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Introduction
Residents in North Edinburgh have a long tradition of accepting people from 
around the world and making them part of their community. This includes 
recognising and challenging racism in the face of an anti-foreigner narrative 
spread by the media. They work to create spaces where people can meet 
each other socially, help each other out and make friendships. Living in 
Harmony has no difficulty finding residents and organisations that want to 
create a welcoming and inclusive north Edinburgh, despite a profound lack 
of resources for everyone who lives and works in the area. 

We held this event at a time when the government is itself engaged in 
consulting with people on what a Fairer Scotland would look like and co-
production methods seek to encourage citizen participation. We have to 
ask - who is able to participate and how? What resources are there to ensure 
people can engage in full knowledge of the issues? Who frames the terms 
of the debate? The black and minority ethnic voices at the conference, and 
those in the reports we have published, clearly tell us their views, thoughts 
and opinions are not acted upon. They are not listened to. Had this been the 
case this event would not have been necessary.

This event put voices of residents at the centre and required participants to 
listen to them. They were encouraged by the examples of good practice 
presented at Positively Diverse which pointed to how small changes in 
practice and good partnership working can have a significant impact. We 
all recognise that this necessary, but not sufficient, to ensure we have a 
genuinely thriving community.

To meaningfully include people in making decisions about their lives, 
we need to acknowledge difference and create ways for people to 
participate in decision-making at all levels. How that is done and what such 
participation looks like needs to be wrestled with by everyone. We need 
to place community members at the heart of the debate. We need to hear 
many voices - there is no one community, there is no homogeneous black 
and minority ethnic community and no single voice from the indigenous 
Scottish community. It will take time. It won’t be a one size fits all model. We 
need to offer resources to support people to take part. We are not looking 
to develop yet another tool in the box marked ‘how to do participation’ but 
rather an institutional change in approach.

Institutional change can take forever, but practical measures to support 
people with differing needs in our communities needn’t. Organisations often 
recognise they are not meeting their obligations under the Equality Act, 
but struggling with budget cuts. We need access to flexible funding to help 
make changes to service provision, access to expertise and the opportunity 
to learn from good practice elsewhere. 

Positively Diverse was a step in the right direction and it was heartening to 
see so many local organisations spend the day listening and thinking about 
what they can do differently. If we are to achieve a truly equal and inclusive 
community we all need to do our bit, and that includes governments, the 
media and all of us too.

Julie Smith North Edinburgh Timebank 
 on behalf of the Living in Harmony steering group
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Living in Harmony 
Living in Harmony aims to create a welcoming and inclusive north Edinburgh where 
services are accessible for all. Through a network of workers and residents it provides 
opportunities for residents to meet and get to know each other and overcome cultural 
barriers, and for workers to develop more inclusive practices and services.

In October 2015, our ‘Positively Diverse’ event brought together 55 people living and 
working in the area. 25 organisations were represented. We wanted to put residents’ 
experiences firmly at the centre of the event. We have seen that many organisations in the 
area are keen to invest in social inclusion, but often struggle for time, ideas and resources. 
The event provided challenging stories from local Black and Minority Ethnic (BME) residents 
and went on to suggest solutions and ideas. We wanted to show organisations simple ways 
in which they could adapt their work to make it more inclusive. 

By the end of the day people were energised and full of ideas. They recognised that making 
changes in practice to be more inclusive need not be difficult or expensive. The important 
step is to start now.

Key messages from the day were:

• You don’t need to be an expert in all cultures – its ok to ask

• As workers we may not understand the barriers to our services, we need to listen 
to residents and act on what they tell us

• We have a duty under the Equalities Act to ensure our services are accessible

• We can work together to achieve a more inclusive and welcoming north Edinburgh.
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The Event 
Local Palestinian Scottish poet Ghazi Hussein1 performed entirely in 
Arabic. The experience of listening to a poem in a language most of us 
didn’t understand was intended to give a small insight into how it feels to 
step into an unknown language or culture. Ghazi gave a passionate and 
moving performance.

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

From ‘I came from the unknown to sing’ by Ghazi Hussein 

THE EVENT / POEM
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Intercultural meetings - the rewards of stepping outside your comfort zone
 
Dr Giovanna Fassetta active member of Glasgow refugee,  
asylum and migration network. 

Dr Fassetta’s message was that you do not need to be an ‘expert’ in culture to be able to 
respect difference and diversity.

Giovanna started her presentation with a picture of fish, but asked us to concentrate on the 
water; the water is our comfort zone, but we don’t even know we are in it. This gave us a 
language to discuss an intercultural approach to integration and our equalities practice.  

Giovanna used exercises and her own experiences to illustrate how this approach can 
work. The approach has several key elements.

De-centring 
Rather than bamboozling the conference with high-brow academic research, Giovanna asked 
delegates how they make a cup of tea, and where they store their jam and their eggs! 

Our common and everyday practices are not ‘given’ or correct. We learn them from others.

Openness and questioning 
We can’t know everything about others’ cultures. We need to ask – don’t assume.

Through her work Giovanna visits many people in their own homes. She always asks what she 
should do with her shoes when she arrives, rather than assuming she should take them off.

Cultivating curiosity 
Curiosity is the basis of intercultural approaches. By talking to people about how they live, with 
respect rather than judgement, we can develop empathy and understanding.

Giovanna illustrated this point by talking about her very challenging experiences of visiting 
Dungavel detention centre. She has visited people from all over the world, but they are all 
happy to talk about their culture and both leave the experience enriched. 

How much do you know?
2A short quiz, designed to get people thinking about the Equality 
and Diversity act, quickly revealed that we all have something to 
learn about what are duties are under the Act. 

?? ?
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Dealing with Difference 

To summarise: 

• Difference is a normal part of life

• Difference is ordinary

• Fear of difference is a greater problem than difference itself

• The fear is rooted in an ’expert’ model of culture

Feeling uncomfortable is a natural response but it can be overcome. This can be very 
rewarding. Dr Fassetta concluded: “So you don’t need to be an expert to be able to respect 
different cultures and understand diversity. What you have to do is relax, be curious, be 
open – and ask. Ask questions. Yes, you may feel uncomfortable at first but these feelings 
can be overcome – and that can make you grow as a person.”

Her full presentation can be found here3.

THE EVENT / INTERCULTURAL MEETINGS

Experiencing and engaging 
Try out new things from other cultures. Be confident that this will not threaten you but will 
enrich your work and understanding. Meeting, greeting and eating are at the core of the social 
bond.

Remembering your body 
This point was movingly illustrated by an example from Giovanna’s research. A young refugee 
boy was able to describe how a teacher had told him that he was safe, even though they had 
no language in common.

Intercultural approaches are based on our interaction and relationships with people.  
We learn from sharing experiences and talking with others. We experience and communicate 
with our bodies. 

Dr Giovanna Fassetta
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Hearing the experience of BME residents

BME residents tell us they do not feel heard or included as part of the community. Their 
enthusiasm to be involved in their communities was clear. However, even after 2 local 
reports, Living in Harmony4 and Talking about our Health5 , which detail BME residents’ 
needs, it appears that much more change is needed.

We wanted to amplify the voices of residents so invited them to speak directly to 
organisations at this event.

Razia Khatan
Razia spoke about her experiences as a professional arriving as an immigrant. She has 20 
years’ experience working with Non-Government Organisations in her native Bangladesh, 
and had thought she would be able to get a similar level of work in the UK.  Despite 
months of applications, gaining additional qualifications and volunteering, she still finds it 
difficult to get any meaningful employment. She expressed a feeling that the system is still 
determined not to open up to accept her as a professional.

Justyna Krol
Justyna talked about what she has learned through the experience of coming to the UK 
from Poland with her young family.  ‘When you arrive in a foreign country you feel as if 
you were born again. You have to adapt to the new environment ... You don’t really know 
how to sign in to the doctors, register for school or find the local community centre.’ She 
suggested that a booklet or manual with key information, addresses and phone numbers, 
could be very valuable for newcomers.

Tomi Adenekan 
Tomi, the conference organiser, stepped in at the last minute, as the last resident who we 
had invite to speak had to pull out due to fear of possible repercussions.

Tomi presented some of the key issues raised in the reports ‘Living in Harmony’ and ‘Talking 
about our Health’.4,5  These include:

• Difficulties finding out about what is going on or how ‘the system’ works

• Language barriers – to services and integration

• ‘Feeling left out’

• Barriers to employment

• Difficulties due to waiting for immigration decisions

Tomi talked briefly about her own experience 
as a former resident but also as an immigrant 
in the work place. She expressed the feeling 
that she has experienced unexplained lack 
of progression, in spite of her qualifications, 
experience and enthusiasm.

During the question and answer session  
the barriers to employment were raised 
again by a participant. People also 
commented on the role of the media on 
perceptions of immigrants.

Lunch and entertainment were provided 
by resident immigrants. 
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Razia Justyna Tomi

THE EVENT /  RESIDENTS’ EXPERIENCE
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In the afternoon we focussed on the positive action that residents and organisations are 
taking to make north Edinburgh and more welcoming place.

Muirhouse Anti-Racism Campaign Film 

A short film was shown from the Muirhouse Anti Racism Campaign in the early 1990s. The film 
followed the campaign that residents started after a local family experienced racism and 
discrimination from others in the community. It included interviews with the local Council 
about their anti-discrimination policy. It was a helpful reminder of the long and positive history 
that is present in the local community in terms of welcoming and supporting those who are 
new to the area.

Best practice from local organisations

Spartans Football Academy6

We invited Spartans to present as we are aware how successful their BME FooTEA club has 
been. The group is a ‘doorway’ to the club’s mainstream activities and participants quickly move 
away from the BME only group once they are comfortable at the club.

Spartans presented a short charity fundraising film7 which showed the place of the club as well-
embedded within the community. The film included the story of Ray who had been bullied 
because of his race, and how that changed once he started attending Spartans.

With the youth clubs, Spartans have made active efforts to encourage young people from BME 
communities to participate in the activities of the club .They shared anecdotal evidence of the 
positive impact on social interactions on some of the young people, as a result of attending 
the club.  A particularly inspirational aspect is the way Spartans worked with the local mosque. 
They have worked with the Iman who now attends the club. The Iman has space at the club to 
include the boys in prayers and Friday teachings, and even joins in with the football! 

Muirhouse Medical Group8 

The deputy practice manager is very aware of the diversity of the patients at Muirhouse Medical 
practice. She wanted to improve their experience at the Practice so attended Equalities and 
Diversity training provided by Living in Harmony. Donna outlined some of the changes they are 
making

• Change our registration system to allow reception more time to guide people 
through the process

• Meeting and training with MEHIS (Minority Ethnic Health Inclusion Service)

• Re-vamp our website

• Equality and Diversity Training (Living in Harmony)

• Information sharing with PCHP and Living in Harmony

• Offer a double appointment whenever an interpreter is needed

• Offer counselling in Spanish language

These new improvements have had some positive results, the main being that they have 
helped challenge common stereotypes and misconceptions about immigrants. Moving on, 
they have a clear plan that includes making more creative links within the community and 
training and learning opportunities.
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LOCAL ORGANISATIONS

North Edinburgh Arts Centre’s Create programme9

This affordable programme on a Saturday morning attracts participants 
from a wide range of backgrounds. Young children and their parents take 
part in creating art and active play. As the focus of the group is activity, 
rather than words, and as they are working with young children who are 
still developing their language, the very nature of the group is inclusive.

Local library services10 

We invited Kathy Softley to speak as we were aware of the work in 
libraries and her commitment to providing services ‘for everyone in 
the community’. 

The library has taken active steps to work with people from diverse 
communities, offering special events and providing tailored services 
such as Polish Bookbug sessions, Chinese New Year events, Black 
History month events to name a few. The library has recently 
invested in children’s books with visible minority ethnic characters 
and they continue to build this collection.

Kathy spoke about how they try and employ workers with language 
skills and welcome people who want work experience to volunteer 
with them.

The library is keen and open to sharing relevant resources with other 
agencies; collections of books could be borrowed to support events 
within each agency.

THE EVENT / LOCAL ORGANISATIONS

Kathy Softley
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Over to you

We wanted the event to be a catalyst for change and to give participants the chance 
to think about what they can do better within their organisations to make them more 
accessible for BME residents. 

Each participant was given a postcard and asked to ‘pledge’ to do one thing to improve 
their practice. These have been recorded and we will call participants in the new year to 
see what they have been able to achieve. 

Here is a taste of what participants said they would do:

‘Go out to speak to parents in minority communities’

‘I will talk to the people providing equalities training and suggest drawing 
on real life, first-hand accounts of what is like accessing our services’

‘Ask more questions about what would help people to get involved 
 – trying not to make assumptions’

‘Challenge my own anxieties and use tips from Dr Fassetta’s  
talk and observations’

‘Make information available to service users in other languages’

‘Seek further training for myself and our team’

“Things have changed, things are changing  
but we must not become complacent”

Councillor Redpath made pledges on behalf of the Council:

• To improve the information given to new tenants adding information about 
medical practices, dentists, libraries, schools, youth clubs and sports facilities to 
the tenants pack - and updating it regularly

• To improve how jobs are advertised.  We will put jobs’ notices inside and outside 
the local office and include jobs advertised with the Council and other local 
organisations

• We do equalities and diversity training at the Council, but I want to make sure this 
training is effective and up to scratch

In conclusion she said “We’ve heard so much today to make us think. We don’t know 
everything and we must all constantly reflect on what we’re doing and think of ways we 
can do things better.”

She went on “Things have changed, things are changing but we must not become 
complacent – there are still challenges out there. And that’s why I am so encouraged by 
what I’ve heard from the organisations represented here today.”

“If we all do a little, we can all go a long way to improving the lives of the people who 
come to live here in the great North Edinburgh community.”
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Feedback from participants

Some things people said they learned  
during the day:

‘You are not an expert – asking is the 
key thing!’

‘To take responsibility for putting 
people at ease – use your body’

‘You don’t have to be an expert, people 
want to talk, ask questions, it’s okay to 
feel anxious’

‘Importance of finding ways to use 
people’s amazing skills, questions 
and experience no matter where they 
come from’

‘To have a compassionate approach to 
understanding fear of diversity’

LOCAL ORGANISATIONSTHE EVENT / FEEDBACK

Councillor Redpath
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Links
1More about Ghazi Hussein  
scottisharts.org.uk/1/artsinscotland/artsandcommunities/
diversity/features/archive/profileghazihussein.aspx

writerstories.tv/2014/ghazi-hussein-at-wordplay-2014/ 

2pchp.org.uk/resources/positively-diverse-report

3pchp.org.uk/resources/positively-diverse-report

4Living in Harmony 2013  
pchp.org.uk/sites/default/files/resource/files/Living%20in%20
Harmony%20Report.pdf

5Talking about our Health 2009  
pchp.org.uk/sites/default/files/resource/files/Microsoft%20
Word%20-%20final%20report.pdf

6Spartans fundraising film  
vimeo.com/138290283

7Spartans Community Football Academy 
spartanscfa.com

8More information about Create  
northedinburgharts.co.uk/projects.php 

9Muirhouse Medical group  
muirhousemedicalgroup.co.uk/ 

10Muirhouse and Granton Library facebook pages  
facebook.com/muirhouselibrary  
facebook.com/GrantonLibrary 

What next?
Join the Living in Harmony forum mailing list for regular 
updates on activities for residents, equalities and diversity 
training and regular meetings.

In future meetings we will be looking in more detail at issues 
discussed at this event.

Contact Hannah Kitchen at Pilton Community Health Project 
for more information.

http://www.scottisharts.org.uk/1/artsinscotland/artsandcommunities/diversity/features/archive/profileghazihussein.aspx
http://www.scottisharts.org.uk/1/artsinscotland/artsandcommunities/diversity/features/archive/profileghazihussein.aspx
http://writerstories.tv/2014/ghazi-hussein-at-wordplay-2014/
http://pchp.org.uk/resources/positively-diverse-report
http://pchp.org.uk/resources/positively-diverse-report
http://pchp.org.uk/sites/default/files/resource/files/Living%20in%20Harmony%20Report.pdf
http://pchp.org.uk/sites/default/files/resource/files/Living%20in%20Harmony%20Report.pdf
http://pchp.org.uk/sites/default/files/resource/files/Microsoft%20Word%20-%20final%20report.pdf
http://pchp.org.uk/sites/default/files/resource/files/Microsoft%20Word%20-%20final%20report.pdf
http://vimeo.com/138290283
http://spartanscfa.com
http://northedinburgharts.co.uk/projects.php
http://muirhousemedicalgroup.co.uk/
http://facebook.com/muirhouselibrary
http://facebook.com/GrantonLibrary


P O S I T I V E L Y  D I V E R S E       15



Pilton Community Health Project | 73 Boswall Parkway, Edinburgh EH5 2PW | 0131 551 1671 | www.pchp.org.uk

Pilton Community Health Project is a charitable company limited by guarantee. Registered in Edinburgh under number 339435. Charity number SCO18460

Acknowledgements
We’d like to thank everyone who contributed to making this 

event a success. Particular thanks are due to the residents 

who shared their stories and made a significant impact on 

all participants.

The Living in Harmony Steering group are:

Anita Aggarwal Pilton Community Health Project

Helen Bourquin Community Learning and Development

Scott Donkin Forth Neighbourhood Partnership

Brian Greatorex Pilton Youth and Children’s Project

Douglas Samuel Spartans Community Football Academy 

Julie Smith North Edinburgh Timebank

This event was supported by:

Forth Neighbourhood Partnership and the Equalities Fund.

Living in Harmony aims to create more opportunities for friendships 
between different ethnic communities in North Edinburgh, and to 
tackle any barriers which may prevent people from Black and Ethnic 
Minority backgrounds from accessing local services. 

We work with a network of partners and residents in North 
Edinburgh, and run regular groups, community events and training.

Call  Hannah Kitchen on 0131 551 1671
Email  lih@pchp.org.uk 
Web www.pchp.org.uk/projects/living-harmony 
 www.facebook.com/LivingInHarmonyEdinburgh
 www.facebook.com/PiltonCommunityHealthProject
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