Riversmeet 
Riversmeet1 is a multi-disciplinary collective of active citizens in the Market Town of Cockermouth, Cumbria supporting a growing community network, taking local action in response to the critical global issues. 
In 2006 a small group began to experiment with ways to widen community awareness of the changing global context and the local implications. We involve artists and volunteers in experimental approaches to engage local people in considering the future sustainability of our community.  

With the help of the Market Town Initiative, we secured funding from Arts Council England NW, North West Regional Development Agency and The Cumbria Community Foundation to support experimental activity to raise awareness through community engagement processes.  

We have allowed our ways of working and structure to emerge in an organic way, building on the strengths of local people. The Network now comprises a growing cluster of active citizens drawn from different sectors, age groups and vocations, who are contributing personal time for the benefit of the community and are involved in supporting community groups and networks on a wide range of topics and activities. 

The following networks have emerged and continue to grow and evolve: 

· The Global Citizenship Network         

· The Community Food Growing Forum 

· The Climate Change and Community Energy Forum     

· The Homeworkers Network – mutual support/resources for micro creatives  

· The Arts and Awareness Group

· The Green Goddess Network - supporting ethical producers & retailers. 

Each of these local networks has been building partnerships and becoming involved in local projects that contribute to the overall holistic approach of Riversmeet to meet the needs of the community. 

Examples:

The Community Food Growing group has secured land to create a propogation site to then distribute seedlings to the increasing community of gardeners. They are also matching skills and places to grow between people in the town. This was inspired by the 50 people on the allotment waiting list being invited by Rivermeet and the Allotments Association to a meeting to try and match their needs. 

Our Upcycling project aims to help make second hand goods desirable by using creative people to explore their potential; make the connection with people who have the skills to remodel object; and provide training for people who want to do it themselves. Riversmeet are working with Mitchells auction house to develop this initiative.  We are currently working with local artists with a range of practical skills to offer and who are keen to explore on cross collboration to expand their practice. 

Riversmeet will support initiatives and projects that respect its approach and meet our principles but we are not project driven.  This approach does confuse our partners and peers who operate in the project focused, funding driven, capital regeneration, arts as entertainment or tourist attraction models. 
Our Objectives

1. Raise awareness and prompt action towards increased sustainability.
2. Establish and support an active Community Network.
3. Support practical projects and programmes. 
4. Support the development of a more sustainable local economy. 
5. Create research, training and employment opportunities.

6. Enhance skills, optimise human creative potential and celebrate excellence
The Changing Context

In recent decades change at a local level has been as a consequence of factors that are being driven from outside the influence of local communities, including global economic growth, technological innovation and changes in lifestyles, based upon a growth in wealth and mobility in the Western Economies. 

As the markets for all commodities have gone global, small Towns like Cockermouth have experienced a reduced diversity in local products and services, the haemorrhaging of profits out of the local economy and a reduction in opportunities for young people. The effects of climate change and increasing competition for limited resources, especially oil, leave us vulnerable to external forces and accelerate pressures on local employment and quality of life.

In response, our communities must become more self sufficient, but also facilitate new ideas and approaches, ignite the enthusiasm and energy of people to rise to this challenge and create the opportunities that will inspire a new generation of citizens, entrepreneurs and responsible local leaders.

This requires more than regenerating services and places but empowering people to be able to analyse their own needs and how to take action themselves. 
Whole Systems Change

A critical issue in enabling change in the new global context is to understand the connections between different processes and how we cannot effect change in one area of our lives without creating change elsewhere and whereas we have chosen in the past to divide the world into different realms of independent activity we must now look at social, economic and environmental systems as linked and interdependent. The challenge is how to address this larger context without it appearing tokenistic. 

Supporting Active Citizenship 

The lessons that Riversmeet and other grassroots initiatives are learning are not just for those who deliver community engagement programmes but those who commission and resource and those who set the political and strategic context. Therefore community change approaches such as Transition Towns2, The Natural Step3, One Planet Living4 are worth studying at all levels.  
Most of the challenges we now face cannot be resolved by policy decisions, legislation or investment alone, but will require new frameworks of collaboration between citizen, the State and globally. The question is how, in the midst of these profound changes, might we support citizens to make a responsible contribution to society at a local level and enable a cultural transition that renews the connections between individuals and the common good of their community? 

Community based groups, intermediate organisations; active citizens and newly emerging gatherings of committed individuals are developing and linking to create citizens’ networks ready to confront the practical realities of renewing and re-connecting our communities local capability. 

We are entering a new phase of cultural evolution that will require collaboration across all sectors, cultural groupings and professionals, who will need to come together in new ways to share understanding and explore new learning. Importantly not only do we need new answers, but also to be able to create useful ‘spaces’ where questions can be considered; their implications raised and their impact fully understood before action is undertaken. We must invent new mechanisms and approaches that pioneer a process of grass roots cultural change and inspire a new generation to create new social and economic capital based upon new sustainable models.

Riversmeet would not be successful without: 

· Meeting in New Types of Community Gatherings

· Valuing Community Knowledge and Diversity

· Citizen Participation in Solutions and Action

· Celebrating Small Steps

· Following Through and Sustaining the Process
· Being Proactive 

· Working with People who know their Community 

· Working at the speed and capacity of people involved 

· Issue & Principle focussed not project focussed 

· Participatory approach

· Not being funding led 
For organisations to develop new approaches in the future the following core principles should be considered:  
· Having a Long Term Global Perspective 

· Awareness and Education about Critical Issues

· Achieving a Political Consensus

· Agreeing Goals for Change based upon Critical Issues

· Communicating the Benefits of Change

· Working with a Whole Systems Approach 

· Using a Bottom - Up Processes

· Building Social Economic and Environmental Capital
The Future

Organisations have the potential to play a central role in the facilitation and coordination of these processes and an opportunity to pioneer a process of Civic Renewal at a time when Government are seeking local solutions to a wide range of critical issues. By taking a lead in piloting such new approaches they will be well positioned to gain the support and resources to sustain this important role in bringing together energy and commitment from across all sectors to sustain the well being of the community into the future.
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