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Preface and acknowledgements

This report presents the results of a research on the participation, consultation and
representation of black and ethnic minority people in public life in Bristol. The project
has a history which takes us back one year and a half ago when the municipality of
Roubaix in the North of France approached Bristol City Council and Birmingham City
Council with a proposal to take part in a joint initiative, called the Meteore project. Its
objective was to exchange good practice in terms of political participation of Black
and ethnic minorities and looked to the Centre for the Study of Ethnicity and
Citizenship of Bristol University to provide a general comparative European report on
the topic.

But the Meteore was not to be. This was mainly a result of the decision of Roubaix’s
municipal leadership to freeze any new project before the French municipal election
of June 2000. Kamaljit Poonia, former coordinator of Bristol Scrutiny and Equalities
Unit, together with Prof. Tariq Modood, Director of the Centre for the Study of
Ethnicity and Citizenship, were able to resurrect the project on a local basis and to
offer me an appointment for preparing a research on the political participation,
consultation and representation of ethnic minorities in public life in Bristol. Having
myself been involved in cross-national comparative research into the political
participation of Moroccan minorities in European cities, I have accepted this three
month research position and took up my duties in October 2000. What was supposed
to be a three month involvement turned out to become a year involvement with
intermittent breaks.

This report is now due to be launched on the 12th and 13th of October at the
Conference “Participation and Representation of Black and Ethnic Minority People in
Public Life”. I already wish to thank all those who contributed to it. Thanks to Prof.
Tariq Modood and the Centre for the Study of Ethnicity and Citizenship, to the team
at the Scrutiny and Equalities Unit of BCC, and to Chamion Caballero. I also owe a
special thank to all the respondents who have accepted to contribute to this project.
This report would not have been possible without the knowledge and expertise that
they have generously shared with me. Any error or misinterpretation is of course
entirely mine.

Dr Hassan Bousetta
Bristol, October 2001
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Executive Summary

The participation, consultation and representation of Black and other ethnic minority
people in public life is a source of ongoing debates both in the political arena and the
specialist literature. This report seeks to look at how these issues are played out in
the context of the city of Bristol and aims to offer simultaneously some comparative
insights into similar experiences in other European countries. The research leading to
this report is based on interviews with 16 local actors. The respondents are not a
sociologically representative sample of the population; it is more precisely a
qualitative selection aimed at offering a broad coverage of the perspectives of various
types of policy-actors on the political process. This selection includes Bristol City
Council councillors (from now on BCC), BCC civil servants and people from the
community and voluntary sector.

The report is divided into four core chapters. The first looks at the history of race
relations in Bristol and analyses the role of race and ethnicity in shaping public life. It
also looks at the demography and geography of Black and ethnic minority people in
the city and points out that, while geographical concentration is usually perceived as
a powerful leverage of political influence, this has not proved true in Bristol. Although
significantly concentrated in a small number of wards, Black and other ethnic minority
people have not had a distinctive influence on electoral outcomes in these wards.
The report goes on to analyse, in the second chapter, the causes for the general
disinterest in elections and its implications for Black and other ethnic minority people.
On the basis of the respondents’ interviews, five main causes are identified: poor
registration rates and effective turnout on election days, a negative perception of the
local authority, a lack of efficacy, the minor public and political profile of Black and
other ethnic minority people’s political interests, the problem of leadership, and the
issue of racism. While it should seek to achieve greater electoral participation through
non-Black specific reforms, it is argued that BCC should also be encouraged to
thwart the participatory deficits affecting Black and other ethnic minority people
through increased and appropriate consultation. BCC should also seek to target
Black and ethnic minority communities through informative and educative
programmes aimed at raising awareness about the value of participatory citizenship.

The third chapter of the report looks at the practice of consultation and analyses the
pertinence for Black and other ethnic minority people of the various consultative
mechanisms established by BCC. The report views consultation as the key for future
strategies aimed at increasing the involvement of Black and other ethnic minority
people in public life. But building an inclusive democratic agenda reflecting the needs
and aspirations of Black and ethnic minorities will not avoid reconsidering the
appropriateness of currently existing consultative procedures. A special attention is
devoted in the report to the Race Forum. While there is far from unanimity among the
respondents about the difficulties facing consultation through the Race Forum, five
problematic areas are identified: the question of performance, the question of
representativeness, the question of independence, the question of funding and the
question of membership. 

In response to these problems and difficulties, BCC should be encouraged to review
the work of the Race Forum with the aim to enable it to work eff iciently,
autonomously, and with sufficient resources. Other consultative procedures based on
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opinion survey should be encouraged and the citizens’ panel upgraded. Future
consultation through the citizens’ panel should ensure that sufficient numbers of
Black and other ethnic minority people are surveyed. Minimally, this mean that BCC
should invest additional resources into a booster sample in the citizens’ panel in
order to provide a higher statistical reliability of the views expressed by this
population than has been the case until now.

The fourth chapter of the report analyses the question of representation. It shows that
while the representation of Black and other ethnic minority people at Westminster
and in local councils has been on the increase over the last decade, it was the
opposite in Bristol. BCC and Avon County Council together had till five Black and
ethnic minority councillors in the past, but this is not anymore a reality. Respondents
analyse the problem of fair representation as being linked to a set of different factors.
Among them are the small size and the diversity of the Black and ethnic minority
population in Bristol, the passive role of political parties, the absence of positive
action and positive discrimination within political parties, the drain of the Black and
ethnic minority elites, the problem of tokenism, and the impact of the electoral
system. Once again the respondents’ views are not necessarily convergent. But there
is a minimal agreement among all the respondents to say that the major challenge is
in the side of political parties. This report concludes therefore that, in order to
increase the political representation of Black and other ethnic minority people in
Bristol, BCC should prioritise to focus on raising awareness among political parties in
the first instance. Political parties have indeed an essential role to play in this area.
BCC should encourage political parties to adopt pro-active targeted recruitment
strategies, to provide training opportunities and to monitor the selection and
representation of their Black and other ethnic minority members. Considering the
increasing relevance of quangos (e.g. trusts, partnerships, agencies, school boards,
etc.) in shaping public life in Bristol in areas as important as urban regeneration,
education, health and community development, BCC should equaly target these
organisations. In practical term, this could be achieved through a highly symbolic
declaration or through the promotion of a good practice guide offering practical
guidelines in terms of recruitment, training and monitoring.

The institutional barriers between departments (community development, scrutiny
and equalities, housing, education, and social services), does not permit optimal
visibility of BCC’s service delivery on race equality. The conflation of multicultural
race equality with questions of anti-discrimination, anti-poverty, or urban regeneration
should be avoided as it lowers their public saliency and leads to decrease the interest
from Black and ethnic minority people. Therefore, BCC should be encouraged to
mainstream equalities and diversity and define clear, measurable, policy-objectives in
a high profile and well publicised multicultural democracy plan.
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Introduction

1.1. The intellectual and political context of the report

The challenges of diversity within the public sphere have never been as acute as
they are today. Most Western democratic societies are currently confronting the rise
of identity-driven claims to differentiated forms of citizenship. While it is not the only
source of diversity, ethno-cultural diversity is a central and essential element of
current political debates. In most West European countries and cities, the challenge
of diversity is by and large raised in terms of post-immigration and post-colonial
ethno-cultural diversity. 

The question of the participation, consultation and representation of ethnic minorities
in public and political life is among the most pressing question to be addressed in this
context. It would be fair to say that since the tentative emergence of ethnic minority
politicians in local politics in the early sixties, this question has enormously gained in
maturity. The number of ethnic minorities at Westminster now stands at 12 after the
general election of June 2001, and their presence in local councils is now estimated
to be over the 600 mark. The increasing number of ethnic minority politicians and the
confidence they have aquired in asserting their presence in the public and political life
of a number of British cities means that no serious discussion on electoral dynamics
and party competition in this country can ignore the importance of the race dimension
in shaping public life. 

In effect, there is no election in the UK where the political participation of ethnic
minorities, their level of representation in democratically elected institutions, the real
or perceived ethnic vote, is not passionately discussed in the national media.
Academic research has also welcomed and acknowledged this phenomena as
testified by the burgeoning of a specialist literature. In all these respects, the UK
seems to be a frontrunner at European level. No other European country has indeed
comparable records of political and intellectual engagement with the issue of ethnic
minority presence in public and political life, despite the fact that countries like
France, the Netherlands, Belgium and Denmark are heading towards closing the gap.

There are several factors which account for this specific circumstance that we seek to
analyse in this report. But it should be noted that there are broader implications to
this debate on the presence of black and ethnic minority people in public life. In many
ways, the claims formulated by ethnic minorities for increased participation,
consultation and representation are part of a larger vision of the multicultural society.
The doctrinal prescription most commonly inferred from the multicultural perspective
is that this age of identities compel democratic institutions to revisit their traditional
conceptions of participation, consultation and representation within the public sphere.
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Whatever our sympathies or antipathies for multiculturalism as a vision of society, it
seems that there is a fundamental paradox in this age of identity. While theorists of
multiculturalism are, on the one hand, arguing the case of increased pressures on
Nation-States to accommodate claims of cultural recognition, empirical studies on the
other hand, mainly by political sociologists, consistently and persistently argue that
ethnic and racial minorities remain to a significant extent politically marginal. It has
been shown for instance that, in comparison to their white peers, black and ethnic
minority people have lower registration rates on electoral register, lower effective
turnout on election days,1 lower levels of representation and lower levels of influence
on public policy. The contrast offered by the overall low levels of participation of
ethnic minorities in politics and the increasing resonance of multicultural claims
among intellectuals and political circles is a startling paradox, though not necessarily
a contradiction.

As it is often the case, there are elements of truth in both perspectives. These are
driven by different theoretical and methodological concerns. While political
sociologists illustrate the political marginality of black and ethnic minority people by
analysing the reality out there, often through quantitative methods of measurement,
multicultural theorists seek to generate principled solutions to real world multicultural
tensions and crises. But the two perspectives would certainly converge in recognising
that events such as those which have recently shaken the cities of Oldham and
Bradford are the most pathological and worrying expressions of the inequal
distribution of political power and economic prosperity. The outbreak of urban
violence in Oldham and Bradford, like those which have taken place in Bristol in 1980
and 1986, reminds us that the current marginalisation of segments of the ethnic
minority population in economic and public life entails potential threats to the stability
and cohesion of Britain’s multicultural cities. 

For historical and structural reasons, black and ethnic minorities lack real
opportunities for dialogue with political institutions both locally and nationally.
Consequently, they are often less inclined to participate through classical political
channels such as voting, standing as candidates, lobbying political parties, etc. It
would be however a mistake to infer from their lower records of electoral participation
that this is tantamount to a lack of interest or a rejection of politics as a whole. There
is well-established evidence showing that ethnic minorities, often driven by an
enlightened middle class elite, are very concerned with politics. It is for instance
estimated that there are some 5,500 minority ethnic voluntary and community
organisation operating in England and Wales which are providing a whole range of
social, economic, and cultural services to their communities (Mc Leod, Owen, and
Khamis, 2001). Imagining the country without their input and competence is
imagining a country with greater socio-economic difficulties for the thousands of
people they reach everyday. And that is probably sufficient to clearly demonstrate
that the mobilisation of black and ethnic minority people through ethnic voluntary and
community organisations has a profound political meaning, if politics is about
improving the quality of our lives. To summarise an argument developed further in
this report, if ethnic minorities have lower records of electoral political participation,
they also have different strategies of collective mobilisation. In other words, they
participate in politics in a different way and the main reason for that has to do with



PARTICIPATION AND REPRESENTATION OF BLACK AND ETHNIC MINORITY PEOPLE 

10

their subordination within this society.

1.2. Objectives of the report

The objective of this report is not to seek for definitive answer to these questions and
paradoxes, but rather to look at how these issues are played out in the context of the
city of Bristol. The report does not seek to produce new theoretical ideas, but aims to
place the Bristol experience with regard to participation, consultation, representation
of black and ethnic minority people in the context of existing knowledge. What the
report aims to offer is a policy-relevant analysis meeting the challenge of both being
empirically grounded and soundly anchored to existing knowledge.

1.3. Terminological clarifications

1.3.a. Public life: drawing the limits of the concept.

In commonsense language, the notion of public life is self-evident. It refers to the
sphere of activity outside the private sphere. Such a broad definition while having the
advantage of communicative simplicity, lacks specification. In the context of the
present report, we have kept the notion of public life that emerged with the inception
of the whole project. However, even though, we will not be able to do justice to the
complexity of academic definitions, it is necessary at this stage to draw some limits to
what we mean by public life in this report.

Public life as understood here comes closest to political life. Not political life strictly
speaking however, but political life in a broad sense. What we are interested in this
report is participation, consultation and representation of black and ethnic minorities
in local elected institutions, in consultative procedures and institutions and in
voluntary and community organisations. This definition of public life therefore
excludes a focus on ethnic minorities in trade unions, in the media, and so on.

1.3.b. Black and Ethnic Minority People

Race and ethnicity are extremely difficult terms in the social science. In contradiction
to our commonsense daily experience, these are concepts which are not amenable
to simple unequivocal definitions. In its Race Equality Policy Statement, Bristol City
Council (BCC) defined the target-group of its policies in terms of “Black and Other
Ethnic Minority People, including refugees, Gypsies and travellers (…)” (BCC 1999:
14). BCC recognises that the construction of the category ‘Black and Other Ethnic
Minority People’ is in a way quite problematic and recommends that “terminology
should not become a distraction from the disadvantage”. It recognises that “there are
many people from minority ethnic communities in Britain who do not identify
themselves as Black”, but emphasises in the same time that “there is no one word
that embrace all members of minority ethnic groups in Britain” (BCC 1999: 14). 

While such definition may well be pragmatically defended for the purpose of policy-
making, it is much less appropriate for a social science perspective. Tariq Modood for
instance has voiced compelling arguments against the use of the notion of Black as
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encompassing all ethnic minorities (Modood 1988, 1994). According to Modood,
blackness does not do justice to the experience and self-asserted identities of the
largest segment of British minority population, namely Asians. It is of particular
importance to highlight the tensions and contradictions which often exist between the
language of academic experts and that of the commonsense. The use of a particular
kind of vocabulary is rarely neutral and always embedded in one way or another in
social representations and in structures of power relations. 

Another difficulty that can be identify in the definition of Black and ethnic minority
people used by BCC is its ambition to cover groups as diverse as refugees, travellers
and people with nomadic lifestyles. Such a broad definition contradicts mainstream
categorisation of Black and ethnic minorities used in official statistics such as the
census or election survey.

The nature of this policy-report does not allow us to go deeply into an analysis of
terminology and its implications as a social science report would. Therefore, insofar
as it addresses a policy-audience, this report will simply use a definition of “black and
ethnic minority people” consistent with a social science tradition which views race
and ethnicity as only covering post-immigration and post-colonial non-white
communities. Beyond this, our definition remains is line with the vocabulary most
commonly accepted by policy actors in the Bristol context.

Our justification for using the notion of black and ethnic minority people in this
conventional sense is not based on the premise that it would be politically neutral for
there is no absolutely neutral position in this respect. The argument for this option is
as above with the notion of public life, communicative simplicity. In doing so, we fully
adhere to the very wise position adopted by the recent report of the Commission on
the Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain: 

“The very language used to describe and define race relations in Britain is a source of

cons iderable conceptual and political muddle. Such terms as ‘m inority’ an d ‘majority’

signify fixed b locs a nd obscu re the  fluidity an d he terogene ity of rea l life. The term

‘ethnic  group’ traps the group concerned into its ethnicity, and suppresses both its

multiple identity and its freedom of self-determination. The term ‘integration’ is even

more  misleading, as it implies a one-way process in which ‘minorities’ are to be

absorbed into the non-existent homogeneous cultural structure  of the ‘m ajority’. (…)

Inventing a wholly new  voca bula ry does not help, for such a language would be too

abstract, artificial and  unre lated to the idioms of everyday life to be intelligible, let

alone  provide  a vehic le for me aning ful dialogue” (CM EB, 20 01:x) 

1.4. The European dimension

There are two ways of analysing how Europe matters for the UK as a whole and for
the UK’s ethnic minorities more in particular. There is firstly a topdown approach
which seeks to identify the consequences of European integration in domestic
politics. This perspective is very relevant as European integration brings about a
great deal of changes which impact not only on legislation but more and more at the
level of every day life. From the perspective of local actors involved with minority
communities, Europe has been relevant for some time in terms of funding urban
regeneration projects (cf. Objective 2, Urban, etc) and now is beginning to have
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relevance for combating discrimination (cf. the much acclaimed Article 13 of the
Amsterdam Treaty) and monitoring racism (cf. the establishment of a European
Monitoring Centre on Racism and Xenophobia in Vienna).

But there is another sense in which Europe is pertinent for local actors and that is in
terms of exchange of good practice experience from the bottom-up. Although, as a
respondent to this report put it “the common perception is that the UK has more to
give Europe than Europe has to offer us”, there remain good reasons to believe that
learning from the experiences of others is a good way of understanding better the
strengths and limitations of what we do ourselves at home. 

It is clear that there are limits to comparisons. “Comparaison n’est pas raison” as the
French saying goes. The role, functions, competence and indeed citizen’s interest in
local government diverges significantly from a European country to another. British
local authorities seems to enjoy much less political and financial autonomy than their
counterparts on the continent. It is also true that issues raised by black and other
ethnic minority people take on a different shape and a distinct terminology according
to national context. 

With full knowledge of the difficulty of the task of comparing cross-nationally in a
reliable fashion, anyone could see that there are clear similarities in terms of the
claims formulated by post-immigration and post-colonial minorities. Racism,
discrimination, recognition of minority cultures and increased participation and
representation in public life feature very prominently in the political agendas of
minority ethnic communities everywhere in Europe. In other words, the struggle for
political inclusion and increased representation in public life may not be similar in
every respect for British Asians than for North Africans in France or for Turks in
Germany, but it is obviously a central issue in the politics raised by these
communities in all these societies. There is, we believe, a relevant European
dimension to these policy-challenges which is worth exploring, even though cursorily.

At a very modest level and often in a quite impressionistic fashion, this report will
seek to achieve this goal. It is not a systematic comparison which will be proposed
here, but an attempt to place the spotlight on a number of specific European projects
with regards participation, consultation and representation in the three countries most
familiar to the author of the project, namely France, Belgium and the Netherlands. 

1.5. The structure of the report

The first chapter of this report introduces the Bristol context of the research. After an
introduction to the background characteristics of the city and to the role of race and
ethnicity in local public life, an analysis of the demography and geography of black
and ethnic minority people is offered. In the second chapter of this report, we will deal
with the notion of participation and will shed light on its different facets. In the third
chapter of the report, the notion of consultation is discussed and placed in the context
of the Bristol experience. Then, the fourth chapter will concentrate on the issue of
representation in public life. We conclude by an examination of the political challenge
raised by multiculturalism to local democracy.
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Chapter One - The Bristol context

1.1. The city

Bristol is a middle size city of 376,000 inhabitants situated 120 miles west of London,
in the South West region. Politically speaking, Bristol is controlled by a Labour
majority. Although Labour’s majority in BCC had eroded continuously between 1998
and 2001, and was down to 2, the 2001 June local election saw a clear local victory
of Labour and a recovery of a majority of 10 seats. The balance of power within the
local council is now as follows: Labour (40 seats), Conservatives (9), Liberal
Democrats (21). 

Historically, the city played an important role as a hub in the slave trade, especially
during the 18th century. Parts of this infamous history is now re-surfacing together
with the whole discussion about reparations. Locally celebrated figures like the 18th
century merchant and benefactor Edward Colston who is honoured by a statute and
has a number of public venues in the town centre named after him are now being
virulently contested by local Black activists who see in Colston a symbol of the
enslavement and deportations of Africans.

The city has remained an economically vibrant and relatively affluent locality
throughout the centuries that followed; also in large part as a result of the wealth
accumulated in the transatlantic trade. Bristol took a modest share in the industrial
revolution during the 19th century. Its level of industrialisation always remained lower
than other cities in the Midlands. It specialised instead in trade (e.g. in tobacco and
wine), manufacturing, finance and distribution. Trade, finance and international
exchanges, facilitated by Bristol’s harbour, maintained a relatively prosperous
character to the city’s economy throughout the recent decades. 

This goes some way to explain why Bristol is among the cities which have so well
absorbed the waveshock effects of deindustrialisation in the seventies and eighties.
In comparison to other mid size UK and European cities which saw their status and
prestige fading away with the end of the heavy industries, Bristol shows signs of
continued economic vitality. From a European comparative comparative perspective,
Bristol comes close to resembling cities like Rotterdam in the Netherlands, Malmö in
Sweden, Bordeaux in France or Antwerp in Belgium. Like these cities, Bristol’s
economy is a mix of industrial and service activities in sectors with potentials for
economic growth like aerospace, new technologies, and manufacturing. These
activities form the heart of the economic development of the city today.2

Judging on its citizens view, Bristol seems to be the place where to live. The citizens
panel, which has surveyed the view of more than 2000 Bristolian in 1998-99 on the
best and worse things about living in Bristol, came to the conclusion that its the size
and location of the city which matter most to its residents. Respondents are reported
as saying that the city is “not too big and not too small” while being well connected
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and close to the sea. Other yet see it as “a small place with a big atmosphere”. 11%
of the respondents also mentioned that the cosmopolitan character of the city was a
feature they liked.3

1.2. Race, ethnicity and public life in Bristol

The optimistic image of the city as a trendy and cool place reported in the citizens’
panel is far from reflecting the views of Black and ethnic minority people. By and
large, these communities remain on the margins of the dynamics of urban
development of affluent Bristol. To place the presence of black and ethnic minority
community in context, we need to flashback on the situation four to five decades ago.
The “discovery” of immigration in Bristol originates indeed in the fifties with the arrival
of important numbers of Afro-Caribbean immigrants, essentially Jamaicans. Asian
populations immigrated also in number during the sixties and seventies, but
proportionally less as we will see in the next section. The gradual transformation of
this immigrant presence into settled ethnic minorities has confronted episodes of
serious tensions and confrontations. As reported in Pryce’s thorough analysis of
Saint Paul’s in the early seventies, Bristol confronted for the first time the emergence
in the public space of a political conflict round the issue race and racism in 1963
when a campaign was started against the Bristol Omnibus Company which was at
that time refusing to appoint Black conductors (Pryce 1979: 179). Only a few years
latter, in 1967, the ancestor of today’s Bristol Racial Equality Council was
established. 

As many other UK and European cities were discovering at the same time, Bristol
had discovered that the political consequences of the mass migration that had taken
place in the post W.W.II era were to make themselves felt most acutely locally. In
1980-81, the plight of Bristol black and ethnic minority population hit again the
headlines of the national and international media, but this time with a great deal more
violence. The neighbourhood of Saint Paul’s which had been meticulously analysed a
few years before by Ken Pryce in his Endless Pressure faced unprecedented violent
urban unrests. And similar events took place again in 1986. 

At the end of the nineties, these events are still there in the memories of the older
generation of activists. Rightly or wrongly, many among those with whom we were
able to speak consider that the unrest was the most efficient driver for getting local
authorities out of their inaction. National and local authorities could indeed hardly
remain passive, and their initial reaction was to put emphasis, energy and resources
into urban regeneration and employment projects. A more elaborated policy-
response to the needs and demands of black and ethnic minority people that the
Bristol disturbances revealed so evidently was slower to take shape.

Analysing the genealogy of Bristol race equality policies is beyond the scope of the
present report.4 For setting up the scene, it is nevertheless important to briefly
describe the policy environment today. The main links for black and minority ethnic
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communities at BCC are the Community Development and the Equalities Unit, even
though other departments such as housing and personnel also have developed a
‘multicultural’ expertise. While Community Development is in charge of implementing
the Council strategy in terms of urban regeneration, the Scrutiny and Equalities Unit
deals in a horizontal way with so-called equalities communities, essentially the
groups who may potentially be the victims of discrimination on account of race, ethnic
origin, sex, sexual orientation, and disability. Equalities is also connected to the Race
Forum which is a consultative forum established by BCC and aims to bring the voice
of black and ethnic minority people to the place where decisions are made. Equalities
has also been involved in drafting BCC response to the Macpherson report into the
death of Stephen Lawrence. The review of BCC policies in the aftermath of the
Macpherson report led to a refinement of the objectives of BCC equality policy
pleading among other things for an increased representation of Black and Ethnic
Minority People in public life.5 It also led BCC and eight public service agencies to
sign a very important public document: the Joint Declaration on Racial Equality (2
March 2000).

These positive steps towards greater awareness for race equality issues have to be
welcomed. At the same time, Bristol gives the impression, firstly, of a city where race
is not highly politicised and, secondly, where the notion of multiculturalism has not
taken grip. This is not to say that race is not part of the democratic political debate. If
only as a result of debates in the national media, there are enough occasions for
local politicians and political parties to take issue on race. And that has obviously
happened on more than one occasion in Bristol politics. Polemics round race issues
can be traced through occasional prejudiced statements by local councillors or
through the very politicised debates that the arrival of refugees has often triggered in
the council and the local media.

However, Bristol is not witness to intense politicised debates on the role of religion in
public life, on the rights of minority cultures, on the role of black representation, and
so on. Race and ethnicity are played out in a minor mode and are part of the local
political debate with a low intensity. It is also very important to note that
multiculturalism is not an issue either. Most commonly, this takes the form of the
conflation of race equality with urban development and regeneration. What seems to
be missing from the Bristol political scene is a vision, or long-term strategy endorsed
by the local political leadership. If all political parties parties have, for example,
signed the code of conduct drafted by the CRE before the 2001 election, it is very
telling to see that none of them have very articulate recommendations in terms of
multiculturalism or race equality, other than general statements of principles against
racism, discrimination and racial inequality. The words race, ethnicity and
multiculturalism are, to very marginal exceptions, absent from the written and internet
propaganda of the three major political forces in the city.6
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1.3. The demography and geography of black and ethnic minority people in
Bristol

This section sets out to explore the size, composition and geographical distribution of
Bristol’s ethnic minority population. Looking at such key variables is not only a
necessary empirical qualification of the local context, it is an essential part of the
problem of the under-representation of ethnic minorities in public life. The
demographic profile of these population groups, as well as their patterns of
settlement, have a straightforward impact on their capacities to increase their
influence within the public sphere. Indeed, there is a now well-established strand of
research which indicates that concentration of ethnic minority population within
certain urban electoral district offers a powerful leverage to political influence (Anwar
1994, 1998, Saggar 1998, 2000, Solomos and Back 1995). 

Figures from the 1991 census show that Bristol has an ethnic minority population of
5.1%, which is slightly below the national average (5.5%). About 50% of this ethnic
minority population are Black, 30% are Asians (Bangladeshi, Indians and Pakistani)
and 20% are classified as Chinese and other. The composition of the ethnic minority
population in Bristol diverges from that of other UK cities, especially in that contrary
to most other regions African-Caribbeans outnumber Asians. 

The comparison with other cities in the UK also show that the size of the Bristol
ethnic minority population is relatively small. In Birmingham, ethnic minorities
represent 21.5% of the total population. In Bradford, the figure is 15.6%; 28.5 % in
Leicester and 44.8% in the London Borough of Brent which has according to the
1991 Census the largest proportion of non-white residents in the UK. If other
European cities from the continent are taken as points of comparison, the picture of
Bristol that emerge is one of very low ethnic minority presence. In Amsterdam, ethnic
minorities represent 15.6%. Other Dutch cities such as The Hague (12.4%),
Rotterdam (12.7%) and Utrecht (12%) are all between 10 and 15%. In Brussels, non-
Belgian nationals represent one third of the total population of the city. Figures for the
two other main Belgian urban centres, namely Liege and Antwerp, are 13.2% and
17.4% respectively. To conclude this European tour, French cities such as Lille
(9.6%), Strasbourg (13.9%), and Lyon (9.8%) all have percentage of ethnic minorities
higher or slightly inferior than 10%.  

If Bristol as a whole does not have a very significant minority population, the analysis
of their patterns of settlement at the intra-urban level indicates that they are strongly
concentrated geographically. More than 50% of the ethnic minority population in
Bristol reside in the four wards of Ashley, Lawrence Hill, Easton and Eastville. A
further analysis of the ethnic make-up of Bristol’s 34 wards reveal that some Bristol
neighbourhoods feature percentages of ethnic minority population very significantly
higher than the average of 5.5.% observed at the city level. Ashley, for instance, has
a total ethnic minority population reaching 29%. On the same indicator, Lawrence Hill
is at 21.8%, Easton at 21.5%, and Eastville at 12.2%. All these indicators illustrates
the point of the very uneven geographical distribution of Black and ethnic minority
people in Bristol city. 
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Somewhat surprisingly, the four wards where ethnic minorities are most represented,
and therefore where they should have the greatest likeliness to maximise electoral
support, were all won by white politicians in the latest local elections. As we will
indicate further in the report, there had been a Black representation in BCC in the
early nineties, as well as in the now disbanded Avon County Council. But the point is
that geographical concentration which is usually considered a powerful leverage of
political influence, as recalled above, proves here that it is not a sufficient factor
alone. If ethnic minorities are unable to achieve political progress in wards where
they are significantly concentrated, this will unavoidably prove even more difficult in
wards where they are not a significant demographic component. This observation
should therefore lead us to seek to identify the obstacles which hamper a better
participation and representation of ethnic minority people in the Bristol context. That
is precisely the task of the next chapter.
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Chapter 2  - Participation

1.1. Introduction

In this chapter, we are concerned with participation. Not with all forms of participation,
but essentially with political participation. When mention is made of the notion of
political participation in everyday life and in the media, we almost spontaneously tend
to think to the act of voting. Voting is indeed one of the most fundamental dimensions
of political involvement in a democratic country and a very consequential one as well.
Studies of the political participation of ethnic minorities in the UK reinforce the view of
the primacy of the act of voting insofar the bulk of this literature actually deals with
electoral behaviours, party choices and strategies. While the importance of voting
behaviours is not in question, it should be noted that political participation extends far
beyond the ballot box.

The political involvement of ethnic minorities takes on several other forms, the most
common alternative route being participation in community and voluntary
organisations. Earlier literature used to consider that this form of social activity was
not political participation and had to be classified under the heading of social
participation. The classical, and most widely, quoted definition of political participation
of this tradition is offered by Verba and Nye: “Political participation refers to those
activities by private citizens that are more or less directly aimed at influencing the
selection of governmental personnel and/or the actions they take.” (Verba and Nye
1972:2). Political participation is, in this perspective, clearly discernible from the
notion of social participation seen as citizen’s participation in groups outside the
political arena and the workplace (Edwards and Both 1973). 

These distinctions are not ideal conceptual instruments for understanding the modes
of political participation of ethnic minorities. The key difficulty lies in that these
distinctions rely on too rigid a delineation of the social and political arena. It has been
demonstrated that the political activities of ethnic minorities are often taking place at
the boundaries of the political and social fields. Very often indeed, ethnic minorities
seek to achieve political objectives by mobilising from community and voluntary
organisations. In yet other cases, groups like religious congregations seems to seek
only occasional access to the political process to further specific claims (think for
instance to the demands sometimes formulated by Muslims for building religious
venues, schools, or libraries). This means that there is often an extension to their
apparently social participation which is truly political. To give another example, when
community organisations set out to organise media campaigns targeting the public
opinion at large, there are not seeking to influence “the selection of governmental
personnel or the action they take”, but is it for that matter less political than casting a
vote in the ballot-box?

There are policy implication to this perspective. All too often, we tend to assume that
the low levels of participation of ethnic minorities in elections are reflexive of their
political alienation or more crudely as a lack of interest. This perspective miss the
point that if ethnic minorities participate less proportionally than the white majority to
elections, they also participate in politics differently. Therefore, BCC should be
encouraged to increase electoral participation and simultaneously to pay specific
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attention to the demands which are channelled through consultation, and in the first
place through consultation with voluntary and community organisation. 

1.2. The political participation of ethnic minority people

1.2.a. Electoral participation at national level

At national level, it is estimated that ethnic minorities represent 5% of the whole
British electorate and that their vote has become essential in a large number of urban
districts. It is indeed in large and medium size cities that ethnic minorities form a
significant part of the electorate. One of the key question when discussing the
electoral participation of ethnic minorities is their problematic levels of participation.
There is a consensus among most observers to recognise that these are too weak.
Talking about levels of participation is however too general as we need to make a
distinction between the registration rate on the electoral registers and the effective
turnout rate on election day. 

As indicated in Table 1 hereunder, the registration rates of ethnic minorities is usually
below that of the white population, but vary importantly between ethnic groups.
Asians for instance have a registration nearly equal to whites (81%). Parallel to the
inter-ethnic divergence in terms of registration on electoral register, there is also
some variance internal to each ethnic groups. Some segments of the ethnic minority
population show a higher propensity to participate than others. It is now clearly
established that Asian men are more likely both to register and vote than say young
men of African Caribbean origin. 

Even when they are registered on electoral lists, it is not necessarily the case that
this would automatically turn into effective voting. The difficulty in assessing this
question is that there is no systematic and perfectly reliable data gathering on this
question nationally. However, according to a survey by Anwar in six parliamentary
constituencies, the effective turnout of Asian was comprised between 60-67%, while
for non-Asian it was 42-63% (Anwar 2001: 537).

Table 1: Registration: four ethnic groups 1998 (%)
Ethnic group registered Registered Not registered
White 82 18
Black 74 26
Asian 81 19
Other 54 46
Total non-white 73 27
Source: Anwar, 2001, 536

The patterns of the vote (ideological orientation, party choice, etc.), as well as their
shifts over time, are central concern for political scientists. As far as ethnic minorities
in the UK are concerned, this is a not an issue worth very long discussions. Since the
early seventies, ethnic minorities have shown a very stable electoral allegiance to the
Labour Party. Table 2 hereunder illustrates very clearly the pervasiveness of the
electoral dominance of the Labour among black and ethnic minority communities,
despite the electoral attraction of the Conservative party for segments of the Asian
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electorate. As indicated by the level of Indian, Pakistani, and to a lesser extent
Bangladeshi, support for the Conservative party, there is growing disaffection from
the Labour Party among Asians, which probably linked to a perception among this
electorate that values such as individual merit and family are more convincingly
promoted by the Conservatives.

Table 2: Voting patterns by ethnic groups: 1997 General Election Survey (%)
Ethnic group Labour Conserv ative Liberal

Democrat

Other

W hite 61 27 7 5

Black Caribbean 94 2 4 0

Black African 96 1 3 0

Black Other 88 2 4 6

Indian 72 18 4 4

Pakistani 55 39 1 4

Bangladeshi 83 13 1 3

Other 67 24 3 4

Source: Anwar 2001, 539

1.2.b. Electoral political participation at local level in Bristol

In the lack of specific electoral data for the Bristol area, our analysis of the electoral
participation of ethnic minorities can only rely on secondary sources. This also means
that, unless otherwise indicated, we have to work on the assumption that the voting
patterns of Bristol ethnic minorities are in line with national findings. It should
however be reported that the patterns of participation and disinterest in politics
observed nationally among Black and ethnic minority people could be accentuated
locally as a consequence of a general lack of interest for local elections. Evidence of
this is given by the turnout rate in the June 2001 local election which was at 33.21%
among the whole population of Bristol.

Before asking the respondents their view about participation, consultation and
representation, our questionnaire7 had a very general question about the
respondent’s view about the problems facing black and ethnic minorities and we also
asked an evaluation of local race relation policies in Bristol. The tone of the
responses to these questions, among Black and white respondents alike, was
generally that Bristol is a city with more positive than negative records and that Bristol
was delivering much better than many other local authorities on race relations.8

However, turning to the field of electoral participation and representation, the tone of
the responses became fairly less optimistic. The impression that emerged was that
this was a terra incognita for ethnic minorities. There had been some Black
participation and representation in BCC and Avon County Council in the past, but that
was not anymore a reality. On the first day of this research, a civil servant of BCC
met randomly after a meeting at the City Council told the author of this report: “Your
research has no material object. Bristol has no ethnic minority political
representation!”
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Further research conducted with party members and community activists confirmed
the impression that involvement in party politics among ethnic minorities is below
average and almost non-existent. Not only is the Bristol ethnic minority population not
represented in formal institutions such as local councils and national parliament, but
their representation within the memberships of political parties is also quite negligible.
In other words, we are not simply facing a conjunctural lack of human resources, but
a structural problem leading to a de facto divorce between party politics and ethnic
minorities.

This finding is quite at odds with development elsewhere in the UK. Party
participation in other mid size and big cities has been increasing significantly during
the last years. As reported by Solomos and Back, there are even boroughs in a city
like Birmingham where Labour has organised subtle and discriminatory mechanisms
to avoid new ethnic minority involvement in order to avoid instrumentalising the party
through entryism. In Bristol, the situation is far from having reached this stage of
development. Everything happens as if Bristol has remained immune from the
resonance of these discussions and experiences in other parts of the country. In
order to understand the causes of the present situation in Bristol, we rely on the
interviews with local actors. 

1.2.c. The respondent’s view on the obstacles to the electoral political participation of
ethnic minorities

1.2.c.1. Poor registration rates and effective turnout

The poor registration rates and effective turnout are identified as a major cause for
concern by most respondents. This rejoins our analysis above. However, many
respondents do not see any specific factor behind this observation. For a large
number of respondents, the causes of the poor registration and turnout levels of
Black and other ethnic minority people has similar causes than the disinterest of
white people for politics in general and for local politics in particular. As the following
community respondent put it: 

“The re is a general rejection of politics, not only among Black people, but among all the

people. And  espe cially the  young  people. It is not purely a race issue; there is a class

dime nsion  to it”

A BCC councillor analyse this problem from another vantage point. While also
emphasising non-specific causes for this lack of interest, he looks simulataneously at
the implication on political party strategies: 

“The real problem here is that participation in political parties is very low across the

who le population . The re is a m istrust, e ven a  loathin g of politicians, so very few  people

come forwa rd to participa te in po litics. Th erefo re po litical parties have to spe nd their

scarce time recruiting. Rightly or wrongly, parties concentrate on th e area s that are

easiest for them to recruit (and win elections), rather than thinking about any bigger

picture. Any party that didn’t put its best e fforts  towards winning elections would loose

them”
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1.2.c.2. Perceptions of local authority

The question of the perception of the local authority, or its public image, is a very
important element leading to the disensfranchisement and disinterest of Black and
ethnic minority people. Whatever the reason for this, most respondents including
BCC civil servants and councillors report the permanence of a very distorted negative
perception of the local council among Black and ethnic minority.

“If you look at the work profile within the council, there has been some improvements .

But there is not a positive reinforcement of the diversity of the city within the council.

And  the lac k of vis ibility allows the c ouncil not to  be over-ac tive in p romo ting diversity.”

The following BCC councillor analyses the isssue in these terms:

“I think  one  of the main d ifficu lty is for  Blac k and eth nic m inority p eople to access

coun cil services and to have council services being responsive to their needs. And

therefo re as a result of that people don’t see the council as being responsive to them

and therefore dont see a lead to get involved in political organisations and in the

coun cil. (...). On top o f that, a co nsultan t report found that one of the major reason for

Black people not applying to work for BCC, and this probably goes so mew here  to

expla in the low level of participation in elections as well, is  because the way they or

their re latives  have  been trea ted as serv ice us ers by the co uncil.”

1.2.c.3. Lack of efficacy

Distorted perceptions of the local authority may reinforce the disinterest for local
politics, but they also feed the low degree of political efficacy of the Black and ethnic
minority population. There seems to be a vicious circle whereby the lack of
representation of Black and ethnic minority people reinforce the low propensity to
participate and vice versa. A BCC councillor makes the points that:

“The fact that we do not have Black senior officer and no Black councillor at all is not

exactly a very good starting point for encouraging Black people to participate”

The same point is made by a representative of the Black voluntary sector: 

“The fact that Bristo l has no Black councillor is very detrimental to the relation of the

coun cil with the  com mun ities. It is some thing th at is rais ed a ll the time in pu blic

meetings. If Bristol had Black c ouncillors, it would c hange the ima ge o f the council

amo ng the  commun ities and  would  increas e their inte rest.” 

1.2.c.4. Public and political profile of Black and ethnic minority interests 

There has been  in the specialist literature very deep divergence as to whether Black and

ethn ic minority share a similar set of political interests. This does not translate into  the

language of policy-actors who tend to share the view of the unity of the political agenda of

Black and  other ethn ic minority peo ple. For the following respondent, the problem confronting

the Black and e thnic  minority population are less severe than in other cities and therefore the

extern al political pressure  on the cou ncil to m ainstre am th ese q uestio ns is to o low: 

“The reality of Bristol is that it is a relatively well off city and that brings a lot of self-

satisfaction with it. There are severe problems, but problems here are not as severe as

in other parts of the country. And therefore, the push to absolutely address critical
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problems is prob ably less. This is chan ging as  a resu lt of the Macph erson  report. T here

is a pus h in the a gend a, but in g enera l the pus h for ac tion is no t that grea t.” 

On top of the lack of political salience, there is equally an issue of transparence and
accessibility to the council work. As the following BCC civil servant put it:
 

“In terms of how the Council is organised, we need to think about the so rt of papers

that are p roduced a nd abou t the proces ses. W e need to have as a starting point how

does it look like to the general public that is coming. If it is not un ders tandable to them,

we need to change it. What’s the point of having a public meeting if the language and

the p rocesses  are so alien  that pe ople c an’t un ders tand wha t’s goin g on .”

For community activists, what matters in the first instance is the political packaging of
Black and ethnic minority issues by political parties. The focus and language of the
council work are also seen as not very attractive to that part of the population: 

1.2.c.5. Where are our leaders? 

The previous obstacle to participation, namely the public and political profile of Black
and ethnic minority interests reveals the weakness of political leadership among
those communities. According to a community respondent, what is missing in Bristol
and in the UK more generally, is a leadership that would have the talent to bring
policy issues into the language of Black and other minority ethnic people and to
connect them to broader political issues. 

“Leadership is the key. Good and sound leadership within our communities and in the

estab lishment is th e key to  mak e a peace ful and prosperous s ociety.”

A respondent see the absence of political leadership as a result of an over-
involvement in commununity and voluntary organisations.  

For those of us who are interested in politics or interested in getti ng inv olved  in pub lic

life, we are already taking on too muc h. Very often, the people who have been

councillor have also been very active in the community and voluntary sector. The

people who have the interest or the calibre to do that type of wo rk are the  ones  who a re

very pulled  and  very stre tched  in the work that they do. In terms of building the interest

and expertise for the wider community to come forward, the political parties have not

done a lot o f work .”

1.2.c.6. Racism, institutional racism and discrimination

Although the low levels of participation of Black and other ethnic minority are
generally seen as a correlate of general factors equally affecting the white population,
racism, institutional racism and discrimination are not absent from our respondents’
reports. Quite astonishingly, a BCC Labour councillor declared:

“I can only spea k for the  Labo ur Party, bu t the ma in reason  for the under-

representation of Black is because the Labour party is institutionally racist. That is the

most accu rate descrip tion. The party doe s not recog nise th at it is a problem and  that’s

where  it starts.” 

Another respondent come to the same conclusion and emphasise the need to ensure
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political support for Black politicians once elected: 

“In terms of poitics, Bristol has generally been very bad about involvement of Black and

mino rity ethn ic peo ple. A  lot of it ha s to do  with the  attitude o f polit ical parties in terms

of how they approached, dealt with and treated Black people who have come forward

and have  been cou ncillors  in the p ast. Ten  years ago, the re was  five cou ncillors

between the city a nd co unty co uncils . Now we have none. You also see that when

people have been coun cillors , they h ave often been marginalised. So, racism in the

politica l parties  is a big  issue . 

1.2.c.7. Racial violence

Muhammad Anwar (2000) reports that registered Black voters in some localities have
been intimidated leading them to avoid the polling station on election day. That was
not reported to us in Bristol.

1.2.d. Socio-political participation through voluntary and community organisations.

 
The directory of organisations and contacts published by the Bristol Racial Equality
Council list more around 180 community and service organisations for Black people.
If we relate this number to the total ethnic minority population, as suggested by the
method proposed by Fennema and Tillie, we find that the associational density of
black and ethnic minority people reach the 107 mark (Fennema and Tillie 1999). In
comparison to the findings of Fennema and Tillie in Amsterdam and to our own in
four other European cities, this is a very dense network (Bousetta 2001). 

Among these organisation, the Bristol Racial Equality Council, the Race Forum and
the Black Development Agency play a crucial role in the local political process.9 They
are the more active in seeking to instil the preoccupations and concerns of black and
ethnic minorities in local policies. They are also the organisations most likely to
represent the Black and race equality perspective into the various local trusts,
partenerships and agencies, and more specifically into those focused on urban
regeneration.  It is not possible in this report to quantify in any way the political
activity or membership of these organisations, but it is beyond dispute that they play
a considerable role in articulating the political interests of Black and ethnic minority
communities.

There has been some discussions among academics about the interpretation of the
rise of the voluntary and community sector. For some, this phenomenon illustrates
that Black and other ethnic minority people share a common set of political interests,
while for other the very fact of the increasing number of such organisation is
illustrative of a tendency to internal divisions (Messina 1998). In the lack of more
systematic research, this remains an open question. But what is important to highlight
from our perpective is the dual nature of the Black voluntary sector in Bristol. While
the major local players in the Black voluntary sector in Bristol that were identified
above have succesfully, though not easily, managed to make their voice heard in the
political process, the vast majority of Black community and voluntary organisations
remain politically marginal and is, by and large, unable to connect to the dynamics of
urban development and regeneration currently at work in Bristol. In order to avoid the
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political marginalisation of grasroot Black and ethnic minority community and
voluntary organisations, BCC should be encouraged to increase dialogue with
grassroot Black and community organisations more effectively through regular
consultation.

1.2.e. The respondents view on the obstacles to the political participation through
voluntary and community organisations

1.2.e.1. Lack of material resources

Lack of material resources, insufficient and insecure funding are not new problems for the

Black voluntary sector. One respondent put it in the following terms:

“The funding of Black voluntary an d com mun ity organ isation  is inap prop riate. If you talk

to any of these organisations, they will give you a lot of information about the needs of

their communities and what services their communities want or need. And in most

cases, those  organisatio ns are no t funded to  provid e tha t level o f need. So , they

whatever they get, it is of ten no t enough. So  they work  unde r pressure and try to do

always mo re with  the m oney they are  getting .”

1.2.e.2. Inadequacy of policy framework

The main link to the Black and ethnic minority voluntary sector within BCC is the C omm unity

Development department. This department has put a lot of emphasis in trying to ensure that

the needs  of Black a nd e thnic  minority people are taken on board in regeneration work. As a

BCC  coun cillor pu t it:

“ A large amount of regeneration funding is going into areas like St Pauls and Easton,

but Black voluntary and co mmun ity organisations have not very much benefited from

that. It is not an issue of the communities not having the capacity. There is an issue of

communities not having the supp ort to access the funding in the right way. The

challenge is abou t adjusting the ways age ncies o perate rather than expecting

commun ities to adju st to age ncies.“ 

 

For representatives of the Black community and voluntary sector, the question raised
is one of inadequacy of the community development policy framework:

“One of the key problem you see is that BCC has a community development s trategy,

but does not have a race and community development strategy. We wo uld say that

there is a need for that sort of work. We are currently involved in trying to have an

equalities perspective to regeneration work. But it is very difficult because regeneration

has been fu nctionn ing for so  long so  why are w e talking  abou t it now.” 

But the malaise with current institutional arrangements seems to be deeper. The
problem which is here at stake is that race and ethnic issue are conflated with
community development without allowing for a recognition of truly multicultural
diversity perspective. This is evident in the following quote from a representative of
the Black voluntary sector:

“Prev iously  the C omm unity Develo pme nt Departm ent had a  spec ialist off icer wh o dealt

with Black and  mino rity ethnic group. After BCC became reorganised and after the

Avon County Council went, they got rid of that post. The City coun cil com mun ity
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development team said they want all community development officers, Black and white,

to work with all groups. So it should not be Black officers working with Black groups. At

the time, we said it will not work because you need people with a specialism, with an

understanding and a  perspective within the department. They responded that the

recruitment would  ensu re that the re wou ld be both Black and white o fficers

represented, but refuse d to have  one spe cialist officer on ly dealing with Black group.

When  that post went, they recruited, but you can count the number of Black worker on

one hand and sinc e recently the  num ber has go ne down. Many amo ng them h ave le ft.

So on the one hand, you dont have Black people bringing that experience, that

knowledge, and on  the other ha nd you ha ve a lot of generic community development

office rs who are  going  to work with B lack g roups who can not deal with  the iss ue.“

1.2.e.3.  The question of visibility 

There is a criticism that is sometime heard among politicians and civil servants that
Black and ethnic minority leaders and organisation are not enough visible. This is
illustrated in the following statement by a BCC civil servant:

“Black and other ethnic minority people are not visible. Or they are visible only in

certa in parts of the city, but they are not an obvious influence accross the city. They

are no t seen  as pa rt of the m ainstrea m.” 

1.2.e.4. Reform of local government

Among most respondents, the outcome of the reform of the local government is not
yet clear. Not any respondent could raise examples of a detrimental impact of the
new system for the participation, consultation and representation of Black and ethnic
minority people. But for many among our respondents, there is a fear that the new
system might bring about less transparency and greater concentration of powers in
the hands of the members of the Executive. Here is the view of a representative of a
Black organisation:

“The city council has set up structures. Under the older system, it was better because

there was the Equalities and Social Justice Committee and the Race adv isory s ub-

committee. Each equalities Forum had a number of represen tatives within these

committees. So we used to attend the meetings of the committees and sub-committees

and mad e our views  know n. It was a way of evaluating and monitoring what was

happen ing. The new system  is not a s clea r.”

1.4. The European dimension

The main difference between the three countries on which we focus in the European
section (i.e. France, the Netherlands and Belgium) and the UK is that of political
rights. While post colonial minorities enjoyed full citizenship at the point of entry, their
counterparts in Europe  were fairly less advantaged. As they were in their vast
majority non-nationals, ethnic minorities in Europe were largely excluded from the
right to vote. The only exception of this general rule was the Netherlands which
opened the franchise to local elections to non-nationals in 1985. 

Things are however quickly evolving. There has been indeed massive numbers of
people from ethnic minority origin who have naturalised and who have therefore
become full citizens. Nationality laws in France, the Netherlands and Belgium are
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indeed all relatively open to post-immigration minorities, and especially to the second
generation. As a consequence, there is more than a theoretical possibility for these
communities to be heard through participation in local and national elections. 

In France, the level of registration of nationals on electoral register is lightly below
90% which sharply contrast with the British situation. There are some indications
available through surveys about the level of participation of ethnic minorities, more
precisely of French naturalised citizens of foreign origin. These indicate that their
registration rate approximates the 80% for men and 75% for women. (Tribalat 1996).
But this indicator does not provide a measurement for the whole ethnic minority
population in France but only for those who already made the step of acquiring
French nationality and for whom the act of voting is perceived as a more important
attribute of nationality than for those who retained their original nationality. 

In the Netherlands, registration is not an issue as there is a method of direct
enrolment through population registers. But it is interesting to note that the
participation of ethnic minorities in the 1998 municipal elections was 39% (59.5% for
the whole population), a decrease of 10% in comparison with 1994. In Amsterdam,
the average turnout level was 60% (Tillie 2001). 

The situation in Belgium is different because electoral participation is compulsory. It
is estimated that this leads to participation rates above 97%. Although compulsory
voting has more civic advantages than disadvantages, especially for powerless
groups, a discussion on such fundamental choices is beyond the scope of this report
and cannot go without a broader on the political culture of each nation. Therefore,
while it is important to look at all the variables influencing participation and
representation, it would be naive to recommend compulsory voting for the UK from
scratch. 
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Chapter 3  - Consultation 

1.1. Introduction

Consultation is another form of participation that allow citizens to express their
concerns in parallel to the established democratic channel of the vote. Although
classical political theory rightly holds that consultation has less democratic legitimacy
than the vote, consultation has become an essential element in modern policy-
making. The increasing complexity of decision making processes make it necessary
for elected representatives to turn to expert voices and to mobilised groups of citizens
for assessing the implications of their decisions. Regular consultation is also an
effective mean for elected representatives to keep in contact with their constituents’
needs and aspirations.

The strengths of consultation largely outweigh its inconvenient, but it is nevertheless
worth mentioning that they are a number of pre-conditions for consultation to be
successful. Among these key factors is the necessity for consultees to see that their
views are taken on board in decision-making. It is also crucial to adopt the
appropriate technique of consultation in the light of the objective pursued. All these
recommendations and others are formulated with sufficient clarity in the report
commissioned by BCC to the Bristol Democracy Commission. They are also now well
acknowledged at the level of BCC as shown by the adoption of a paper on “Public
Consultation Strategy” aimed at facilitating the adoption of a corporate strategy and
common methodology for consulting Bristol citizens.

All these initiatives are to be welcomed and encouraged. But for them to be
successfully implemented with Black and ethnic minority communities, these need to
be adjusted and further developed. Suffice it to recall here that beyond the positive
commitment of BCC towards consultation, 71% of Black and ethnic minority people
still consider that they are not well informed about decisions taken by the local
authority.10 As far as ethnic minorities in Bristol are concerned, we believe that
consultation is the key word. BCC should be encouraged to make consultation the
touching stone of its policy towards black and ethnic minority. It is indeed through
appropriate consultation that BCC should be encouraged to redress the participatory
deficit of ethnic minorities. We believe that the combination of different methods of
consultation is potentially fruitful, but prior to that existing consultative mechanisms
available for Black and ethnic minorities should be reviewed and streamlined,
especially the citizens’ panel should be made more representative of Black and
ethnic minority population and the Race Forum should be given the resources and
support necessary to a better functioning. 
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1.2. The Bristol approach to consultation

1.2.a. The Bristol consultation strategy

As mentionned in the introduction, BCC has recently proposed, in line with the
recommendation of the Bristol Democracy Commission, to adopt a corporate
consultation strategy due to be implemented across all the departments of the local
authority. The “Public Consultation Strategy” mainly offers a number of principles and
a methodology. These principles will have to be translated into specific mechanisms
such as the referendum, the citizens panel, citizens’ juries, focus groups,
independent commissions such as the former Democracy Commission.

While important to identify the aspiration and needs of the whole population, these
are not ideal for identifying the aspirations and needs of black and ethnic minority
population specifically. The citizens’ panel for example, while providing useful city-
wide information, is not perfectly reliable as far as Black and ethnic minorities are
concerned. In the first survey of the citizens’ panel, the number of Black and ethnic
minority people surveyed was about 100 persons and their level of response to the
questionaire was only 25%. In the second survey, the panel comprised about 120
Black and ethnic minority people and only 31% answered the questionaire. The
method of survey is obviously not appropriate for having an effective consultation of
this segment of the population. In this context, and considering our overall positive
evaluation of of the citizens’ panel as a method for surveying Bristol residents, BCC
should be encouraged to develop the representativeness of the Black and Ethnic
Minority representation either through the current citizens’ panel or through a parallel
survey. Such method would not only allow to identify more precisely the views of
Black and ethnic minority people about issues of general concern to the whole
population, but will allow to identify their views on issues which are specifically
affecting them. 

1.2.b. The Race Forum 

In September 1997, BCC set up the Race Forum together with other equalities
forums for disabled, lesbian and gays.11 The objective of the Race Forum is to
“ensure that Black and Other Minority Ethnic communities in Bristol are consulted
and are able to participate in the reviewing, planning and development of Bristol City
Council services”12 The Race Forum is an open network with a membership of
approximately 100 people. Among them, 18 are elected as race advisors on the basis
of the following representation formulae: 3 advisors representing African Caribbean
organisations, 3 from Asian organisations, 2 from Chinese organisations, 2 from
refugee organisations, 3 from cross-community organisations and 5 advisors elected
on an individual basis. 

Under the former committee system, the Race Forum was connected to the
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Equalities Co-ordination and Social Justice Committee and to the now disbanded
Race Advisory Sub-Committee. With the reform of the council structure pursuant to
the implementation of the Local Government Act 2000, the main partner for the Race
Forum becomes now in the first place the Deputy Leader of the Cabinet in charge of
Social Equalities and Social Inclusion. 

In the course of the last two years, the Race Forum has encountered serious
functionning difficulties. It has been unable to hold regular meeting during the last
year and a half. The poor outcomes achieved through this consultative mechanism
have led to some discussion among community leaders and activists about its
uncertain future. This question was also central to our interviews with local
respondents. And it is to their analysis that we now turn.
 

1.3. The respondents’ view on consultation

There is far from unanimity among our respondents about their perception of
consultation. According to whether the respondent is a politician, a civil servant or a
community leader, the responses vary significantly. In order to do justice to this
diversity of opinions, we have classified them in five questions which leave us room
to analyse the pros and cons in the argumentation of local actors. It should be
recalled once again that the selection of respondents who were interviewed for this
report do not constitute a representative sample. On the opposite, it is a selection of
actors who have been chosen for their involvement in the policy process. In this
sense the following analysis is not representative of the views of the communities on
consultation, but is a reflection of the views of policy actors13.

1.3. a. The question of performance

The question of performance is certainly among the most divisive. According to a
number of politicians and civil servants, the Race Forum has not delivered sufficient
results. As an indication, the Race Forum has not managed to organise any meeting
in 2000-2001. But the most common way of raising the underachievement of the
Race Forum is often to compare it with other equalities fora. As the following
respondent argues:

“If you make the comparison with the Gay and Lesbian, they have never received any

money from the council and are relatively remote from the council. And yet they

organised them selves, commissioned a  survey, an d now the  survey is influencing how

the co uncil s ervice s are  being  offere d to tha t com mun ity.”

For Race advisors, the analysis is not quite identical and these latter emphasise the
lack of support and funding which the Forum is facing: 

“The Race Forum was very vibrant in 1999 and part of the reason for that is that the

officer identified to support the Race F orum  and  put a  lot of tim e and energy to

prioritise that work. But from  the beginin g, we  have  criticised the  fact that when it was

under the County council there was a lot of dedicated resources, in terms of office rs

and for the functionning of the Forum. When we passed to the city council, there was
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hard ly anythin g in term s of resources. C urren tly, the city council is thinking about

reviewing its consultative mechanisms . The  Race Fo rum h as be en ina ctive fo r about a

year and  part o f the re ason  why it ha s bee n inac tive is not only because of the lack of

people active  within th e Fo rum, b ut because we have nt been getting  the proper support

from the equalities unit in terms of officer support for the work that needs to be done.

And that ha s crea ted an ima ge w ithin the  coun cil that the Race Forum is not very good,

lack effective ness , and hasn’t go t people  enou gh invo lved. So  the communities a re

being blamed rather than the council looking at iself to see what hasn’t it done“

1.3.b. The question of representativeness

For their critics, ethnic minority leaders and elites involved in voluntary sector are self
appointed people without real representativeness. For their advocates, the legitmacy
of those who take the lead in participation participate should be encouraged rather
than undermined.

The following BCC councillor reports:

“The ethnic minority leadership are a sort of self-perpetuating oligarchy and they do

very little for ethnic mino rity people. Year after year, you see the same faces and hear

the same a rguments.“ 

The question of representativeness is also raised in connection to the issue of the
Forum’s membershiip (see further). The following BCC respondent argues:

“The Race Advisors make of the Race Forum what they make of it and we (BCC) can

supp ort if they make a case for resources or anything else we can respond to that. But

we need to have a level of evidence that say the membership is increasing. They need

to have  som e of the youn ger generation  involve d. If it is always the same two or three

people sh owing up , it is very dif ficult fo r BCC  to justify its  supp ort.”

Ethnic minority leaders on the other hand convincingly argue that when the argument
of representativeness is raised, it is often a way of deflecting more serious political
claims.

1.3.c. The question of independence versus autonomy

The Race Forum is since its inception unclear as to what extent it is independent
from the  council.  In its 1998 annual report, the former chair of the forum
emphasised that: “Our ultimate aim is for an independent Race Forum working with
the Local Authority.”14 In practice however, the forum is caught in a difficult tension
between its insufficient resources to act with full organisational independence from
the council and its ambition to find a distinctive and autonomous political voice. The
following interview will introduce us into this issue:

“The re is a tension that has not been resolved about how far the Race Forum is linked

or is inde penden t from the co uncil. A nd tha t tensio n is as  muc h present w ithin the  city

coun cil as it is within the community. There was some resources available for the Race

Forum and  we had d iscus sion to  know  wheth er we would resource the Race Forum so
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that they could employ an independent worker who would support them. At the end of

the day, the Race Forum decided that they were not prepared to take a worker

because it was putting too much responsibility on them and  there was not enough

money from the coun cil. I think this is n ot a reasona ble starting  point. If we  are

engaging in a dialo gue  and  a partnership, an d if the  mon ey was  on the tab le, even if it

was insufficient, I would have thought that it was better to take up the challenge and

move on .”

Another perspective is articulated from within the Race Forum, which emphasises the
diffuclty to work independently without sufficient resources. The following respondent
raises simulatenously a very fundamental question about the role of BCC equalities
officers:

“All equalities officer as part of their work have  to support the Forum. But these officer

have a very broad job description and have a big internal and external role within the

coun cil. And on top of that, they are expected to assist the Forum. We have said that

we need a dedicated development officer to work with the Forum as we had under the

coun ty system who can work with increasing membership, with briefing advisor and

supporting them, who ca n work with e xterna l agen cies, a nd w ith the n eces sary ad min

supp ort. So the major problem for the Forum is lack of support from the council and

insufficie nt resou rces.” 

1.3.d The question of funding

The question of funding is also seen as a major question for the development of the
Forum. But, once again, the perspective voiced within BCC and within the Race
Forum are quite divergent:

“ You hear the argument at time saying that ‘Our value and our status depends on how

much mone y we receive fro m the C ouncil. If we dont get any m oney from the co uncil,

then we are  not being valued and therefore we are not important’. I think this is a wrong

view. I dont think the value of group does not depend on how much mone y they receive

(...) The Race Forum is caught in a his tory that is  not lon ger re levan t. Som e of th is

argument about the funding has to do with the old Ra ce Forum  of Avon C oun ty

Coun cil. They g ot to reco gnise th at they are  responsible fo r thems elves.” 

For the following respondent, BCC has invested too much on other forms of
consultation like the referendum and citizens’ juries and panels in comparison to the
equalities fora: 

“Sadly, the matter o f consultation boils down to a qu estion of mone y. When  you have

the Race Forum which has a budget of about £3,700 a year to  do its m eeting s and  all

its business. And then you have the same council which is willing to spend  £120,000

on one consultation mechanism which is the referendum and gets only 50% response,

you can see there is something wrong. Eithe r you ha ve the  mon ey or you  don ’t.

Obv iously  the m one y is the re, bu t they (B CC) are  very selec tive on wh o the y give it to

and  how they are  willing to  spen d it”

 

1.3.e. The question of membership
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The Race Forum has a network of round 100 members. The least one can say is that
not all are active members. As revealed by our respondents’ views, one of the key
issue at stake is the involvement of the younger generation. But as it is also clear,
there is a real difficulty to increase the number of Black and ethnic minority people
interested in the work of the Forum.

For the following BCC respondent:

“The Race Forum needs to increase its membership and actively seek to involve th e

younger gene ration. The older gene ration are clearly speaking first generation

immigrants. The  cultura l views of that age  band  are qu ite differen t to seco nd an d third

generation born  here . It is a diff eren t world. W e are  still a bit tightened to the o ld

generation and  to their v iew of  things . W e need to  listen to  the reality of the younger

generation.”

The following community leader takes a more radical view on the question of
membership: 

“If the council wants to have  a cou ncil with  more  people an d with m ore young  people

represented into it, they need to put time and energy into it. The success of the

functionning of an organ isation like that should not be dependent upon the amount of

time p eop le are  willing to  inves t on a  volun tary cap acity.“

But it should also be mentionned that in many cases, the arguments formulated by
Race Advisors for the low levels of active membership are practical ones. As the
following Race advisor put it:

“The problem is that it is difficult to find committed people who would accept to sacrifice

of their time a nd en ergy for vo lunteer w ork. It is  also h ard to  have  people willing to

com e to the  town  hall fo r mee tings in  the evening  in the c old win ter.”

1.4. Consultation in Europe

In Europe the practice of consulting ethnic minorities is well established, but has a
quite different history which can be traced back as early as the seventies. Following a
recommendation by the Council of Europe, Belgium was the first European
immigration country to implement so-called immigrant consultative councils. These
were seen as a preparatory experience before full enfranchisement. The
establishment of such councils was left to the free initiative of local authorities, but
most immigrant receiving cities have established one at some point.

Most Belgian immigrant consultative councils have now disappeared. With the
political emergence of a second generation less prone to accept the paternalism
inherent in these councils, and with the increasing number of minority people
acceding to Belgian citizenship and to being elected as local councillors, the
pertinence of these councils has declined in the nineties. There is however recently a
tendency to re-establish some platforms for consultation. Usually, these are no longer
based on community representativeness, but on an organisational basis. The city of
Antwerp for instance has recently turned its former immigrant consultative council
into a voluntary and community organisation consultative platform. Contrary to the
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kind of consultation practised by Race Advisors in Bristol, consultees in Belgium have
no personal connection with the council. Their recommendation are transmitted to
elected local councillors in written policy-statement, never through direct verbal
intervention in committee meetings. 

French cities have also established different formulae for consulting minority
communities. However, considering the republican strong commitment to the unity of
the political community, consultation is never done on a communitarian basis.
Consultation is usually indirectly organised through involving community and
voluntary organisation active in the field of urban regeneration and “integration”. 

But it is probably to the Netherlands that one has to turn to identify good practice in
terms of consulting Black and ethnic minority population. Both the cities of
Amsterdam and Utrecht for instance have adopted group-centred strategies of
consultation, with a significant administrative and financial back-up from the local
authority. In practice, this means that Surinamese, Turks, Moroccans, Antilleans all
have a specific consultative council and a dedicated development officer based at the
city hall who ensure effective communication between the local executive and
community advisors. Another interesting feature of the consultative process in
Amsterdam and Utrecht is that some of these consultative councils, like the
Moroccan Advisory Council of Amsterdam, are organised as legally independent
organisations, with their budget being allocated by the municipality. 

These three countries’ approach to consultation exemplify different models in terms
of who is entitled to membership (individuals vs organisations), on what is the criteria
for membership (ethnicity vs nationality vs organisation’s perspective) and there is
also a difference in terms of style of consultation (joined up process with elected
councillors vs separation). Finally, there is also a very important difference in terms of
financial and political autonomy.

The Race Forum is in a way similar to the consultative institutions established in
other parts of the European Union, but in other ways very different. In the first
instance, the Race Forum is not merely a compensatory mechanism for
disenfranchised minorities, but is a complementary mean of expression besides the
vote. In comparison to European counterparts, the structure of the Race Forum has
interesting potentialities. It allows both individual and organisational membership,
include members without distinction of ethnic or national origin, and is closely
associated to the work of the councillors in the local council. However, the main
limitations of the Bristol Race Forum concerns its lack of financial and political
autonomy. It is therefore imperative for BCC, if this important consultative
mechanism is to function properly, to invest additional resources.
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Chapter 4 - Representation

1.1. Introduction

The study of representation is caught in a permanent tension. While some are
concerned that the meaning of representation is about representing people’s views
and concerns in the political process, other tend to focus on the sociological
characteristics of the representatives. In the first perspective, political representation
is defined as ‘acting in the interest of the represented in a way responsive to them”
(Pitkin 1972: 209). As far as Black representation is concerned, this perception is
now being challenged by the second approach which turns its focus on the
representatives. The key question in this perspective is on: Who represents whom?
This is what Anne Phillips has called the tension between the politics of ideas and the
politics of presence (Phillips 1995)

Far from being merely academic, these discussions have a very direct policy-
relevance. Indeed, when it is argued that Black and ethnic minorities are under-
represented, we do assume that Black representation should ideally mirror their
demographic representation in society. By doing so, we are focused on one type of
representation, namely what is generally called descriptive representation. While it is
true that descriptive representation increases the likeliness that the political interest
of Black and ethnic minority will be taken on board, is no absolute guarantee. It is not
always clear that Black elected politicians would represent natural spokesperons of
the political interests of their communities of origin. In other words, it is not clear that
descriptive leads automatically to what is generally called substantive representation,
that is the representation of political interests. 

As some of our respondents put it, descriptive representation should remain high on
the agenda as it is likely to have a positive knock-on effect on the perception of local
politics by Black and ethnic minorities. Descriptive representation can indeed have an
intrinsic symbolic value which is worth considering. In practice, descriptive and
substantive representation are not neccessarily contradictory and should be
combined within a single policy agenda. It should also be recalled that representation
is not only at stake in democratically elected assemblies such as local councils. It is
also becoming a key issue in the range of local organisations and institutions
empowered for dealing with health, education, urban development, etc, the so-called
quangos.

1.2. Political representation

1.2.a. Political representation at national and local level in the UK
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The political representation of Black and ethnic minority people at the local level was
estimated to be 663 in 1997 or 2.9% of the total number of councillors in England and
Wales.15  82% among them are males and there is an over-representation of Asian
males. This latter category represent 44% of the total number of Black and ethnic
minority local councillors. A large majority among Black and ethnic minority
representatives are council lors of the Labour Party.

Table 3: Councillors in England and Wales, by ethnic group and sex, 1997
Male Female
Abs. % of groupAbs. % of group

White 15,020 725,74128
Black
Caribbean

66 683132

Black African 13 76424
Black Other 16 76524
Indian 149 94106
Pakistani 116 9822
Bangladeshi 30 9426
Chinese 1 000
Mixed 54 672733
Any other
origin

98 723928

Total Ethnic
Minority

543 8212018

Base 15,563 5,861
Source: LGMB 1998

1.2.b. Political representation at local level in Bristol

The political representation is composed of 70 councillors, with 2 representatives for
each of the 35 electoral wards. There are in BCC 21 women, which is comparatively
a good record. However, in terms of age, the political representation of Bristol does
not very well mirror the composition of the whole population. Most councillors are
indeed older than the average. Even though they are not obliged to report their date
of birth in official documents, 35 Bristol councillors have done so and this gives an
average age of 53 years old. If compared to the average age among the Black and
ethnic minority population, the contrast with the local representation is all the more
evident. 

As already mentioned above, there is no political representation of Black and ethnic
minority people in BCC. The state of political representation is not as goog as ten
years ago. Before the dismantling of Avon City Council, altogether BCC and ACC
counted till five Black representatives (3 in City council and 2 in County council).16 For
Bristol to have a perfect political representation of ethnic minorities in the descriptive
sense, it should have 3 to 4 representatives in the local council. 
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The absence of political representation of Black and ethnic minority people is not
unrelated to the low levels of electoral participation of Black and ethnic minority
people for one can anticipate that the vote of important numbers of Black and
minority ethnic voters will be influenced by the race or ethnic origin of candidates.
The last time a Black was elected as Bristol City councillor was in 1995, not
surprisingly in the ward of Ashley. This Labour councillor lost the seat by a swing of
100 votes in 1998 in a by-election with a turnout of 26%. It is very telling to read how
this Black politician analysed the defeat in the local media: “The key thing was just a
general apathy after Labour’s success in the general election. People were watching
the World Cup and there was bad weather.”17

1.3. The respondents’ view on the obstacles to a fair representation of ethnic
minority people in public life

1.3.a. Size and diversity of the community

One of the most powerful argument explaining the low representation of Black and
other ethnic minority people in Bristol is the size of the community. Here are some of
the most representative opinions expressed by the respondents:  

“The proportion  of the  com mun ity has an imp act. If you got a relatively small Black

com mun ity which is clearly divided into a number of cultures and the rest of it. In order

to get Black representatives, you need this mass and communities making alliance and

supporting each other. Also Black councillor need to have community support. Because

we are talking of a variety of communities, it is quite difficult for any Black councillor to

have the support of the whole of the Black community. But if each of the local Black

com mun ity are re latively very sma ll and with a  lot of divers ity, this makes it mo re

difficu lt .“

The relatively small size of the Bristol Black and ethnic minority community has been
perceived to result in the isolation of Black representatives once elected: 

“The re was  a Black co uncil lor earlier on in Bristo l, but my view  is that he  was ve ry

isola ted within the  com mittee  system  and in  the political g roup . Now  as an  individual,

you ca n on ly susta in that f or ce rtain amou nt of tim e.”

1.3.b. The role of political parties

The role of political parties is essential for most of a majority of respondents. It is
indeed within political parties that the selection of candidates is made before any
election. The question of racism and institutional racism within political parties is also
perceived as a major issue and one which explains their lack of pro-active
engagement with the question of Black representation. For the following respondent:

“The politica l parties have renied some of their responsibilities, particularly the Labour

group. The y should have actively gone out and seek how to actively involve and

supp ort Black  and e thnic m inority peop le in this pro cess .” 
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1.3.c. The question of positive action and positive discrimination

Two respondents have raised in their interviews a parallel between positive action for
women and positive action for ethnic minorities. Both these respondents shared the
view that a fair representation of Black and ethnic minority people would only be
achieved through strong institutional measures. The view of the following respondent
summarises the point:

“It is a great great pitty that the amoun t of em phasis tha t has g one  into ge nder equality

in polit ics and the postive action there has not been duplicated and used in terms of

race equality. The Labour party has on e view  on positive  action  and  wom en ca ndida te

and has a very different view on positive action and  Black and  mino rity ethnic

cand idates .“

1.3.d. Drain of Black and ethnic minority elites

Several respondents converge to argue that Bristol confronted a very specific
phenomenon leading highly educated Black and ethnic minority elite to leave the city.
This drain of this sort expertise which make it more difficult to reach parity in position
of seniority for instance in the public service is explained in the following words by a
BCC civil servants:  

“The reason for the exodus of the Black expertise is that Black issues are more in the

mainstream in London and other big cities, so it is easier in a way for a building up a

career, altho ugh  the iss ue there a re mo re difficult.

While regretting the absence of Black and ethnic minority people in position of
seniority within the council administration, the following community representative
reach the same conclusion about the drain of the Black expertise:

“W e havent got any senior offic er who is from B lack o r ethn ic minority origin . W e did

have one  or two  in the  pas t, but th ey didn’t stay in Bristol. They often think that staying

in Bristol would not benefit their career. In terms of career development, they often see

that the only cha nces  to ge t prom oted to ve ry senio r position is to move on to cities that

have muc h larger Black an d ethnic m inority po pulatio n, that have Black councillors,

that have a higher profile of B lack c omm unities , etc. This is n ot on ly in the p ublic

sector, it is a lso the case  in the vo luntary sector”

In some departments, this has particularly detrimental consequences. The following
BCC councillor reports that this is felt most acutely within the Community
Development department:

“In the department of Community Development, what we are seeing is that Black and

ethn ic minority staff are leaving the council because they are getting better paid jobs

eleswhere. And there is a shortage of Black and minority ethnic people with that sort of

regeneration experien ce. W e have a  partic ular p roble m in  Com munity Development

because people are leaving to voluntary sector regeneration-funded organisations. And

it is very d ifficult to  recru it the oth er way round  beca use p eop le are  bette r paid .”
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1.3. e. Tokenism

If representation of Black and ethnic minority people in democratically elected
councils is low, this tendency is even more accentuated within a number of
institutions and public agencies such as Hospital Boards, School Boards, Education
Authorities, Health Authorities, and so on, the so-called quangos. The question of
tokenism affect quangos in a quite direct fashion. As a respondent put it: 

”All these new public bodies have suddenly waken up and said we don’t have any

proper representa tion fo r Black and  other e thnic m inority people, so le ts try to rec ruit.

And they take people on board, but very often in a very tokenistic way, and also pick

people who fit the mould. On a personal level, I congratulate Black people who stand

up for becoming members of the boards of Hospital Trust or whatever, but very often

not all Black people have an equ ality perspe ctive. Sometim es these people ca n very

muc h underm ine the  com mun ities.”

This latter quotes illustrate that Black and ethnic minority activists have a very
specific view of representation. For them, what matters in the first instance, is not
symbolic representation, but the substantive representation of a diversity and race
equality perspective. This is illustrated by another respondent: 

“ Sometime people can be used in a very tokenistic way. I thin k it is always be ter to

have no representation than this sort of representation”

1.3.f. The electoral system

It s a point of note that very few respondents identify the electoral system as an
obstacle to a fair representation of Black and minority ethnic people. A LibDem BCC
councillor was the only respondent to raise the point. The points that is raised by this
respondent is actually a plea for proportional representation which is actually a more
general claim of the respondent’s party:

1.4. The representation of ethnic minorities in political life in Europe.

There is in Europe a clear pattern of under-representation of ethnic minorities. But as
in the UK, the situation is quickly evolving. There has been a significant progression
of the political representation of ethnic minorities in public and political life on the
continent in very recent years. In France, although there is no ethnic minority MP, it is
estimated that there were some 150 local councillors elected at the 1995 municipal
elections. Most French cities now have North African, Italian, Black African
councillors, and both with the parties of the left (Socialist Party, Greens, Citizens’
movement) and the right and centre-right (i.e. the Gaullist party Rally for the Republic
‘RPR’, and Christian-Democrat dominated Union for French Democracy ‘UDF’).
France has also 4 ethnic minority MEPs in Strasbourg. In the Netherlands, there are
9 Mps, no MEP and 75 local councillors. Finally in Belgium, there are 1 MEP, 4 MPs,
3 Mps in the second chamber, the Senate, 10 in the three Regional Parliaments
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(Brussels-Capital, Flanders and Walloonia) and 194 local councillors.18 

Comparing these experience, one thing becomes clear and that is the influence of
the electoral system. Countries implementing proportional representation (PR), like
Belgium and the Netherlands, are those where it is easiest for ethnic minorities to be
represented in public life, while countries with majority systems are more difficult.
Particularly, the French two-majority system implemented for local and general
elections is particularly detrimental to ethnic minorities. And it is no surprise to see,
that ethnic minority have maximised their political representation in the two French
elections held on the basis of the proportional system, namely the election to the
European Parliament and the elections to regional councils. 
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Conclusion - The political challenge of multiculturalism

In front of the difficulties for Black and ethnic minorities to find a just place in local
democracy, three kinds of policy scenarios are possible, but only two are likely. The
first is offered by multiculturalism which advocates for increased recognition of
diversity and minority ethnic identities in public life. The second view advocates for a
refoundation of civic institutions in an inclusive manner. There is something of a
French republican inspiration in this view which argue that race awareness in public
institutions engenders racial division and prejudice. The third view is the less likely
and the less optimistic as well. It considers the UK post-immigration multicultural
character as a failure and pleads for strong assimilationism, alongside a return policy
for recent immigrants. This third view, while politically marginal in the UK, has been
on the increase throughout Europe since the early eighties and is propagated by anti-
democratic far right parties.

Over the last decade, BCC has laid the foundation for a horizontal equalities
perspective coupled with a community development approach. This approach could
be categorised as being at the margin of both to the first and second policy-scenario.
In order for Bristol to respond to the challenge discussed in this report concerning the
the presence of Black and ethnic minorities in public life, elements of a diversity
agenda are to be recommended. Without a proactive policy imposing structural
changes, the disadvantage of black and ethnic minority people in terms of
participation and representation in public life will remain blattant for yet a number of
years to come. An equalities perspective alone will remain insufficient to remedy
these patterns and should therefore be complemented by a diversity perspective.
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Recommendations

1. Thwarting participatory deficits through appropriate consultation

Consultation is the key for future strategies aimed at increasing the involvement of
Black and ethnic minority in public life. It is through appropriate consultation that BCC
should be encouraged to redress the participatory deficit of ethnic minorities. Building
an inclusive democratic agenda reflecting the needs and aspirations of Black and
ethnic minorities will not avoid reconsidering the appropriateness of currently existing
consultative procedures. BCC should be encouraged to increase electoral
participation and simultaneously to pay specific attention to the demands which are
channelled through consultation, and in the first place through consultation with
voluntary and community organisation. BCC should also be encouraged to review the
work of the Race Forum with the aim to enable it to work efficiently, autonomously,
and with sufficient resources. 

The Bristol citizens’ panel indicated that more than two thirds Black and ethnic
minority people reported higher levels of bad information than whites about BCC
decisions and policies. This finding has a direct implication for the consultative
process. BCC should be extremely concerned about the need to communicate on the
decisions that are taken on the basis of consultation.

Other consultative procedures based on opinion survey should be encouraged and
the citizens’ panel upgraded. Future consultation through the citizens’ panel should
ensure that sufficient numbers of Black and ethnic minority people are surveyed.
Minimally, this mean that a booster sample is included in the citizens’ panel in order
to provide a higher statistical reliability of the views expressed by Black and ethnic
minority people than has been the case until now.

2. Increasing participation and representation through promoting active
citizenship

As already indicated above, increasing the participation of Black and ethnic minority
people will need to start by understanding the causes and the extent of the poor rates
of registration and turnout. addressing the question of registration on electoral
registers. The new system introduced in April 2001 allowing registration throughout
the year may provide the start of an answer for Black and ethnic minority, even
though it is too early to assess the real impact of the new system. Targeted
communication and information are also seen as element that might contribute to
increasing interest in elections. 

In order to increase the political representation of Black and ethnic minorities in
Bristol, BCC should prioritise to focus on raising awareness among political parties in
the first instance and among quangos (e.g. trusts, partnerships, school boards, etc.)
in the second instance. Political parties have an essential role to play to increase the
political participation of BOME. There is broad agreement among the respondents to
say that the major challenge is in the side of political parties. BCC should encourage



PARTICIPATION AND REPRESENTATION OF BLACK AND ETHNIC MINORITY PEOPLE 

44

political parties to adopt pro-active recruitment strategies targeted at BOME people,
to provide training opportunities to their BOME members. 

In order to increase the political representation of Black and ethnic minorities in
Bristol, BCC should also seek to target Black and ethnic minority communties
through informative and educative programmes aimed at raising awareness about
participatory citizenship.

3. Adopting a high profile and well publicised multicultural democracy plan
defining clear and measurable policy-objectives.

The administrative division of responsibilities between community development,
scrutiny and equalities, housing, education, and social services, does not permit
optimal visibility, readability, and accountability of BCC’s service delivery on
multiculturalism and racial equality. The conflation of multicultural race equality with
questions of anti-discrimination, anti-poverty, or urban regeneration should be
avoided as it lower their public saliency and lead to decrease the interest from Black
and ethnic minority people. Therefore, BCC should be encouraged to increase
structural coordination between corporate units and define clear policy-objectives in a
high profile and well publicised local multicultural democracy plan.
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Appendix - A note on the methodology

The research leading to this report was based on semi-structured qualitative
interview with local actors. Fifteen respondents were selected among three distinct
groups: local councillors, civil servants and people from the community and voluntary
sector. The selection was drawn on the basis of contacts provided by the Equalities
Unit of BCC. This selection was latter completed by a personal selection of
respondents aimed at broadening our view on political and policy-developments in
the city. It should be mentioned that the respondents offer a broad coverage of policy
actors, but it is not a sociologically representative sample of Black and ethnic minority
communities.

All the interviews were conducted face to face, except for one councillor who wished
to contribute in print due to a busy agenda. Most of the interviews with local
councillors and civil servants took place at the Council House. Nearly all respondents
from community and voluntary organisations were interviewed in their organisation’s
venues. Other respondents were interviewed in two cases at the University of Bristol
and in one case in a pub. 

Being a newcomer to Bristol without any preconceived idea about the local political
scene, I have contacted and proceeded with the councillors of all political parties
evenhandedly. Unfortunately, the opposite was not true. After Kamaljit Poonia, then
coordinator of Scrutiny and Equalities, had written a letter to a selection of councillors
bringing their attention to this research, I myself contacted these councillors from all
three parties by letter, email or telephone. While Labour and LibDem councillors gave
a sufficient level of response for the purpose of this report, none of the Conservative
councillors found it worth replying. This is why the selection of respondents among
councillors is not balanced. The break-up is as follows: 3 Labour and 2 Lib Dem.

Break-up of selected respondents by type of organisation and gender 
F M T

Bristol City councillors 1 4 5

Bristol City Council civil servant 4 1 5

Comm unity and voluntary organisations (Includ. Race Forum) 2 4 6

Total 7 9 16


