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Participatory music is becoming increasingly valued as a powerful tool in tackling disadvantage and regenerating 
communities, particularly when it involves all parts of the community. Anita Holford reports on a music initiative in 
Hackney which is helping people of all ages, from schools to pensioners’ clubs, to get involved in their local 
community. 
 
In April 1999, one of the eighteen policy action teams set up by the  Social Exclusion Unit of HM Government, published a 
report about best practice in using the arts and sport to engage people in poor neighbourhoods. The report found that: 
   
“Art and sport can not only make a valuable contribution to delivering key outcomes of lower long-term unemployment, less 
crime, better health and better qualifications, but can also help to develop the individual pride, community spirit and capacity 
for responsibility that enable communities to run regeneration programmes themselves.” 
Chris Smith, Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport, PAT 10 Report, April 1999 

 
Hackney Music Development Trust’s ‘Opportunities Through Music’ scheme has become an important part of community life 
on the Clapton Park Estate, one of the largest estates in London in one of the poorest boroughs in the UK.   
 
The project involves workshops and classes which take place at the three community centres on the estate, as well as three 
performances each year in the central Gilpin Square. These ‘festivals’ are important displays of community pride as well as 
providing opportunities for a much wider audience to get involved. 
 
The children’s group, supported by ENO’s Baylis Programme has learnt how to play instruments, use computer technology 
and compose lyrics; an older group of young people developed CDs of their music technology compositions, one of which was 
later promoted through the local employment and training agency under the title ‘Clapton Park All Stars’. Other activities 
include: African dancing and drumming; song-writing and composition; a music club band; a gospel choir; steel pan courses, 
music technology courses and a pensioners’ choir.   
 
Initially, schools benefited only indirectly, but soon two of the schools approached HMDT to extend the project into their after 
school clubs, and now the African dancing and drumming group meets two days a week at these clubs. 
 
Adam Eisenberg, Director of the Trust, explains: “We’re trying to provide the opportunity to work with professional musicians 
right on their doorstep, particularly because many simply can’t get to other activities because of their age, mobility or 
economic circumstances.” 
 
“The programme is absolutely driven by the residents. It was something that they asked for, and we meet with them monthly 
to discuss suggestions for programming, and get feedback. What’s also interesting is that the meetings have developed into a 
forum for discussion of everything from health issues to estate matters, and we’ve helped them with all sorts of information, 
such as how to get funding, how the Council works.”   
 
“It’s certainly changed the way that residents deal with each other and with other agencies, and that’s an important legacy.  
Previously, we’d have stories of kids throwing rubbish into the gardens of pensioners; older people had a very poor view of the 
local kids and there were great divides between the different housing blocks. That’s improved a great deal and there’s much 
more co-operation - it’s much more of a community now.” 
      
 
 
 


