmy'of
community organisers would be trained up to deliver the Big
Society, the London Coalition Against Poverty (LCAPI) brought
together several independent and grassroots groups to talk about
what community organising meant to them. One person at the
discussion summed up our concerns when he said government-

Haokoox Houþirio By sharing the experiences and expertise of LCAP members and the
Starting a Group Gmip demýnstme other groups that took part in the discussion we hope to exploreoutside the Hackney
|"Â|ó-'5ñ/9 and effeÂtlV@ m@etl"95 Service Centre what makes independent groups different.
Supporting each other @ Pete Madaine

17 Taking Action Read the original discussion at:

Sharing out the work

Branching Out

A inside cover opposite and respect [see page 6 for LCAP's principles].
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What is different about LCAP?

I-CAP IPAG f r i LCAP grou ps are run by their mem bers collectively. They use
London Coalition AgainstPoveFty 1. pressure and direct support to solve each otherôs problems. They
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The groups have face-to-face meetings in which decisions are made
collectively; people discuss their issues and ýnd solutions.

ñOne ofour strengths is that we really are focused on ýnding out
what our rights are together. It is a different relationship. We are not
caseworkers and clients.ò
Lani, IPAG

The majority of LCAPôs membership consists of people who joined
at ýrst because of a personal housing or beneýts problem, which
the groups are often successful in solving. As the current coalition
government strips away our rights to beneýts, housing and legal aid
and many more aspects of the welfare state are eroded, mutual help
groups will become more and more necessary.

Using this pamphlet

In the pages that follow, we haven't tried to create a handbook
because we don't think there is a blueprint for successful organising.
Instead it"s about ýnding what works for you where you are. Perhaps
you are reading this because you want to change injustices that
affect you and your community. If so, we hope you'll ýnd points
of learning and inspiration here, and that you'll be in touch as you
build your own stories and successes.

More information will be available on yvyyyv,l_cap_._o_|;g,u_lg
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Our attitude to organising
"I think the way we treat each other is good, because we don't have a
leader. Everybody has the same position. We are free to say what we
think. I think it is more effective this way.ò
Vera, HHG

We hope that sharing stories of how LCAP groups have worked
is the best way of showing what our ethos and approach mean
in practice. LCAP's principles (see below) provide a collective
statement of how we work. Other things we think important are
that the people most affected by issues are involved in efforts to
ýnd solutions. This means we work from the bottom up, not the top
down, and that we work hard for everyone in LCAP to have an equal
voice It is important to be þexible and allow the organisation to
change as the members decide together it needs to.



LCAP Principles
Every group in London Coalition Against Poverty agrees with these
principles, which were written and agreed collectively.

Solidarity: LCAP is a coalition of mutual support groups that
organize to defend and extend our rights to decent housing, wages
and beneýts.

Equal voice: LCAP groups are open and democratic. We do not
separate ourselves into ócaseworkersô and óclientsô or óleadersô and
ôfollowersi Everyone involved has an equal say in what we do and
how we do it.

Group Support: We make change by supporting each other and
sticking together. We challenge oppressive behaviour including
bullying or discrimination, based on race, religion, education and
others, or harassment of any kind towards any of our members.

Social change: LCAP is part of an international people's movement
that is pro-actively working to abolish poverty and improve the
quality of our lives.

Independence: LCAP is an independent coalition. We are not a
political party, charity, or religious group.

Membersô Contribution: LCAP groups succeed because of
membersô contributions and our willingness to offer mutual aid.
Each member decides on our own input according to our own time
and ability.

Education: We believe education is important for our groupsô
development to understand the ever changing political landscape.

Fun Fun Fun: We organise events and evenings to get together and
enjoy socializing.
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1.
Gatekeeping means

the practice common
to local authorities,

especially in London,
of turning homeless

applicants away
without giving them

the assessment they are
entitled to by law.

A BriefHistory ofLCAP

In March 2007, inspired by the Canadian direct action organisation,
Ontario Coalition Against Poverty LCAP was formed to challenge
the disrespect experienced by people trying to access housing
and beneýts. LCAPôs ýrst focus was the ôgatekeeping" of homeless
people by councils. Clear and concise information was given to
people who were being turned away without help by the housing
ofýce. Shortly after starting to hand out leaþets LCAP began to
support people to make homeless applications by organising
groups of people to go to the housing ofýce together to support
the personôs case and not take no for an answer. LCAP found that
this worked, not always, but often.

Many people that were helped by this did not stay involved but
some did and about a year later groups began to form around
common issues. Hostel residents in Stoke Newington began to
meet twice a month in an adventure playground and later formed
Hackney Housing Group, Hackney Unemployed Workers Group
(now Welfare Action Hackney) started to tackle the issues faced
by people on beneýts, lslington Poverty Action Group formed in
lslington, and Kilburn Unemployed Workers Group afýliated to LCAP.
Some LCAP members helped to get Boycott Workfare going, which
rapidly grew into a national campaign network.

As the groups grew, we reþected on what mutual support meant.
Rather than trying to support everyone with a beneýts or housing
problem, we agreed to support people who joined the groups. This
means that people receiving help helped others in turn. Things
began to change; more group members became committed to
running the groups, more people took responsibility. People who
joined in the throes of a housing or beneýt crisis found solutions
and then started to help others with the same problems.
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Starting a Group

The ýrst and most important thing you will need if you want to start
a mutual help group is people. Haringey Housing Action Group
describes how they spread the word about their group below:

"We leaþet outside the local customer service centre orJob Centre with
a simple leaþet saying when we meet. We getpeople through that who
have got housing problems, either from private landlords, orpeople
housed by the council, or other problems, like not being able to bid for
housing. We've had a few keypeople who've got involved and they've
spread the word to friends of theirs and they leave leaþets at childrens
centres where they take their kids and leave leaþets at schools. We get
more people that way than people coming from leaþets at the housing
ofýce.ò
Jane, Haringey Housing Action Group

"[Welfare Action Hackney] came together as a group. .. as a result of
bad treatment received by many people at the Job Centre in Hackney.ò
Harry, Welfare Action Hackney (WAH)

Right: Haringey
Housing campaigners
demand better
treatment tor private
tenants in autumn 2012
É Pat Philips

Lola from Welfare Action Hackney remembers how she joined:
"l got involved with LCAP one sunny afternoon, coming out of the
Job Centre, feeling a little bit confused. I looked around and saw
someone standing there with a board and leaflets. She was smiling;
she said "Ifyou have any issues about the Job Centre, do you have
anything to say? We're going on a demo to Downing Street and
we're going to take people's messages.ò Well, that was wonderful
because I had loads to say, so I wrote down and filled up two pages
of the board! I left my email and as a result of that I got contacted
with all the information.ò

The good thing about forming a group around a speciýc issue is
that you can train yourselves in the relevant law, build connections
with lawyers and other sources of help and really make an impact as
you campaign for your members. It is important to remain þexible.
Hackney Housing Group started off as a hostel residentsô meeting
but over time as people discussed the issues they faced, the group
decided to broaden its scope to include all housing issues. This
decision was key to the group's success and ability to grow and was
made because the members were in control of the group and its
direction.




















