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As Youth Music approaches its tenth birthday, I pass on the advice I was once given by a great music teacher:  ‘When singing “Happy Birthday to you”, don’t start too high.  Otherwise, the top note at the end will do you a mischief’.  The same advice applies even more emphatically in the case of “You’ll never walk alone”.  

Ten years ago, we didn’t start too high.  We approached those already doing excellent work around the country and asked them where we were most needed, and how we could try to reach the unreachable – the young people whose home lives were one long screaming discord, the toddlers whose young mums had never learnt lullabies, the accidentally-musical primary school teacher battling with the intractable school piano.  We wanted to reach successful young musicians as well, and widen their horizons by introducing them to other disciplines and cultures.

Slowly, carefully, we started to spend your Lottery money to make England a more harmonious place.

In the last ten years Youth Music has reached two million young people, many of them in our twenty-one Music Action Zones. So far 99.5% of all local authorities have had our funding and support.  13,000 moribund musical instruments are back in use.  16,000 music leaders – musicians in all disciplines working in every possible place – have been engaged, encouraged and given a supportive network.  None of this is easy, tambourine-bashing stuff.  Music may be a simple thing to start, but getting good at it is hard work.  Far from being afraid of hard work, young people will work for hours at things they like and that matter to them.  The same determination to reach level seven in a computer game can, with help, be transferred to the guitar, the decks or the cello.  We offer that help whether you are in a band, choir, a group or an orchestra.  We help to fund the National Youth Orchestra, the South Asian Musicians Youth Orchestra, Music for Youth and many others. With partners Abbott Mead Vickers, Faber Music, and The Sage Gateshead, Youth Music runs ‘Sing Up’, the Government’s national singing campaign.  Inspired by Howard Goodall and led by Baz Chapman, more and more primary schools now have the chaotic noise of youth organised in song.

Our Lottery grant has stayed the same throughout our ten years, so Christina Coker and her team have had to use it more and more imaginatively as its real value diminishes.  In the current economic climate, the need to raise additional funds from new sources is even more pressing as our client group – children living below the poverty line – grows in size. At the same time pressures on public funds are increasing.  We have got better at energising those parts of England which feel least powerful.  It is these places that would suffer most if we stopped what we do.  If some new administration felt Youth Music was someone else’s idea, and England could manage without it, the tip of the iceberg would actually look much the same.  The brilliant would still be brilliant, and they would still give fabulous concerts at which V.I.P.s would smile at each other in mutual congratulation.  But without Youth Music, a slow musical climate change would gradually melt the invisible mass beneath the surface.  Our greatest achievement has been the strengthening of that invisible mass – the Action Zones, the music leaders, the revitalising of instruments gathering dust in cupboards, toddlers and their mums who never made music before, the primary schools that never sang, the places that made music badly, took no pleasure from it and gave up.  We have energised them, and at the same time we have made the best better and more interested in each other.

We have done this by giving them the facilities, the leaders and the wherewithal to make music.  In the course of making music, one survey shows a 92% increase in young people’s self-esteem, and a 60% improvement in literacy and language skills.  In many places, as Youth Music rises, youth crime falls.  We are thrilled with these – to us unsurprising – benefits, but our job is to get young people making music who didn’t think they could.  If in the course of playing and singing they learn that being in a group is better than being in a gang, so much the more harmonious.

Most of them won’t know the names of Youth Music’s staff and trustees, who make all this possible.  I do, and I am vastly grateful to them, and to the hundreds of thousands of young people who will join us next year in singing Happy Birthday for our tenth anniversary. We made sure they didn’t start too high, so now their top notes will ring out confidently.  And, as long as there is Youth Music, they know that they will never walk alone.
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