Local government and NGO programmes that aim to improve social cohesion 
A government cannot strengthen relations working in isolation, as it is just one of the players involved.  

Connecting diverse communities requires working across all sectors, not just at the level of central government.  Local government, business, community groups, churches and individuals all have a role to play.  Community involvement and leadership are also essential to the success of this work. 

Local government has a key role in supporting ethnic communities and improving intercultural relationships.  Some local authorities have initiated relevant programmes in this area, with some also involved in supporting migrant and refugee settlement.  
An example of an initiative established by local government is the Christchurch "It's Time to Talk" programme. The model for “It’s Time to Talk” originated from Seattle in the United States and has been implemented by the Christchurch City Council.  The programme involves guest speakers discussing issues around race relations, participants engaging in round table discussions, and the promotion of "host dinners" where participants meet people from different communities by hosting a meal in their own home or attending one in someone else's home.  The programme has been well received in Christchurch and has received nationwide publicity.

A large range of community and voluntary organisations are involved in supporting ethnic communities to settle into New Zealand society and strengthen relations between communities.  Non-government organisations tend to work with those migrants who are facing the greatest barriers to settling well in New Zealand – such as lack of financial resources, inability to communicate in English, and lack of history living in a Western country.

RMS Refugee Resettlement is an example of a non-government organisation that plays a key role in helping new migrants settle.  RMS was first established in 1976 and the work of paid and volunteer staff has helped over 40,000 refugees make New Zealand their new home.  In 2007 RMS employed about 40 paid staff and trained 380 new volunteers.  RMS provides services to refugees, educates the public about refugee issues, and liaises with government agencies to meet the needs in the community.

ESOL Home Tutors is another organisation that makes a significant contribution to improving settlement outcomes for newcomers to New Zealand through improving their English language skills.  In 2006, over 5,700 adult migrant and refugees received English language support from approximately 3000 volunteer ESOL Home Tutors and 200 paid staff nationwide.  74% of these adult learners were women and 24% were refugees and asylum seekers.  People of Asian and Middle Eastern origins were the organisation’s two largest groups of learners.  ESOL Home Tutors has been operating since 1992.

Some private organisations are leading the way with their practices that enhance social cohesion.  One example is the development of a Muslim prayer room within the Mt Albert Pak ‘n Save supermarket.  The prayer room allows the high number of Muslim staff to attend their daily prayers, and as a result, employment turnover for the business has reduced. 

The Ministry of Social Development and the Office of Ethnic Affairs are setting up a database of local government activities.  If you know of some that should be added to the list, email us at connecting@dia.govt.nz

