              HOW A COMMUNITY DETERMINES ITS OWN SOCIAL DESTINY

On 22 September, Eric Midwinter, social historian and social policy analyst, spoke to a good-sized and appreciative audience at the first of the Society's latest programme of meetings. He demonstrated how public services are not of themselves change agents but are very reliant on the behaviour of families and communities in terms of their effectiveness. He took three significant examples, examining them both in historical context and as they are currently performing.

Law and order – after a long period of abnormally low crime rates, crime in the UK jumped by a massive fifteen times from the 1950s, after the strong communal disciplines of the era about 1860/1950 collapsed and as possessions, like televisions, phones and washing machines, largely replaced more collective amenities, like cinemas, telephone kiosks and laundries, in a more materialist 'admass' climate. This occurred although both police and prison numbers had doubled in the same time. Eric Midwinter cited how a third of thefts were drug-related and two-fifths of violent crimes were alcohol-related as evidence of the impact of communal life-style on crime rates. With regard to the detachment of many youths from the mainstream of society, he described how the annual cost of imprisoning a young offender is £60,000 while the per capita expenditure on the youth service is as low as £20 in some areas. As well as the anxiety of modern 'incivilities'  (noise, vandalism, grafitti etc), there was the danger of the car, both cause and effect of crime, with 3200 deaths and 30,000 serious injuries a year, with excess speed in built-up areas and alcohol heavily implicated.

Health – the NHS has been called the National Illness Service, for over 90% of its resources are necessarily expended on cure rather than prevention. The great success of Victorian public health strategies of fresh water and sanitation rid the nation of many epidemic diseases such as cholera and typhus, but today's diseases, similarly epidemic in outcome, are more to with life-style. 'Death is now socially constructed'; Eric Midwinter explained how three-quarters of British deaths are caused by circulatory or cancerous disorders, many of them the result of smoking, alcohol, chronic stress, poor diet and other social manifestations. For example, there are 1.6m dependent drinkers in the UK (33,000 deaths annually) and 1m morbidly obese adults (31,000 deaths annually), with special mention needed of 1.5m children obese or overweight. Smoking, the annual cause still of 114,000 yearly deaths, and eating out/takeaway food are now second and third highest – after house rent/mortgage costs – in the average weekly household budget.

Education – even before schools were fully established in Victorian times, the community had contrived to reach a literacy level of possibly 90%  - and the home and neighbourhood continues to be the main reason for the success or otherwise of schools. The frank admission of the principal leaders of the genome project that the social environment remains by far the chief dictator of both health and ability underlines the constant research findings that show the home and community out-guns the school by four to one in terms of a pupil's achievement. The two leading factors in this are the early difference of a language-rich and a language-poor background – it is believed that at 22 months a child's educational attainment at 26 years may be gauged – and the issue of motivation – it has been demonstrated that if a school has 35% of its pupils who are well-motivated then that will weigh the school in favour of being fit for purpose. The school is not, of itself, the agent of social mobility many believe it to be.

Eric Midwinter argued that the police officers, doctors and teachers had all had much the same training irrespective of the districts where they found themselves working and that relative success or failure was down to communal strengths or weaknesses. He strongly urged that this was not a matter of fate or the market but was an organic phenomenon that could and should be monitored, protected and, if necessary, changed by public intervention and action. Using the town mayor's recent description in the Harpenden Society News of the Harpenden Society being 'a kind of moral barometer', he suggested that the Society had a key role in this regard.

He particularly mentioned a watch on alcohol usage, the perils of an over commitment to motor transport and its effects on the pedestrian (Harpenden has an estimated 25,000 motorised vehicles) youth facilities, preventative health programmes, for instance, in respect of the obesity epidemic, and the vital need for 0-5 years educational provision, all as being examples of where 'the moral barometer' should be in evidence.

