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These practice notes have been produced to illustrate the strength in Community Development approaches 

to growing and nurturing Community Resilience through grass roots initiatives. The case study and examples 

are  shared to promote the spread of knowledge and experience in this field of work. 

 

CoSocial  is a team of specialist practitioners working in the field of social and community development. We believe that a community 

development approach to addressing the needs of people across the globe is vital in shaping healthier, prosperous, more sustainable 

and resilient communities for the 21st century.  
 

 

 

Community resilience work in Great 

Yarmouth, UK: 

a community development approach 

 
 

The setting 

Great Yarmouth has its fair share of local emergencies. Within the first year or so of the full time 

emergency planner being in post emergency, rest centres were activated three times to 

accommodate evacuees due to major fires in the town. Much to everyone’s relief the incidence of 

fires reduced dramatically once the arsonist had been caught. Other incidents, some requiring 

cordons, have included accidental chlorine gas release, unexploded bomb alerts, and property 

damage due to high winds and vehicle collisions. Surface water flooding due to intense rain storms 

and localised cloud bursts is experienced each year at different locations around the town.  

 

A key concern that often grabs the headlines is the town’s vulnerability to a North Sea tidal surge 

which is shared by many low-lying communities along the East Coast. Widespread tidal flooding is 

the major disaster that could befall the town and for which specific emergency plans are in place. 

There are still people in the town who remember spending wet and cold nights on rooftops during 

the floods of January 1953 which claimed many lives along the east coast and many more in 

Holland. In November 2007 another major North Sea tidal surge threatened the town resulting in a 

major evacuation of residents to stay with friends and family or in rest centres located out of the 

flood zone. It was a close run thing with the water level only centimetres away from flooding large 

parts of the town but the wind changed at the last minute and the danger abated.  
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With such a range of threats, experienced and potential, it is important for residents, businesses, 

elected members and anyone involved in the town to have an awareness of the threats and an 

appreciation of how to respond “if the worst happens”. The impact of climate change, in particular 

sea level rise, makes this even more an imperative. Working with residents and businesses on 

raising awareness and enhancing resilience is therefore a key aspect of emergency planning. 

Community resilience should be an integral part of emergency planning and not considered an 

“add on”. It should be a two-way process of sharing information, views, opinion and guidance 

between the community and emergency responders to foster mutual understanding and 

confidence.  

 

In Great Yarmouth, therefore, community resilience was seen as a significant priority. But how and 

where do you start when ‘Emergency Planning’ consisted of one manager? It was recognised that 

for community resilience to be more formally developed it needed to be understood and 

supported by those already working within communities. 

   

  
Children’s questionnaires about preparing for emergencies and planning poster 

 

In a rural area the focal point for developing resilience is often the Parish Council. They lead on it, 

create a local emergency plan, and submit the plan to the local authority- job done. In an urban 

community, without a parish council, we knew the approach had to be different. But importantly 

we felt that it needed to be different, that there should be a significant emphasis on raising 

awareness, really building capacity and trust, and going beyond the completion of a plan by a few. 

So, how to get started? 
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Neighbourhood working 

Great Yarmouth Borough Council has invested in community development for years, seeing it as a 

critical factor in supporting communities facing multiple disadvantages. Wards in the urban centre 

of the borough fall within the bottom 10% of the national indices for multiple deprivations, with 

specific areas falling within the bottom 2 per cent. Community development is recognised as a key 

approach to supporting communities to address local issues. 

 

Great Yarmouth has three urban neighbourhood development programmes, following the success 

of a government funded Neighbourhood Management initiative which began in 2006. The 

programmes work to coordinate local service delivery to better meet the self-identified collective 

priorities of the communities within the neighbourhoods. Central to this work is community 

engagement and involvement activity, with the ultimate objective of empowering people to 

confidently make decisions and act for themselves. To achieve this GYBC have continued to 

invest in locality based community development work.  

 

Community development initiatives, led by a 

dedicated Neighbourhood Development Officer 

(NDO), work to involve local people in making 

decisions about their street, estate, community, etc. 

In support of the street level work, a Neighbourhood 

Manager coordinates and involves relevant service 

providers along with residents to develop strategic 

and longer-term plans for the neighbourhood.  In 

order to involve as many people as possible in 

leading and developing initiatives, significant 

attention has to be paid to ensuring that sufficient time is set aside for the forming and 

development of relationships. This is recognised as crucial to 

effective and meaningful engagement at the local 

community level. 

 

‘Participating’ is often not an automatic step for some 

people. This is true particularly amongst those who 

previously have been less likely to engage with public 

services and/or social and community development 

initiatives. Just as it would take some time for a person you 

meet for the first time to become a good enough 

acquaintance to invite for dinner regularly, so it also takes 

time for people to gain enough familiarity or trust to 

become fully involved or even empowered to participate in 

developing local initiatives, such as Community Resilience. 
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As with the majority of communities, we have a hardworking and dedicated core of active 

residents- people in resident’s associations, shop keepers, community groups, local activists, 

church wardens, cadet and youth leaders, schools reps. This is a great group of people, and key 

individuals for inaugural conversations regarding resilience planning. However, through the work of 

the Neighbourhood Development programme, we also have a heightened awareness that many 

other people could be involved but are not. Communities can often be intimately connected, in 

ways that are less obvious to an outsider such as a local government officer. If these street level 

networks can be identified and supported to develop understanding in agendas, such as 

preparedness and community resilience, they will ultimately be stronger in times of extreme 

pressure or crises.  

 

We also knew however, that community resilience isn’t often the number one priority for 

communities, especially those living amongst significant challenge in their lives. Other day to day 

challenges like unemployment, low income, health, personal relationships, family management, 

drug and alcohol dependency, take priority. We knew that the majority of people would not be 

queuing up to come to a meeting about resilience. And for many, what does that term even mean? 

 

Street level networks and involvement 

Often ‘community engagement’ is translated as going out into communities, perhaps with your pop 

up banner from your organisations, and trying to get people to talk to you and take your leaflets. 

Whilst this can be an effective method, it also misses out a load of people too- those who don’t 

want to talk to you, or any other ‘official’, about what you are effectively trying to sell.  

 

So, the very first brief for our community worker was- get out and about and chat to people about 

anything they want to chat about- wheelie bins, dog fouling, the kids sitting on the wall on a Friday 

night, and the weather. Chat to people about whatever it is they feel they want to chat about. Do it 

in places where people naturally gather within neighbourhood settings; at the school gates, in the 

queue at the chippy
1
, outside the corner shop, during the evening in the local pub. Just get to know 

people, and develop some familiarity. Eventually, after a level of familiarity and acquaintance has 

been developed, they will ask ‘so what do you do, then?’- and often that is when some people are 

ready to find out more, and also share their thoughts and concerns with you. These thoughts and 

concerns (whatever they may be) need to be respected and where possible addressed or 

investigated; all the time encouraging and supporting people to take the steps to do this with you. 

 

Here is one example, and there are many more. 

 

“Our local priority is Anti Social Behaviour” 

Our development worker got to know a group of men and women who lived on a couple of 

adjacent streets within a small neighbourhood. They would always say to her- “What really needs 

to happen here is something to sort out the kids- they’re always causing problems- criminal 

damage, drinking, fighting- it’s got to stop.” 

 

                                                        
1 Fish and Chips ‘take away’ shop 
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She chatted to them about the problems, phoned them the morning after incidents to see if things 

had got worse, popped by on her way to other community meetings- developing that relationship. 

One day she asked them if they would like to help her look for some real solutions. After some 

pondering, they eventually got together in someone’s front room and talked about how a youth 

club might be a way to address some of the issues. Initially they thought that the council needed to 

do it, but the development worker talked to them about supporting them doing it themselves. 

Confidence, experience and a perceived lack of capabilities was an initial barrier, but they kept 

talking about the idea.  

 

Over the next few months the idea developed into a plan, which involved realising they could 

actually do it themselves, thinking up a name, getting paperwork in place, and applying for start up 

funds (£375!). The Den Youth Club was eventually formed, and not only was it linked to a dramatic 

reduction in youth associated ASB in the neighbourhood, but we also saw an incredible change in 

the people running it- an increase in their confidence, self esteem, and self recognition in their 

ability to achieve. 

 

It also created, or perhaps further confirmed, their key role within their community. They know 

people, and they are neighbours. They chat at the school gates every day, because they’re parents. 

They drink in the pub because it’s their local. They get the pint of milk most days from the corner 

shop, like so many others. She knows him, because their son goes to football with her aunt’s 

brother. Neighbourhood networks. 

 

The Den project has developed considerably over the last 2 years. Through utilising community 

development support they now run a successful family support project ‘The Den Life Changes’ from 

a ‘normal’ terrace house, a few doors down from the local shop, in the heart of the neighbourhood. 

Because of their position within the street-level social networks, they are more able to work with 

young people, families and adults experiencing various vulnerabilities or challenges, because 

people are already engaged with them on a neighbourhood level. 

 

So what has this got to do with Community Resilience? 

Members of the Den projects were eventually introduced to the Community Resilience agenda by 

the NDO, and consequently became part of the planning group. Importantly, they have developed 

an understanding of the importance of the link between themselves and others in the community 

they are in contact with via their networks. They, and others like them, are now a part of the initial 

grouping of activists mentioned earlier.  

 

They are also now regular attendees of the local neighbourhood gathering, informal monthly 

meetings for a handful of streets, originally facilitated by our Neighbourhood programme. This 

space has been developed into an accessible resident led forum for discussing new ideas, concerns, 

priorities, and for updating on ongoing initiatives. In addition to their chatter at natural gathering 

spots mentioned earlier, members of the Den and others involved in the resilience work, regularly 

keep this gathering informed on Community Resilience developments- whilst always encouraging 

other local people to share ideas and become involved. 
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Raising awareness vs. developing a plan- which comes first? 

This was a question the growing resilience group kept discussing. It was recognised that having a 

plan was critical, but that it wouldn’t be much use if the majority of the neighbourhood didn’t know 

about it/know how to act in emergencies.  

 

  
Pupils wore t-shirts to highlight the issue and Flood History talks were held 

 

It was decided that a priority would be to raise awareness across the neighbourhood- to widen 

understanding of local risks and how to be more prepared. The first thing to be addressed was the 

terminology. ‘Resilience’ as a term was seen as a problem, especially considering the low education 

and adult literacy levels across the neighbourhood.  

 

Under the strap-line of ‘Are you prepared?’ the group developed a plan consisting of a range of 

activities intended to engage with as many communities as possible within the neighbourhood.  

Activities included; 

• Memory lane film screening session, aimed at those who remember the 1953 floods. Held 

at lunch clubs, community centres, coffee mornings, and church groups the sessions invited 

people to chat about their memories whilst learning new information on being prepared. 

• Interactive and fun school assemblies- which team can put together a flood kit in the fastest 

time from a range of appropriate and random items. 

• Lunchtime art and craft sessions in classrooms, focussing on the ‘Are you prepared?’ strap-

line. Posters, leaflets, streamers, banners, and a 6 foot papier maché boat were created. 

• ‘Are you prepared?’ food march- school children blowing whistles parading through the 

streets during an afternoon, handing leaflets to surprised residents who had come to the 

door step to see what all the noise was about. 

• Market place information session, held during a parents evening. Whilst parents were 

waiting for their appointments, they were offered refreshments but neighbours in the 

resilience group, who then casually chatted amongst other things about the project. 

Everyone was asked if they would like to be kept in the loop. Not everyone wanted to, but 

many did- submitting their details to a resilience group member. 

 

 

Further steps 
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After gathering new names and contact details 

the ever growing resilience group decided to 

focus on developing and strengthening their 

communications tree. All group members agreed 

a position on the tree, which would be activated 

by the emergency planning manager, straight to 

emergency coordinators on the ground. 

Members who were also involved in running The 

Den agreed to contact people within their 

networks, and have since supported those 

people in turn to contact others they know. Our neighbourhood programme went on to develop 

‘Tree’ sessions, fun and informal hour long workshops, aimed at giving newly engaged people a 

nice first step into being more involved, with everyone going away knowing techniques to take a 

good message, and to avoid the spread of rumour. These have been popular and more are planned 

for this year.  

 

Membership and meeting venues 

Membership varies greatly among the groups but can, and does, include everyone possible: 

local residents with no affiliation to other groups; elected members (county and borough 

councillors); community association reps; school staff, including a headteacher; church leader; 

shopkeeper; youth leader; director of a centre for disabled people; Home Watch; Coast Watch; 

tenants representatives; retired police officer; and the list goes on. We have also had some 

representation from businesses but this relationship needs to be considered and explored further.  

 

Meeting venues have varied from the local neighbourhood centres to community centres, the town 

hall, schools, pubs and private homes.  

 

Group structure and development 

There are now four community resilience groups covering the urban areas of Great Yarmouth and 

Gorleston. The groups are developing in their particular ways, at their own pace and with different 

concerns. Each group is divided into smaller areas with their own emergency co-ordinators, 

deputies and community contacts linked through a communications network and to the emergency 

planning manager. The groups have been utilised several times and each time confidence is gained.  

• A warning was passed by the EPM to members of the local group of a detonation by a bomb 

disposal team.  

• The EPM passed on information from the Environment Agency to clarify flood alerts. 

• The EPM received a call 5 minutes after a line squall hit the town with information on 

damage to roofs, walls falling down and serious damage to a mobile home.  

 

It’s not just one-way 

The Emergency Planning Manager (EPM) wanted to learn, and has learned, a great deal about the 

locality and the community - their concerns, awareness and understanding of risk – through the 

community resilience activity.  
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The groups must be used otherwise they are likely to wither away. At the moment they meet 

regularly as there is much to do!  

 

The British Red Cross is currently carrying out research nationally on flooding and they are working 

with the community resilience groups to set up focus groups and individual interviews.  

 

A Surface Water Management Plan is being developed for the town and rural areas susceptible to 

flooding. The groups are an ideal source of information to inform the development of the plan.  

 

The Environment Agency have addressed representatives of all four groups to raise awareness of 

the flood warning system and, in turn, received useful critical feedback.  

 

Representatives of the groups attended a protecting from terrorism Project Argus event delivered 

by Norfolk Constabulary. 

 

The South Yarmouth Group has held meetings at the local fire and police stations to engage more 

closely with emergency responders and aid mutual understanding.  

 

Two of the groups have now met at the local CCTV centre to hold meetings and better understand 

the role and capability of CCTV in the town.  

 

One group has taken advantage of a St John Ambulance First Aid course to develop their skills. 

 

With the impact of climate change and ever increasing energy costs there is potential for the 

groups to develop beyond simply “emergency planning” to encompass wider resilience issues that 

are likely to become more prominent and urgent in the years to come.  

 

Key points: 

• Community development work is the cornerstone to building capacity within communities, 

particularly neighbourhoods suffering from significant levels of disadvantage. 

 

• Engage on topics, particularly shared ones, which are a priority to people in small 

neighbourhoods that people identify with as being ‘their area’. Unless there has just been a 

recent disaster or emergency, this is unlikely to be CR. But that’s ok. It’s the engagement, 

building on familiarity, and the development of trust that is important.  

 

• This approach is often time consuming- over several years- but flags up the importance of a 

long term approach to Community Development Work, with Community Resilience 

embedded within it.   

 

• “But we don’t have neighbourhood programmes” It’ doesn’t matter. Not all the groups in 

Great Yarmouth are supported by Neighbourhood Management. In every local area- ward, 
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parish, or similar, there are people working within communities. They might be Tenant 

Participation/housing officers, caretakers, benefits advisors, school-parent liaison worker, 

council engagement officers, church wardens, bingo callers at the community centre. 

Whoever they are, they are best placed to strike up new relationships, and build upon any 

existing ones.  

 

• If possible, identify and work with existing networks of people. There is no need to start 

afresh or to duplicate effort. Work together with other organisations so that Community 

Associations, Fire Safety volunteers, Home Watch, Coast Watch are supporting and 

complementing one another, not competing for volunteers.  

 

• CR doesn’t need to be confined to the emergency room, to emergency planners, or to people 

with a background in emergency response. A partnership with emergency planners will 

provide the knowledge, support and links with emergency responders to underpin the 

community resilience work. But it can, perhaps should, include anyone who works within 

communities, and it needs to be as many as possible.  

 

 

For more information please visit our website. CoSocial is a service of Great Yarmouth Borough 

Council.  

 

 


