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Introduction

Church Action on Poverty North East have been
meeting since 1983. Our national organisation
Church Action on Poverty, is an ecumenical
Christian charity engaged in giving a voice to
those experiencing poverty to campaign for
change. The need for this has not gone away,
indeed current challenges, both economic and
Covid and mental health issues, are likely to
increase this need.

The following illustrates some work that CAPNE
have been doing, the work of St Peter’s & Corpus
Christi Outreach Group, and related groups
that we have contact with. We hope that this
is of some help to those without a voice, and
an encouragement to others to take up the
challenge of speaking up for change.
David Peel, Chair CAPNE
Tony Woods, Secretary CAPNE

Father Bill Rooke

It was with great sadness that members of
Church Action on Poverty heard of the death
of one its members, Fr Bill Rooke. He died on
October 3rd, 2019. This date happened to be on
the 49th anniversary of his ordination to the
Priesthood. He was 73 years old.
After his ordination, Bill stayed in Rome for
further studies. From 1971-to 1983, Bill was a
curate, in Newcastle and then in Hebburn in
South Tyneside. It was during this time that Bill
was involved with the Charismatic Renewal
Movement. Many people across the diocese and
beyond got to know Bill through this movement.
Bill then spent six years working in Kenya. On
returning to the diocese Bill was parish priest in
Stockton and then Gateshead. In 2002 Bill was
appointed as Parish Priest to St Vincent’s and
St Laurence’s in Byker, where he lived in part of
the famous ‘Byker Wall’. This part of Newcastle
has much deprivation and poverty. In 2005
Bill became involved with Church Action on
Poverty North East, with Bill kindly hosting the
monthly meetings at the church hall in Byker.
Bill, alongside one of the local headteachers, Sr
Josepha, was a big influence on the ‘Images of
Change’ campaign. Bill also saw the important
value of Credit Unions and worked to promote
Credit Unions across the North East. For many
years he was Chair of Gateshead Credit Union,
going on to become a board member of NEFirst
Credit Union.
Bill was a clear, strong and independent thinker.
He was never afraid to go against the majority
view, always willing to challenge lazy thinking
or common assumptions. His wisdom often
brought fresh insight and he made you think

more carefully about what was the right and just
thing to do.
I will remember a man who was often making
‘roll-up’ cigarettes, whose joy, faith, deep
wisdom and care for others had a profound
impact on those who encountered him. He will
be greatly missed.
Fr Chris Hughes
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Church Action on Poverty Sunday 2020
The North East event for Church Action on
Poverty Sunday 23rd February took place in
St Peter’s RC Church in Gateshead, drawing
together 270 people representing local churches
and communities along with charities such
as the Bensham Food Co-op, Joe’s Place and
Oasis Community Housing. Ian Mearns MP for
Gateshead and members of Gateshead Council
attended.
The theme ‘Speaking Truth to Power’ was
addressed from the start. Revd Hugh Sperring
from the Wesley Memorial Methodist Church
inspired the gathering with the prayer that
God would bless us with ‘enough foolishness
to believe that we can make a difference in the
world’ and ‘do what others claim cannot be
done’. Pat Devlin from CAPNE explained the
aims and activities of Church Action on Poverty
and Lucy Zwolinska from the Gateshead Poverty
Truth Commission spoke about the work of the
Commission and shared through video some reallife stories.
A range of speakers from the local area
highlighted the real crisis of poverty that is
all around us and, by using their authentic
voices, called those listening to action. Two
local initiatives were shared by those engaged
in running them: Joe’s Place is a drop-in
community café for the homeless and for those
who are struggling in a variety of ways and the
Bensham Food Co-op provides food, support and
friendship for asylum seekers, refugees and local
people living in poverty.
A short liturgy led by young people gave a muchneeded opportunity to reflect and to bring the
light of God’s power into our situation so that all
of us might raise our voices to ‘speak truth’. The
final part of the afternoon was to invite those
who represented ‘power’ and ‘influence’ to make
a response to what they had heard: Ian Mearns
MP, Ian Stevenson from Gateshead Council
and Fr Adrian Tuckwell, Vicar for Caritas and
representing Bishop Robert Byrne of the Diocese
of Hexham and Newcastle.
Prior to lockdown, a follow-up meeting had been
planned to bring together the local churches and
the Council. It is hoped that this action will take
place in the future as soon as it is possible to do
so. Joe’s Place has been unable to open as yet
but, in the meantime, much needed work on the
kitchen is being carried out. An update on the
Bensham Food Co-op follows below.
Mary Hughes

Lucy Zwolinska outlines Gateshead Poverty Truth Commission

Pat Devlin addresses attendees
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Bensham Community Food Co-op
Bensham Community Food Co-op has been
running since April 2016. It started as a
partnership between Bensham and Saltwell
Alive, Soul Food Spaces, Peace of Mind and
Corpus Christi Church. Corpus Christi Church
enables the Co-op to run in the church without
any charge and generously provides storage
space for the food and household items.
People could join without having to prove their
circumstances and did not need to be referred.
Also unlike the traditional food bank, where
visits are limited, people could come every week
for as long as is necessary. Prior to lockdown
between 80 and 90 people were coming weekly.
The majority were asylum-seekers but we
had an increasing number of people from the
local community struggling financially. People
could enter the church and walk around the
food on display and choose from fresh fruit and
vegetables, tinned and dried food.
When Covid restrictions were put in place
in March 2020 we realised that we could not
continue as we were. Most of the volunteers
are members from the BME community, so
particularly at risk, plus they had children at
home. We couldn’t allow our members to enter
the church to make a choice.
However, the need for food does not disappear.
Initially food parcels were delivered to those
particularly vulnerable, and parcels were ready
if anyone knocked at the presbytery. Referrals
for deliveries came from local knowledge,
volunteers who were aware of those struggling,
health professionals, other organisations and
housing providers for recently arrived asylum
seekers. This continued until the restrictions
were changed. It was then decided to have three
specific days when food could be collected.
Currently we deliver about 12 food parcels and
have 40–50 people collecting food over the week.

By being open we have also been able to support
those who are struggling whilst waiting for their
Universal Credit payments, and help people with
phone top-ups to enable them to keep in touch
with their solicitor or their friends.
During the lockdown parishioners, members
from several local churches, schools and
individual supporters have continued to provide
a variety of food to enable us to sustain the Food
Co-op.
Prior to lockdown, the Food Co-op was a place for
meeting up with friends, meeting people with
a common language, chatting, having a cuppa
and biscuits. The fellowship was as important as
the food provided. We hope that one day we will
be able to return to this but in the meantime we
will continue to provide food parcels at a familiar
place for the local community.
Kath Hayward
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Hexham Living Wage group
Since the last report the group has expanded
from a core from St Mary’s Justice and Peace
group to include representatives from the local
voluntary sector, Northumberland County
Council, Unison and Unite, local Lib Dem
and Labour parties. Initially work focused on
approaches to major local employers: Egger,
Northumbria Healthcare NHS Foundation
Trust and the major supermarkets. Egger was
not interested in engaging in formal dialogue,
although informally we were informed that it
was only apprentices and student placements
who were paid below the Living Wage. The NHS
trust pays all its direct employees above the
Real Living Wage, but this does not extend to
cleaning and catering contract staff. Similarly,
M&S, Waitrose, Tesco and Aldi pay close to or
above the Real Living Wage to their shopfloor
staff, but again this does not extend to cleaning
contract staff and hence they are not accredited.
B&M, Iceland and Smiths are paying the national
living or minimum wage.
The group focused on two events in 2019.
The Tynedale jobs fayre held in September
showcased 70+ employers. We engaged in
conversations with all the stall-holders giving

them our employer’s flyer, and also spoke to
attendees giving them our introductory flyer.
In November we hosted a capacity screening of
Ken Loach’s film Sorry We Missed You, preceded
by a short video about the work of our group
including interviews with the CEO of a local careprovider and a care worker and followed by a
Q&A session with a cast member.
We are now focusing on pay for care workers.
We have identified that pay for care workers in
Northumberland is below the average even for
our region and that the subsidy for residential
care paid by Northumberland Council is the
lowest of our region’s local authorities. We are
currently producing a flyer entitled ‘Make your
Clap for Carers Count’.
We are also working on a series of interviews
with Hexham TV, reflecting a range of views
on what it would mean to ‘Build Back Better,’
recognising that a return to normal would be
a return to the problem in our very unequal
society.
If we have learnt anything in the last 18 months,
it’s that we are engaged in a marathon not a
sprint!
Pat Devlin

Ross Brewster
(Maloney) with his
partner and some
of Hexham Living
Wage Group
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Prison Matters

As you can imagine the Prison Matters group
based in South Tyneside has not been able to
meet since lockdown. Some of the trustees of
the group have kept in touch with some of the
members who have struggled. Sadly, two of the
group have died.
Before the Covid crisis we received some funding
for the group members to have some cooking
lessons which were very well received.
The group is at a crossroads. We do have money
to employ a support worker but the trustees

are not sure if that is the way forward. We have
explored with some researchers at Newcastle
University if there is any value in researching
as to what the needs of people coming out of
prison will be. The aim would be to explore how
the Covid crisis has impacted on those coming
out and also the impact of the oncoming severe
economic recession we are experiencing. The
likelihood of people finding employment on
coming out of prison is likely to have been
severely reduced.
Fr Chris Hughes and Revd David Peel

Advent reflection, 12 December 2019
This event took place on election day so I sensed
that the day was overshadowed by the strong
win by Boris Johnson, but it was good to spend
time reflecting on how music has had an impact
on our work with Church Action on Poverty.
The music of Vin Garbutt was played amongst
others, with a song called ‘Dormanstown
Jimmy’ reminding one member of growing up
in Dormanstown, Redcar and reflecting on how

different parts of Redcar have different economic
and social standing.
During the afternoon we felt it was important
that we took time to remember Bill Rooke (see
page 2), and give thanks for his contribution to
the group. The group was very grateful for the
warm welcome and hospitality extended to us
by Jeremy Cain and the Mercy Hub.
Fr Chris Hughes

Tyne and Wear Citizens
During the past year TWC has been at the
‘Listening’ part of its ‘Listening, Action,
Evaluation’ Cycle.
There were some developments in existing
campaigns. The action team campaigning on
Free School Meals were very concerned about
how children not attending school would be
affected. The local action team, including the
head teacher at St Thomas More’s North Shields,
Mr David Watson, was heavily involved with the
campaign for the voucher scheme to be extended
during the summer holidays.
The ‘Safer Cities’ campaign were involved with
the Law Commission in exploring the possibility
of misogyny as being a hate crime and a major
motivator in domestic abuse. It is hope that new
domestic abuse legislation will reflect concerns.
The Listening campaign started in December, but
the Covid crisis has taken over since then. In the

light of this in June there was an online relaunch
of the listening campaign. In this online event,
we were able to share answers to the question
that TWC is asking as part of the listening
campaign:
“What is putting pressure on you, your family
and your community?”
There were many concerns as you would
imagine, including addressing child poverty, the
needs and care of the elderly, and the sense of
confusion and uncertainly people have with a
lack of clarity from the government.
We want to know what the key issues are so
that TWC can work out what our campaigns are
going to be in 2021.
Chris Hughes
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Regional gathering, 9 November 2019
Church Action on Poverty nationally was
facilitating a number of ‘roadshows’ engaging
with local groups to explore issues related to
poverty with a particular focus on ‘Speaking
Truth to Power’.
St Nicholas’s Anglican Cathedral was the venue
for the regional gathering for the North East of
England on 9 November 2019, hosted by Church
Action on Poverty North East.
Niall Cooper, the CEO of Church Action on
Poverty nationally introduced the theme of the
day ‘Speaking Truth to Power’. He noted that
‘truth’ does not seem to be held in much esteem
at the moment. Niall then facilitated a ’fire side
chat’ with three women living and working in
disadvantaged communities in Tyneside, who
in different ways have attempted to speak truth
to power. It was evident that one reason truth
needs to speak to power is that many of our
law-makers have no idea what it could be like to
be living on zero contracts or welfare payments.
The word ‘ignorance’ came up a great deal in the
discussion.
Three workshops then followed. Niall Cooper
showed a short film made by Church Action on
Poverty called ‘Edgelands’. It portrays the life of
young people in Lancashire, where there is little
adult support as they seek to deal with caring
for sick parents, little money, homelessness and
drug culture. The film was very much in the style
of Ken Loach, revealing the stark reality of so
many young people on these ‘Edgelands’.
Revd Tracey Hume, a Methodist Deacon from
Blaydon, Gateshead, talked about the Gateshead
Poverty Truth Commission, which is bringing
together those in authority and power with

those experiencing poverty, so that it is the
experiences and reality of those in poverty which
will inform policy.
Revd Chris Howson, the Anglican Chaplain
at Sunderland University, led a reflection on
Matthew’s Gospel parable of the talents. He gave
an ‘alternative reading’ of the parable arguing
that the hero of the parable is the man who
buries his talent since he is the one speaking
truth to power.
The final input of the event was led by Debbie
Honeywood, who plays Abbie in the new Ken
Loach film Sorry We Missed You. After showing
the trailer, Debbie talked about the issues in
the film and how she prepared for the role.
She worked in a care home for four weeks
and discovered what life was like for carers as
they sought to balance their holding up of a
creaking social care system while still seeking
to be mothers to their own children even if it is
on a phone. Debbie spoke very powerfully on
how people portrayed in the film are in isolated
vulnerable situations. Communities of support
have disappeared.
In the ensuing discussion, Debbie responded to a
criticism of many of Loach’s films and especially
in I, Daniel Blake that one is left with no sense of
hope. Debbie’s response was to say that it was
the family, the one place where people are not
isolated, that was the source of hope. This point
is made very clear in the film when policeman
makes it clear to the son that in having a family
that cares, he has an advantage that sadly many
do not have.
Fr Chris Hughes and Revd David Peel

Left to right:
Cath Walsh, Niall
Cooper,
Cherri BrayBowden,
Penny Walters
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OASIS Community Housing
Oasis Community Housing was founded in 1984
after a group of young Christians recognised the
need to support people facing homelessness.
The organisation now delivers services across
Gateshead, Sunderland, South Tyneside and
also in the London boroughs of Southwark
and Croydon. The mission is to transform
communities by creating access to housing,
addressing homelessness and journeying with
people as they fulfil their God-given potential.
In providing housing and support to people
facing homelessness, it is also critical not only to
put a roof over people’s heads and support them
to overcome the barriers they face in life, but also
to do something much more fundamental; to
provide a place where people can belong. OASIS
offers hope to those who are the most excluded,
and has the privilege of walking with over 2,000
people on their journeys out of homelessness
each year.
The OASIS approach focusses on addressing
both the immediate needs and root causes of
homelessness by providing four cornerstones of
support:
 Home – 24hr supported accommodation for
young people facing homelessness.. A range
of independent living skills are supported
through these projects, as well as much
mental health support.
 Basis – emergency beds and crisis services
for those sleeping rough. Two crisis resource
centres offer practical support such as
showers, laundry and IT facilities, and
most importantly information, advice and
guidance for people in housing crisis.
 Aspire – employment support and financial
skills training. This is either focused on young
people or people with multiple health barriers
to employment.
 Empower – support for people who have
experienced domestic abuse. This is targeted
at female victims of domestic abuse with
a focus on safety, confidence building and
healthy relationship training.

Successes and Challenges
Pre-Covid - The major challenge pre-Covid was
to secure sufficient secure funding to support
the mission. This has become even more critical,
and more challenging, with the advent of the
pandemic.
During Covid - The response to multiple
challenges has been to work ever more closely
with our partners in Gateshead and Sunderland
to ensure people facing homelessness are safe
and supported to observe the lockdown. All
rough sleepers were accommodated in local
hotels. OASIS had to close drop-in centres, but
teams remained in work and adapted their roles
to provide remote support over the phone and by
making regular visits to hotels and other places
where vulnerable friends were housed. Mobile
phones were provided to all of those using the
Basis centres so that regular contact could be
maintained. In the residential projects, resources
were provided to make 24 hour lockdown more
acceptable: basically to relieve boredom, reduce
tension and avoid depression as far as possible.
Plans for Post-Covid - Drop-in centres have
reopened under Covid-secure arrangements
and funding has been secured to provide all
staff with appropriate PPE. The longer-term
consequences of the pandemic have yet to be
fully assessed and OASIS will seek to respond
appropriately to the emerging and changing
needs of our client group.
In late summer 2019 funding was secured from
MHCLG (Ministry of Housing, Communities
and Local Government) to set up a Somewhere
Safe to Stay Hub in Gateshead. This means that
the Basis@Gateshead drop-in centre is now
open every night to ensure that people have
somewhere to go instead of sleeping rough.
This is not a drop-in service, individuals need to
be referred to the hub by trusted local partners
such as the local authority or police. The funding
for this service is finite, but it is hoped that,
working with MHCLG and local partners, it will
be possible to keep this service going for as long
as it is needed.
John Coyne
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North of Tyne Combined Authority
CAPNE celebrated Church Action On Poverty
Sunday February 2019 with an event at St
Thomas the Martyr’s Church in Newcastle to
explore how the new North of Tyne Combined
Authority (NTCA) might offer opportunities
for a different and more effective way of
delivering a genuinely inclusive agenda and use
its resources to tackle the increasing poverty
and inequality in the area This was the period
leading to the election of the North of Tyne
Mayor. Building on meetings which had already
taken place at officer level. CAPNE invited the
mayoral candidates to the event to address this
agenda. Alongside this, a panel of three speakers
representing the different dimensions of Church
Action on Poverty’s work were invited to share
their vision of how NTCA might do this.
Margaret Reynolds, North Tyneside councillor,
spoke from her grassroots experience of living
on Meadow Well, in the Chirton ward of North
Tyneside which she represents. Margaret felt
that more should be done to enable those on
benefits to be able to afford to play a role as
local councillors, and she shared some of the
difficulties she had faced as a female councillor
from a low-income household.
Sara Bryson, Community Organiser for
Citizens Tyne and Wear, spoke from the policy
perspective, and her experience as a member
of the Prosperity and Justice Commission. The

report on the Commission’s work argues that the
economy is not working for millions of people
and needs fundamental reform. Sara explored
what this means for us in the North East.
Revd Deirdre Bower Latz, Contextual Theologian,
Nazarene College, Manchester spoke from
a theological perspective. Dierdre said that
theology should offer hope to communities. She
thought that people needed courage to speak
out, but it was important that others listened.
Question time was followed by a brief AGM for
CAPNE and the event concluded with a service
on the theme of ‘A Different Light.’
Some CAPNE group members who live in the
NTCA area continued meetings with NTCA
people, maintaining links and proposing
possibilities such as a Northumberland poverty
truth commission. It is known that Tyne and
Wear Citizens are also in contact with NTCA,
offering support for their proposed local
assemblies.
To take things forward, CAPNE are planning an
event in June 2021, inviting the chair of NTCA
Inclusive Economy Board, Bishop Christine
Hardman to continue discussion on the social
inclusion strategy and to provide a platform for
those living with the effects of exclusion to have
their say, and hopefully influence outcomes.
Jim Robertson
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The Mercy Hub

The Mercy Hub was established about two
years ago in the converted basement of St.
Mary’s Cathedral in Newcastle. With a gleaming
new kitchen and a large meeting room, it was
a space waiting for something to happen in
it, something that would enable the Catholic
community of Hartlepool, and others, to put
their faith into action.
Roll forward to March 2020 and the Hub was
hosting a weekly drop-in for homeless people, a
dementia café plus an outreach project to local
families. Supported by around 70 wonderful
volunteers and some generous donors, there
were big plans for the future. And then…
Well you know what happened next. As
churches shut their doors all over the country,
we had to shut our doors too. At first, we
continued to serve food and warm drinks from
our doorway, but it wasn’t long before the city
council advised us that it was no longer safe to
do so. It felt like we were slamming the brakes on
a train that had only just got up to speed. Then,
three months later, our main donor pulled out,
raising doubt about our continued presence in
the beautiful basement; we may soon be looking
for a new home.
Still, God brings good out of every difficult
situation and, in any case, perhaps he was
moving the points. The sudden gift of extra time
has allowed the opportunity for learning and
reflection – joining Zoom meetings and webinars
(not least those organised by Church Action on
Poverty) and listening to others’ experience of
lockdown, has led to some new ideas. They’re
half-baked for now but we’ll see where we get
with them.

I think the Mercy Hub fills two needs: firstly, it
seeks to offer God’s loving mercy to those who
are struggling; but, second, it also provides an
opportunity for people of faith to share their
good news with others. Either is of mutual
benefit and both are important. From this
perspective, the project is bigger than its
premises.
I’ve also been prompted to consider our unique
selling point, to use the popular jargon, and it’s
this: through our faith in the action of the Holy
Spirit, we are inspired and enabled to go further
and deeper to help others. This is not an easy
process and cannot be assumed, but we should
allow ourselves to be challenged by our potential
for doing. To borrow someone else’s strapline:
“no-one is beyond reach”.
As a practical way forward, Pope Francis speaks
about the art of accompaniment, a process
by which we meet a fellow human being on
common ground and journey with them to a
better place, discovering the joy and freedom of
God’s kingdom in the process. This process could
happen in many contexts but is a particularly
powerful idea when we think about the
marginalised in our society. To quote a recent
interview, Francis calls us to “go down into the
underground, and pass from the hyper-virtual,
fleshless world to the suffering flesh of the poor.
This is the conversion we have to undergo. And if
we don’t start there, there will be no conversion.”
How the Mercy Hub might do this in practice is
still being worked out, but our hope is that, out
of all the uncertainty, something better will be
born.
Jeremy Cain
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National Council of Management

CAPNE enjoy good links with Church Action
on Poverty nationally, with Church Action on
Poverty members of staff attending some CAPNE
meetings during the course of the year, and
myself being one of the trustees on the Council
of Management. Church Action on Poverty has
a vision of a society that reflects gospel values
of justice and compassion. A society where
everyone can live life in all its fullness, with
current projects being: Food Power. Tackling food poverty through
people-powered change, in partnership with
Sustain. The aim is to support development of
more co-ordinated, long term and sustainable
approaches to tackling food poverty in local
communities.
 Self Reliant Groups. Helping people to build
their own livelihoods and escape poverty
through small scale enterprises.
 Your Local Pantry. In partnership with
Stockport Homes CAP has developed a
social franchise which helps people set up
community cooperative food stores, run by
volunteers for the benefit of their members in
low income communities.
 Voices from the Margins. This is a place on the
website where previously-untold stories of
those with a lived experience of poverty can
be given the space and audience they deserve.
 Church on the Margins. Challenging churches
to prioritise our poorest communities and
show solidarity with people struggling to

Monthly meetings

The CAPNE group meet on the last Friday of the
month (except December) at 2:00pm. Prior to
Covid this was in the Mercy Hub at St Mary’s
Cathedral, Newcastle-upon-Tyne. Currently we
are meeting on Zoom. The venue of our meeting
when we can physically meet again will be
advertised by email to our mailing list at the
appropriate time.
Events are in the planning for Poverty Sunday
2021 next February, and a possible event in June

make ends meet. What would it truly mean to
become ‘a poor church for the poor?’
 Poverty Media Unit. Giving support and
training so that the stories of people with
direct experience of poverty can be the most
powerful means of challenging and changing
public attitudes to poverty.
 During the Covid lockdown Church Action
on Poverty has been engaging with people
via Zoom with Tuesday ‘Gathering at the
Margins’, and Thursday meetings.
 Challenge Poverty Week 12–18 October
2020. The Poverty Alliance has done this
in Scotland for the past 7 years, see www.
challengepoverty.net It is proposed to pilot
a similar scheme in England in partnership
with the Poverty Alliance, Greater
Manchester Poverty Action and others.
 Building Dignity, Agency and Power Together
Focus group partner consultations. An idea
of helping to build a more powerful social
movement to tackle poverty. Holding a
series of focus groups with key partners
to develop these proposals. The voices of
people struggling against poverty to be at
the forefront, churches playing an active role,
and collectively speaking truth to power to
transform the unjust structures of society.
Church Action on Poverty’s national AGM takes
place on 21 November 2020.
More detailed information is available on the
website www.church-poverty.org.uk.
Tony Woods

2021, though forecasting what will be possible in
several months’ time isn’t easy!
We extend a warm welcome to those who wish
to join us in working to give a voice to those on
the margins of society living with experience of
poverty.
Tony Woods, secretary CAPNE,
anthonywoods9022@outlook.com
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