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In September 2021, Voluntary Action Leeds received a small
amount of funding from West Yorkshire Violence Reduction
Unit to strengthen links between communities and the work of
the Unit to reduce incidence of serious violence in Leeds. This
funding was to continue VAL’s infrastructure work (sharing
information and learning from the VRU and wider community
safety agenda, feeding into and influencing strategy, supporting
organisations seeking funding for community safety activity).
Additionally, VAL was committed to learning from a previous
VRU project that explored community led responses to violence
by directing the majority of the funding it received (£3250 of
£4000) towards small scale (short-term) grassroots projects that
put community members in the driving seat.
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What was the VRU Project?

After informal conversations with grassroots organisations, VAL partnered
with two organisations to explore community led interventions:

1) Circles of Life Women Together (a Culturally Diverse women’s project)

who wished to open dialogue about domestic violence and abuse.

2) LS14 Trust who wished to begin conversations with boys, young men

and their parents about knife carrying and knife crime in an area (Seacroft)

that has lower reported levels of knife crime than some other

neighbourhoods, but where adult community members had reported

growing numbers of incidents to the community organisation.



A heightened awareness that carrying a knife is a risk factor rather than a
protective factor for their safety

A raised understanding of criminal exploitation and of the risk of getting
involved in County Lines

That the young people understand more about how being a ‘bystander’ can
draw them into gangs and subsequently into contact with the Criminal Justice
System.

LS14 Trust worked with St Giles Trust to develop a series of youth work
interventions which enabled young people to reflect on their experiences of knife
carrying and knife crime. The sessions were attended by 20 young people with 15
of these young people attending regularly.

The work was based around youth led activities and focused on group discussions.
It included testimony from a St Giles Trust worker who discussed his experience of
being in prison and of being both a gang member and being the victim of
violence.

Youth worker reflections on the sessions identified some important learnings that
the young people had taken away from the sessions including:

 

LS14 Trust

In their feedback young people said:

Think before you do because
decisions have impacts that may
ruin your whole life. Walk away
before I get into trouble.

1.30 to 2.00 to bleed out if you get
stabbed in the heart. If you get
stabbed don’t take the knife out.
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Work with parents
LS14 Trust have also held drop in coffee 
mornings with adults across the 
community to explore their concerns, 
help them to understand the warning 
signs of gang involvement and to 
discuss ways of positively engaging with 
their children if they believe they are at 
risk of getting involved in knife crime. 

LS14 wanted to create an atmosphere 
where adults could raise their concerns 
informally so they chose not to record attendance at these events. Some adults
just had a cup of tea and passed the time….others got into more detailed
conversations. Nevertheless, they feel that opening this conversation is an
important first step to building community confidence to take a stand over knife
crime.

Next Steps
As part of the project the young people learned about the ‘Knife Angel’ in Oswestry
– made from knives donated through amnesties and seized by the police. The
young people were energized by this work and are leading work with youth
workers to replicate the project in Seacroft.

Building a programme
For LS14 this small scale funding was timely, as it enabled them to form their
relationship with St Giles Trust and to pilot work that they felt was critically
important. They have used the learning from this work to gain additional funding
from the education Cluster in Seacroft for a school-based project and to lay the
ground work for a new boy’s group that they are supporting through a Youth
Work grant from Leeds City Council. In being flexible and by aligning funding in
this way, as so many third sector organisations do, they feel confident they can
continue to have an impact on the factors that cause young people to get involved
in knife crime.

 

LS14 Trust
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for some of the men it was both an opportunity to look for the first time at their
experience of violence as both victims and as perpetrators

training beauty therapists to recognize the signs of abuse and giving them the
skills and knowledge to signpost support

sewing signposting information like ‘Ask for Angela’ onto the labels of
headscarves

Circles of Life ran a series of informal workshops for people from culturally diverse
communities (largely South Asian women) exploring their experiences of domestic 
violence, their understanding of domestic violence and action that can be taken to
reduce domestic violence and abuse.

Across three sessions Circles of Life were joined by 44 women and 12 men from
minoritized communities. They also held an International Women’s Day event to
promote the work and to celebrate women’s solidarity. A group of the
participating women met the Lord Mayor of Leeds Cllr Asghar Khan where they
shared their lived experience of domestic violence and raised awareness.

At the sessions there were lots of common themes including:

1) Participants felt that having the opportunity to talk about their lived experience
was an important first step to healing

2) Lots of participants felt that their understanding of domestic abuse had been
low when they attended the session and that the session had helped them to
recognize abusive behaviours

3) Participants wanted a stronger relationship with the Police, but building those
relationships needed to happen in a safe space (such as the workshops they
attended) in the presence of a community leader they trust

4) There were lots of great ideas for strengthening support for women such as:

Circles of Life
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Circles of Life

In their feedback participants said:

This is the only place I feel safe and can say what I want

Today was a very interesting session, I did not realise that there are so many
different types of violence and abuse against women and girls

I have never heard of men given the chance to talk about such a sensitive topic

Circles of Life will, of course, continue to deliver their women’s talking groups
and are looking at how they can help to get minoritized people involved in
shaping the West Yorkshire Mayor’s strategy to reduce violence against women
and girls.

As a result of one of the project conversations with a group of Sudanese women
they have been approached by women’s groups from several other African
diaspora communities and they are exploring how they can extend their work to
these groups.

They were really excited about the suggestions to build safety training into
beauty therapy and to signpost through sewing and are thinking about how
they can develop these ideas into new projects.
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At VAL, we feel incredibly proud to have been able to work with such
motivated and creative grassroots organisations who wanted to try out ideas
to put communities closer to the centre of discussion about reducing serious
violence. These two small projects show that when people come together
with organisations that they trust and that are grounded in their
communities it strengthens everyone’s confidence to act.

We know that our colleagues at TSL Kirklees are currently exploring
ways this sort of community led action around violence might be
spread out across neighbourhoods and we’re keen to learn from their
work and explore whether, in Leeds, neighbourhood/community
organisation partnerships could form that drive positive change.

Next Steps for VAL
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