
Near Neighbours brings people together in diverse communities to build relationships 
that transform their local neighbourhood.
A group of diverse neighbours in East London are taking action together to make their community a safer place to live. 
Local residents, churchgoers, and business people of di� erent religious and cultural backgrounds are coming together 
to provide community safe havens for people � eeing violence, under the banner of Markhouse CitySafe campaign. 

The project enables vulnerable people to � nd help, and is building stronger ties between the neighbourhood’s diverse 
residents. The campaign began in response to the number of people who had been a� ected by muggings and gang-related 
violence, and because a group of neighbours felt strongly enough about the situation to take action rather than stand by. 

This case study examines:

●  The issues the project is tackling

●  The action local people are taking

●  The impact it’s having in the community 

THE ISSUE
The Markhouse area of Walthamstow is not unlike many other East London neighbourhoods. It 
is a diverse community, with 66% of Black, Asian, or Minority Ethnic residents. Around four in ten 
children are living in poverty, which is higher than average for the Borough, and the number of 
people claiming Jobseeker’s Allowance is also high. Crime rates are only slightly above average, but a 
number of high pro� le violent incidents became an increasing source of anxiety for local residents. 

One particular incident that reached the headlines was 
the death of Ezekiel Amosu, aged 17, who was hit by a bus 
whilst � eeing from a gang. Ezekiel had been walking home 
from a piano lesson when the gang, armed with wooden 
planks and bricks, began chasing him in an apparent 
attempt to steal his phone. On another occasion, a man was 
stabbed whilst seeking refuge in a local cafe, having been 
pursued inside by a stranger following a minor altercation. 

Incidents like these created concern and a sense of unease 
in the community, prompting a small and diverse group 
of residents to try and do something about it. Leading the 
group was Father Steven Saxby, the local vicar, who knew 
all too well of the need to take action after his own teenage 
children had been mugged not long previously. Part of the 
problem, he says, is a breakdown of local relationships: 

“Lack of knowing our neighbours leads to community 
fragmentation and thus to ‘turning a blind eye’ to cries for 
help. One of our 15 year olds was recently mugged, and no 
one responded to cries for help by his younger brother – we 
want to change this kind of response by building community 
togetherness to better our neighbourhood.”
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The rapport built between the Muslim shopkeepers, local vicar Father Steven, community 
organiser Lina Jamoul, and the volunteers from the community is one of the ways this project is 
making a di� erence. The establishment of safe havens, and the way the campaign is raising local 
awareness about community safety, is also having a positive impact in the neighbourhood.

The new relationships created between people from diverse backgrounds has led to further initiatives and 
ideas for future collaboration. On the back of these new relationships, a street party was held in Markhouse 
to celebrate the Diamond Jubilee. The community spirit and organisation of local people helped them secure 
£1800 from the Council towards the party. This brought together people who had � rst met through the CitySafe 
campaign, extending hospitality to their neighbours in the community, and building on the friendships already 
created. For example, due to the positive relationships created by the campaign, one of the safe haven shops 
donated the ice cream for the street party.

The safe havens themselves have also had an immediate impact. The al-Haq shop, one of the � rst to sign up to 
the campaign, has reported two incidents where it’s had the opportunity to intervene. Father Steven tells the 
story of one incident which demonstrates the impact the project is having:

“Abi, a local Muslim woman, whose husband worships � ve times a day at the mosque, and Sandra, a member of the church, 
were partners on our of our CitySafe action days. They had never met before and formed a friendship with each other. They 
went together to meet Hussain, the owner of a local restaurant grill and helped persuade him to make his shop a safe haven. 
A few weeks later, the shop provided safety for a woman in distress who was found on the street. Hussain then helped the 
woman get back to her home safely.”

There is now a desire among the local residents to establish a community organisation to take forward the CitySafe 
campaign and develop other projects and initiatives. More action days are planned to sign up new safe havens and to 
provide more opportunities for people to develop the friendships that have started. The church and the mosque are 
continuing to build closer links and are exploring more areas where they can work together to bene� t the community. 
The impact of this project will continue to be felt thanks to the relationships created and bonds formed amongst the 
diverse Markhouse community.

Father Steven is very positive about the impact the project is having. “The safety campaign, and sub-initiatives like the 
street party, has engendered a sense of community spirit and neighbourly togetherness such as has never been known here 
since the area became a multicultural neighbourhood”, he says. “The Near Neighbours grant was a catalyst for change that 
will make a lasting di� erence.”

FIND OUT MORE
If you would like to � nd out more about Near Neighbours and its small grant fund, please go to www.nearneighbours.org.uk

For more information about London Citizens and the CitySafe campaign, visit www.citizensuk.org/campaigns/
citysafe-campaign/
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Father Steven knew that � xing relationships was not a 
task he could achieve on his own, and that an alliance of 
diverse local residents and organisations would be crucial 
if a campaign were to take o� . His church is a member 
of London Citizens, a grassroots network of churches, 
mosques, schools, and community groups, which work 
together to deliver change in their local communities. 
London Citizens has developed a programme for 
improving community safety, called CitySafe, which had 
already been tried elsewhere in London. The Markhouse 
residents decided to work with London Citizens to run a 
CitySafe campaign in their neighbourhood, which Father 
Steven and a Muslim community organiser, Lina Jamoul, 
would coordinate together.

THE ACTION
The aim of the campaign is to make Markhouse 
a safer place to live for everyone by reducing 
the number of violent incidents taking place 
on the streets. To do this, the campaign set out 
to create a number of local safe havens, where 
people in danger could seek sanctuary and 
� nd protection.

To achieve this, the campaign has two key tasks: it needs to organise residents from across the diverse community to 
work together, and it needs to persuade local shopkeepers and businesses to volunteer their premises as safe havens. 

Bringing People Together
With funding provided by Near Neighbours, a community organiser was seconded from London Citizens to 
spearhead the development of the project under the direction of Father Steven and Lina. Using the principles 
of community organising, they were tasked with building relationships amongst and between people living in 
Markhouse, by listening to their views about the area and encouraging them to take action through the CitySafe 
campaign. 

As a result of this process, Father Steven has been able to build on existing links with the mosque at the end of his 
road and develop a stronger relationship with key individuals there. The mosque agreed to join his church in working 
together on the campaign. As well as the mosque, support was received from other local churches, the police, and 
sta�  at local schools. 

The work of the organiser meant that the campaign could call on the support of a wide cross section of the 
community. At its � rst campaign meeting, � rst encounters between people of di� erent faiths, nationalities, and 
languages took place, creating opportunities for friendship and solidarity where once ignorance and suspicion could 
take hold. In all, thirty volunteers from diverse backgrounds were recruited to take part in the campaign.
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“It’s critical to show that this is a project of the whole community.” 
Father Steven Saxby

Vinn Garment Care Centre signs up to become a safe haven

Walthamstow community organiser Lina Jamoul and local resident Cyril Salvador work  together on the campaign
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Making a Di� erence
The second stage of the campaign involves the creation of a number of community safe havens where people 
� eeing violence can � nd sanctuary. To achieve this, two action days were organised where local residents went out 
in pairs to talk to local shopkeepers and businesses about the issues behind the campaign and to ask whether they 
would consider being a safe haven. 

Wherever possible, volunteers went around in multi faith pairs, with regular churchgoers working alongside 
their neighbours from the mosque. This has enabled relationships to deepen between ordinary members of 
the community who would not usually interact with each other. It also presents a strong visual symbol, showing 
that the campaign belongs to the whole community, unlike many initiatives which are seen to represent only a 
particular section of it. Father Steven acknowledges that if the campaign is to achieve its aims, “it’s critical to show 
that this is a project of the whole community.” The pairing of people from di� erent backgrounds is therefore crucial. 

The action days were successful in signing up local businesses to join the campaign. There are currently nine 
commercial properties on the main thoroughfares which are now designated safe havens. Most of the shopkeepers 
in the area are Muslim, and so their involvement represents another way this project is building relationships 
between people of di� erent faiths. The businesses all agree to display a sign in their window to signal they are part 
of the local network of safe havens. Their involvement commits the owners and managers to o� er sanctuary to 
anyone that needs it, locking the door and calling the police if there’s a threat of violence. 


