Essay piece for The Western Mail

Small Steps to a Bigger Change
If the media is to be believed, our country is in a very sorry state. With stories of crime, poverty and violence filling the headlines on a daily basis and terms such as ‘Broken Britain’ dominating the airwaves, we could be forgiven for never wanting to leave our homes or getting to know the people living around us. But is this a true reflection of modern Britain? What can we do to change it? And is it the same story here in Wales? 

As plans for this year’s Big Lunch are unveiled here in Wales, campaign director Jason Pollock outlines his thoughts on why efforts to strengthen communities across Wales will be key to the future prosperity of our society and our environment.

“As part of our preparations for this year’s Big Lunch, we carried out some research into attitudes towards community across the UK. According to those figures, over a third of people here in Wales do not actively communicate with their neighbours. Less than half of us feel there is a strong sense of community in the towns or villages where we live, and one in four would not describe our neighbourhood as friendly.

“Pretty depressing results, I’m sure you’ll agree, but were we surprised by them? Not really. 

“The obvious question is ‘why?’ Why - when we live just steps away from these people, when our children go to the same school, when we see each other every single morning - do we rarely know the surname of the people next door, let alone know anything significant about their lives? And how can we possibly expect to change the future of our country, to stop it being ‘broken’, if we do not stop acting as individuals and come together as a much more confident, generous and resilient community?
“In 2009, The Big Lunch was born. Led by the founders of the Eden Project and supported by The Big Lottery Fund, it is a project which encourages people across the UK to sit down with their neighbours on one day a year in a simple act of community, friendship and fun.
“Last year, a great number of lunches took place across Wales but this year we are determined to get even more people on board. We understand that people lead extremely busy lives, they do not have the time to think about putting up bunting, hiring trestle tables, buttering the sandwiches - and anyway, why should they have to do it? Can’t someone else take on the responsibility? 
“We have a general population that has been conditioned to be largely passive, but through The Big Lunch, we are asking for that to change. All it takes is a conversation, for one neighbour to mention to another that they are thinking of getting involved in The Big Lunch. And before you know it, that neighbour has mentioned it to the lady next door, and then the postman, who tells the old chap down the road, and the whole thing starts to gather momentum.  
“The benefits of an event as simple as a street party can be incredible. We have all sorts of examples of neighbours across Wales whose lives have changed as a result of coming together for just one afternoon, whether it’s been setting up book clubs or babysitting circles, starting up running groups or a simple act such as sharing tools and resources. In fact, over 80 per cent of people who organised a Big Lunch last year felt it was a great way to strengthen their local community and felt better about their neighbourhood as a result of the day.
“We believe that by getting people to take time out to hold a good old-fashioned street party will help to make people feel happier with their surroundings, communicate more with their neighbours and contribute more to their community. But it doesn’t stop there. The Big Lunch is about something much bigger than that. 

“The idea for The Big Lunch first came from the founder of the Eden Project, Tim Smit. Tim believes that if we can get people to believe in the value of their own streets, their neighbours, their community, we can start to unlock an enormous amount of potential for all of us to change the way we look at growth. 
“We cannot escape the fact that our world is running out of natural resources. We need to make big changes in our lives and it is much better to do this collectively, through our communities, than on an individual level as there is a limit to what we can achieve on our own. The Big Lunch is a perfect example of how, by getting to know their neighbours and creating a heartbeat for the community, it becomes much easier for people to share resources, whether it’s a simple, everyday item such as a lawnmower or a bigger utility such as electricity or water. 
“The whole ethos of The Big Lunch is that if we can get people to start believing in the good of their communities, the generosity and kindness of their neighbours, they will then start to believe in other collective things such as community energy schemes, which will bring social capital to a much wider group of people.
“We believe that an untapped social energy exists in our villages, towns and cities that, when it is unleashed, will help us build a bigger, better and happier country. And if one day of sitting down to lunch with your neighbours in June can go some way towards achieving that goal, it will be a major contribution for our generation to have made.”
Jason Pollock is campaign director for The Big Lunch, a one day get-together for neighbours across the UK on Sunday 5th June 2011. To receive your free Big Lunch Starter Pack, simply register your planned Big Lunch event online at www.thebiglunch.com or alternatively call 0845 850 8181. 
