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1. [bookmark: _Toc144503359]Introduction
London Borough of Barking and Dagenham is a dynamic borough in East London. It has an ever growing community of more than 218 000 inhabitants. In 2015 it was ranked as one of the worst places to live in the UK, according to the survey of resident satisfaction. (Gander, 2015)
But since then, many of the issues in the community such as high crime rates, housing crisis and others have been addressed through multiple ongoing community engagement projects that will  the neighbourhood reach its full potential over time and help “To make Barking & Dagenham a place where people are proud of and want to live, work, study and stay.” (Barking and Dagenham Borough, 2023), as stated in the Borough’s manifesto. 
One of those developments since 2017 is the opening of the Future Youth Zone, which is the first in London, that opened in 2019. Their amazing facilities represents a £6m investment from the council, and other partnering funders, in the borough’s young people.
The report will provide a reflection on best practices adopted by the project and what could have been improved.
2. [bookmark: _Toc144503360]About the project
In 2017 the work began to create the first Youth Zone in London, called Future. The national charity OnSide partnered with Barking and Dagenham Council to build the Youth Zone. The construction was completed in 2019. (Barking & Dagenham, 2018)
The Future Youth Zone itself is a youth centre open all tear to young people from East London between ages of 8 to 19, and up to 25 with disabilities or learning difficulties.
The project also focuses to address key issues in the community such as crime with young people, misuse of drug & alcohol, unemployability of young people, lack of communication within the community, fewer number of young people who self-harm.

3. [bookmark: _Toc144503361]Objectives of the Youth Zone
The main goal of the Youth Zone is for people aged 8 to 19 to have ‘somewhere to go, something to do and someone to talk to’. It creates opportunities for more young people in the area to try new things and feel supported and have opportunity for development. The key target stakeholders of the project are the children and the young people living in Barking & Dagenham.
Once they decided where the youth zone will be, the charity also defined who is the project aimed at), how long it will take to build it, how much, the methodology and also the long-term benefits of it. 
The strategic goals of the place currently are the following (Barking & Dagenham Youth Zone, 2020):
· A focused, inspired young person, which would support the active membership of young people in the society.
· Youth Zone, focused on sustainability, which has positive impact in the long run on thelocal community and educates young people.
· A place where both the staff and the volunteers demonstrate the values of Future.
On an annual basis they provide a report to the UK Charity commission including detailed measurable goals, such as the number of volunteers they want to engage in the upcoming year, how many partnerships they aim to have and how they plan to achieve it. Also the reports include what has been achieved over the last year. 

According to the above, it can be concluded, that they are aligned to the SMART methodology goals, for the being specific, measurable, achievable, realistic & timely . Moreover, in my opinion, the project is a good example for coherent planning and designing of a project. The strategic goals are also focused and provide understanding about the vision of the center.

4. [bookmark: _Toc144503362]Principles of community engagement & how were they implemented in the project.
According to ATSDR community engagement can take many forms, but the main goal is to work collaboratively with and through groups, by grouping them through location or interests or livelihood and to help them have a better wellbeing. (NIH, 2015)
There are 9 key principles of community engagement and below you can find analysis how they were implemented through the Future Youth zone as a best practice and a reflection on what could have been done differently. (NIH, 2015)
1. The principle of having defined and clear goals and target group.
As already described the Future Youth zone had defined target group & goals.  I believe, that a really good practice is that they track objectives annually, which helps them with their development path.
2. The principle of understanding your community
When creating the proposal for support back in 2017 the charity organisation OnSide prepared a detailed analysis on why they want to open the center in Barking & Dagenham. (OnSide Youth zones, 2023). 
The organisation prior on deciding to request funding for the creation of the zone, had experience in some of the key types of volunteering such as service to others, campaigning and advocacy. (Rochester, 2009, p. 25). 
In my opinion, their key advantage for the fast development of the project, was the fact that they are coming from an experience of training & working with volunteers and young people from disadvantaged backgrounds, since 1996.
Having experience in such projects helps a lot to understand how to communicate the needs of the community and what to ask from stakeholders.
Point for improvement: What could have been improved is providing more information how the analysis was conducted, the methodology used and how many people were interviewed. This could have engaged more partners for funding. Also they did not have social medias for the center prior to creating it, which could have supported initial engagement with the target audience and creating more community surveys to understand the needs.
3. Establishing relationships in the community and finding community support prior to the creation of the project.
Prior to the creation of the youth zone, a key focus of theirs was building relationships. Not only for the young people to meet new people, but to also work with other volunteering organisations and gain funds through partners.
I believe, that one of the key success stories is working with the council of the borough of Barking and Dagenham, which helped them secure £3 million (Barking & Dagenham, 2018). I think that what led them to that was the promise not to only build the community, but also establish a Local board of trustees, have a comprehensive marketing and communications plan and continually engage locals.  They also are continuously helping the council achieve their community goals.
4. Understand the rights of all people in the community and their individuality.
It is not enough to call something a community and consider that the job of engaging them is finalised. It is key to empower them, support their ideas and help them find solutions. 
A good practice is that they addressed not only youngsters are but also their parents.
There is also an annual membership is only £5 which gives the youngsters sense of value, ownership, and equality. (Future Youth Zone, 2023). 
Moreover, they planned up-front investment in volunteers, so volunteers can also have a self-development plan and help bridge the gap between generations. Also, I think, that having local volunteers of all ages helps with the local buy-in and would help them by the team sharing positive stories, also helping them with other partnerships.
Point for improvement: It would have been beneficials for the community if also local schools and teachers were involved on how non-formal and formal education can collaborate together. That would mean that what they learn in school it can be translated into practice.
5. The principle of partnering with the community.
Building on the previous principle not only participating, but actually partnering with the community is important. Giving the voice to the volunteers, parents and the council helped for the implementation of the project.
6. The diversity of the community should be recognised and it should affect planning and designing the project.
In my view, this principle is also incorporated in the project, as the goal is to include all young people no matter their health status, socioeconomic background, race, sexuality etc. Also having a higher age gap for people with disabilities also supports the implementation of it.
This creates a place for the diverse community to meet and share improvement.
Point for improvement: More cultural understanding activities could have been proposed to bridge the diversity gap. Nowadays being tolerant and understanding the different cultures is key for successful development at work and outside of it.
7. Sustaining it is only possible by mobilizing community assets.
To mobilize the community the approach used is the so called “grassroot effect” and functions on less employees, more volunteers and also work with other community leaders. I believe this is a really crucial, as investing in upskilling human capital, they also create more resources for the borough. Also that helps them have less expenses on employee salaries.
8. Flexibility to adapt to the needs and not try to control the community.
The youth center created risk management procedures during the built of the center to cope exactly with that, which is public and updated on an annual basis. Each new generation of young people has their differences and specific issues, so without the flexibility the future of Future Youth zone would not be possible.
9. To have a successful community collaboration there should be a commitment from all involved parties.
They managed to build trust through implementing the other 8 principles in the community, partners and stakeholders, which in my opinion, should be maintained through transparency and discussions. The Youth zone is also becoming more and more strategic and they show the progress of a developed organisation. For example, they now have a 3 year strategy, written organisational values and certified professionals.
Point for improvement: There is no developed structure on how feedback is gathered and what methodologies are used. They could implement feedback focus groups that will help review their progress over time and what are the changes of opinions of both young people and parents.
5. The impact and best practices
Following their progress since the opening of the center in 2019 until now, we can confidently conclude  that the youth center has a positive and long-lasting impact to the youth of the brough. 
The goal upon completion of the project was for the Future Youth Zone to have at least 100 trained and skilled volunteers, that support the youth and at least 5000 members and 1500 visits per week. According to the Report of Future Youth Zone in March 2020, since their opening on October 1st 2019, the goal was fulfilled. 
According to the 2022 results the membership number now is over 10 000 young people. During 2021-2022 they have engaged with young people a total of  45,826 times. There is an employability programme, that supported 43 young people, 68% of the members belong to Black, Asion and Minority ethics group and have worked with 27 partner organisation and groups. They are also investing in their team and multiple team members have taken certification and qualifications in youth work. (Barking and Dagenham Youth Zone, 2022)

They are also investing in engaging the people through their website and social media. Their Instagram account currently has 3532 followers (futureyouthzone) and over 1600 posts informing the community about their future plans. The Facebook page (Future, Barking and Dagenham Youth Zone) has 1.9k followers. They also had active YouTube, LinkedIn, Twitter and Tik Tok accounts. 
Based on the above, we can conclude that, the offered social media diversity ensures that everyone can stay connected to the community created by them through their preferred social media platform.
Best practices that were adopted are communication, giving the community a voice, adaptability, developing human capital and working with public partners to achieve a better future for the borough.
Furthermore, throughout their growth they’ve had detailed information of their needs (monetary and non-monetary) and also accountability about how those resources are used.

6. [bookmark: _Toc144503363]Conclusion
Even though there is not established methodology of how the initial analysis of the community engagement is conducted and they do not have an effective and implemented feedback mechanism, the Future Youth Zone is an amazing example for a successful community project that followed to a great extend the key community principles and is developing a better community. 
In my view, they are flexible and open to change and successfully engage their target group to grow to full maturity as individuals and improve their conditions of life. 
As a recommendation, they should continue to develop partnerships, but also explore not only local organisation, but grow their work and network in more areas in London, while continuing to use their knowledge and resources.
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