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The concept of "community cohesion" was developed in 2001 in response to the Bradford, Burnley and Oldham riots. It aimed to break down the ignorance and fear of each of the communities. The term is now common currency and a central part of government approach to race and community relations. But is it working and are we, at last, coming to terms with Britain's multiculturalism? 

The final report of the community cohesion panel, which I chaired, was published last week, and argues that race and identity issues should not just be discussed by the British National Party. It also suggests that dismissing concerns about migration as "racist" does not help. Yet the government is still reluctant to generate the widespread and open debate about identity, shared values and citizenship that it accepted needed to take place in 2001. There are, however, signs of a change. 

Scotland appears to be first off the mark with its campaign One Scotland - Many Cultures, despite not being included in the review team's original report. A number of local authorities have developed "we all belong" programmes, often backed up by innovative cross-cultural schemes. School twinning, interfaith networks and culture-swap programmes all appear to be having some success. 

The government says it does want a debate, but only if such a debate does not fuel prejudice against black and minority ethnic communities. Perhaps we should put it more positively - all communities should feel valued and feel able to subscribe to a new set of values, rather than feel dependent on an external frame of reference as a result. 

The debate must be grasped with the outcome of a much more active approach to citizenship for the whole community, not just newcomers. Citizenship ceremonies are currently regarded as a minority sport, viewed with some embarrassment, but some form of new event should be used to mark all 18-year-olds' transition to democratic participation. 

Trevor Phillips, chair of the Commission for Racial Equality, wants multiculturalism replaced with a type of "integration", which sounds a bit too much like "assimilation". But he vehemently disagrees with the assertion by David Goodhart, editor of liberal magazine Prospect, that diversity is the problem. 

More integration has to be a good thing, but it should maintain the multiculturalism model that allows differences to be respected. Further, a managed migration policy should be complemented with a managed settlement policy. Local authorities should be given the lead role in this, overseeing the work of the National Asylum Support Service and all the other agencies. This means not slipping people into areas (often the poorest with the worst housing) and hoping that they go unnoticed. This also means local authorities working with the newcomers to actively settle them, and with the host communities to deal with resource conflicts and tackle problems of identity and citizenship in an positive way. 

The racists - and those who are simply afraid of difference - will always complain, so why not deal with them and any real problems that they raise in an open way? 

Local authorities will need to develop new skills. But influencing attitudes and values is never an easy task, nor is it one they have traditionally undertaken. Regeneration is generally seen as a physical task, rather than as the promotion of citizenship, encouraging people to build "social capital" - the trust and power of association that bind communities together. This will mean that local authorities need to develop the more rewarding but more difficult role of community leadership. Without such leadership, communities will always be no more than a collection of individuals. 

Community cohesion, however, is not just about attitudes and values. It means tackling basic inequalities at the same time. We cannot hope to have a cohesive community if some sections are so disadvantaged that they have no hope of securing a real stake in society. It also means avoiding segregation in schools, housing and leisure facilities. It means providing policing on a different basis, and gaining the support of voluntary organisations to break down the barriers. The way we communicate - and especially the role of the press and media - is also vital. 

All of these issues are tackled in the report The End of Parallel Lives?, or in the associated advice and guidance produced by 12 practitioner groups. The issues covered by the specialist groups include housing, education and health and involved some 200 people working with the community cohesion panel over the past two years. This is a reminder that, in community cohesion terms at least, there are no quick fixes. 

Whether or not central and local government take up the panel's suggestions remains to be seen, but if we do not tackle some of the issues around race relations in the way that the report offers, I fear we will see a growth in Britain of extremism. 

· Ted Cantle chaired the independent review team for the Home Office into the northern riots in 2001. The Cantle report made about 70 recommendations to promote community cohesion. Since April 2002, he has chaired the panel that has advised ministers on how to best implement those recommendations.




