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Kevin Titterton and Desbon Bushiri Rubamba
Everyone says it’s not like it used to be, there’s no community spirit any more, but they don’t do anything about it.  If you get involved, you can change something.  

You might expect Kevin Titterton and Desbon Bushiri Rubamba to be worlds apart.  Kevin was born and brought up in Sheffield and describes himself as ‘basically a white working-class lad’.  Desbon is a young man who, at age eighteen, arrived alone in the UK from Burundi, seeking asylum.  But these men, with their different life stories, have a shared passion: football.  Kevin as a spectator and lifelong Sheffield United supporter, and Desbon as a skilful player and talented coach.  Their unlikely connection is just one of the inspiring stories to come out of the Football Unites, Racism Divides (FURD) community campaign in Sheffield
As we see during international tournaments, football can provide a focus that brings together people from different backgrounds to play, watch and enjoy the game.  The world’s most popular sport has an amazing ability to break down barriers created by ignorance or prejudice.  But sadly, far from uniting, football can itself also become a focus for racism, as Kevin explained.  ‘My involvement in FURD stretches back to virtually the beginning.  There used to be a Sheffield United fans organisation called Blades Independent Fans Association, and at the 1996 AGM I spoke about racism in football.  A lot of us Sheffield United fans had concerns about problems that were occurring on match day around the ground.  Our football ground, which we go to at least once a fortnight, this hallowed area that we go to like a shrine, is in the middle of an area where there’s a lot of Asian people and black people, yet they never came to a match.  That community, Sharrow, incorporates the home of the Blades, and it’s where I spent the early part of my life.  I got talking to different people that live round there and found they were almost under siege on match days.  They either went out for the day or they locked their doors.  I thought, “This isn’t right.”  The local people, Asian and black residents, lived in fear, and something had to change.  Through Football Unites, there was an opportunity to join something as a volunteer and try to redress the situation, which obviously I was up for.’  
It wasn’t long before Kevin’s commitment to tackling racism in his home community was put to practical use.  He designed and built the original Streetkick: a wooden-panelled transportable football pitch.  Streetkick has now developed into one of FURD’s most high-profile areas of work.  The idea is to travel to a location in a park or in a shopping precinct, set up the Streetkick pitch and invite young people to come and play football in small tournaments.  

Kevin enthusiastically explained the impact that this simple idea has had.  ‘It’s such a great platform for getting any message across.  Over the years we have done not just anti-racism but sportsmanship and anti-drugs messages, we’ve covered all sorts of issues.  Streetkick attracts the interest, and we have goody bags with football magazines, Match of the Day stuff, all these little bits in there: the kids love that sort of stuff.  We also included anti-drugs information for young people; if you hand ten out and one person reads it, then it’s getting a good message across.  You can go into schools, police offices and fire stations, anywhere, and talk about things.  First of all you grab the attention of the kids who participate in something they enjoy, then you hand out stuff.  You are involving young people.  We say, “Look, we want you to learn about this, but you come in and be involved in learning; it’s not just us teaching you.”  
The original wooden version of Streetkick has been replaced by an ultra-modern and larger inflatable pitch that has toured internationally and was even used during the 2006 World Cup in Germany.  And Kevin’s passion for the project has grown, too.  ‘The reason my involvement is so strong is because it’s just a brilliant project for doing community work.  Everyone moans about their communities, we all do it: crime, young people, whatever.  You can only do a bit, can’t you?  It may seem at times, as it has to me when I’ve been a bit down, like a drop in the ocean, but if you can do your bit to make communities better, it’s just better for us all, isn’t it?’
Desbon Bushiri Rubamba came to this country aged eighteen as an asylum seeker in July 2000.  ‘I found a flat close to Sheffield United’s stadium.  I was a former footballer, but I didn’t know anybody here in Sheffield, so I went to play football and found a game going on in the local park.  I met a coach from Football Unites, who was a refugee himself, and he explained they do things like mobile football, coaching young people in different places in the community.  I asked him if I could join them so I could do my football.  The guy saw that I was a good player, and they invited me to go to the project: that’s how I got involved.  

Desbon signed up as a Millennium Volunteer and did more than 200 hours of volunteer work as a youth coach.  ‘That’s when everything kicked off for me.  I went for trials with Sheffield United, and then I played for the reserves, scoring on my debut against Bury, but I didn’t make it to a professional contract at Sheffield United.  I was very disappointed, but I signed to play for Matlock Town in the Unibond First Division.’

Desbon is now a paid worker with FURD: a community football coach on the Positive Futures project, working with young people at risk of involvement with the criminal justice system by engaging them in sport.  ‘I’m coaching, working with young people and trying to support and guide them.  I organise events in Sheffield and coordinate support and guidance for young people.  We coach them in sport, and we also give them confidence to say, “I’m going to be a better person.”
I found Desbon’s story particularly moving, because in helping so many young people to make changes in their lives, he has been able to build a new life for himself; in helping others participate in their communities, he has bound his own community.  ‘My country, Burundi, had been in a state of civil war since ’93.  I came here when I was eighteen.  I was very young.  All the conflict led me to flee the country and then to come here.  When I arrived, I didn’t know anybody: no colleagues, no family, not anything.  I wanted to become part of the community.  It’s an honour and a privilege to be in this country.  I’ve got a family, I have a wife and we have a child.  This is where I belong now.  We all appreciate this country because of the support from local people.  I have already applied for citizenship and I’m waiting to hear, but I will do anything I can in this community to help similar people in my situation or to help other people, because this is the community I now belong to.’

As Kevin added, Desbon’s own story has been an important source of inspiration for him and for others involved in the project.  ‘You realise what people have to go through.  There’s this idea that everybody comes to the UK for an easy ride, and we know that’s not true.  We know that people come here after some real terrible situations, but he’s always smiling.  He’s a smashing bloke, and he’s great with young people: kids just respond to him.  He’s a brilliant footballer and a great coach.  I look at people like that and I’m in awe, really.’
And while his own journey has been very different to that of Desbon, Kevin too wanted to stress the enormous benefit he has got from his involvement in community projects.  ‘People often say nice things about me.  I do appreciate it, but I find it a bit embarrassing.  The thing is, I’ve met different kinds of people from different backgrounds, and you get to know and work with people who are really good.  If you can get involved in some voluntary work, it is just brilliant.  I know there’s a cynical view: that you do it for yourself, for the “feel-good factor”, as if there’s something wrong with that.  If you do voluntary work, yes, you do feel good and you’re doing something positive: That is good for your soul; it’s good for you as a person.  You do start to make a difference, and you see that difference.  All the moaning that we all do about the state of things – the gangs of youths, the state of our community – everybody moans about everything, don’t they?  Everyone says it’s not like it used to be, there’s no community spirit any more, but they don’t do anything about it.  If you get involved, you can change something.’  
It is this commitment that drives the work of Kevin, Desbon and so many volunteers who keep on giving of their time and their energy, even when life is busy, even when it can be hard to find the time.  ‘I’ve got a wife and one son,’ Kevin explained.  They don’t get as passionate, yet they’ve always supported me, and they’ve never moaned.  I’ve been deeply involved in FURD, bank holidays are taken up with sports events and then I suddenly think, “I’ve not been with my family.  I’m not at work, it’s a bank holiday, and I should be doing something with them.”  But their support has always carried me through.  They just say, “I wish we could see more of you, but we know you care and we understand what you’re doing is a good thing”, so they give me that bit of freedom.  

Football Unites runs coaching schemes for young people from across Sheffield’s diverse communities and has assisted them in creating their own Sunday League teams.  Young people in isolated areas of the city have been brought together to compete in leagues and tournaments, and Streetkick has been used at the heart of urban neighbourhoods to involve ‘hard-to-reach’ young people.  As FURD demonstrates, it is often local community projects that can deliver the most powerful outcomes, and Kevin wants to make sure that the Government always remembers this.  ‘I know everyone asks for money, from the NHS down, but make sure that there’s money available for community projects.  When cutbacks have to be made and belts are tightened, try to always make sure that, right down at the bottom, community projects don’t suffer.  We have a diverse culture in this community, and I embrace it: I love it, me.  If people don’t meet and experience other people’s backgrounds they will never understand their problems: that is the thing I would say to the Government.  I understand that running a country you have to have financial restraints on budgets, but the little things at the bottom mustn’t be cut down.’
The work of this inspiring project continues week after week, engaging young people in something they have a passion for and, along the way, showing what we can achieve when we work together as part of a team.  As Desbon said, ‘We’re still working, every weekend, me and all the other coaches and about a hundred kids every Sunday from different cultures, different communities and different ethnic minorities in Sheffield.  We never know how those young people are going to be in the future, but we’re there to help them and to support them.’  
There is so much more in our common humanity that connects us with each other than separates or divides us.  In our diverse society, it is inspiring to see the efforts of those working to bring us together and the friendships that are built between different people dedicated to shared goals.  Football is just one example of the many shared passions that can help to build connections between neighbours and between communities.  And in football teams up and down the country, the bond of friendship and teamwork and support are being nurtured by volunteers and coaches with a passion for the game and all it can offer.

