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ONE SMALL STEP 

Amanda Ashe is a wife and mother living in North Belfast where she is involved in  community development and trust building. 
I am originally from Rathcoole in Newtownabbey. When growing up I remember the odd rioting that took place in my area, especially during the time of the Anglo Irish Agreement. As a teenager I used to remember watching people stand at the Valley Park and throw stones at the Catholics, although I didn’t get involved.

Both my parents were a great influence in my life. My father is the vice president of Cliftonville FC. He instilled in me the courage to be who we want to be and go where we want to go. 

I met and married my husband and ended up living in Mount Vernon, Belfast.  During the early 90’s life was hard in our area with sectarian violence usually happening on a regular basis and I don’t know why we stayed here.  

While working when my child was young for a solicitor on the Shankill in 1992, I soon realised that there was more to life than work when the bomb in Frizzell’s fish shop exploded.  The shop was just opposite to my work and the whole experience frightened me a lot.  

I left work to look after my son and became a full time mum.  One day a knock came to the door. It was a representative from Mount Vernon Community House who asked me to come down and do a piece of training on community development.  This training was delivered by Community Technical Aid Dublin and we were taught how to do Community Research and Planning.  Mount Vernon was a highly deprived area but because of the post code system it was linked in with other surrounding affluent neighbourhoods; so the research succeeded in highlighting the social and economic deprivation in there. This led me to achieve a level three qualification which got me back into training on a voluntary basis within Mount Vernon.

The idea then came to try and form some sort of a group who could do their own surveys in other communities and try and leave the skills behind.  With the help of Mike Morrissey an organisation came together called Concilium.
Concilium is a partnership between Northern Associates and Mount Vernon Community Development Forum.  Its ethos is to work with people in local communities in order to build capacity and skills that can be used to help build sustainable communities.  Our method of delivery is Action Learning.  Using this methodology of a partnership between people from two areas of disadvantage means the people remain firmly in control of the process.

We deliver training in questionnaire design, data analysis, research, capacity building, ICT and area profiling.  Project management involves working with statutory organisations, and volunteers to provide workshops, community consultations and evaluation.

This type of work will promote reconciliation through building relationships between individuals who become involved.  Engagement in a project working towards a common goal will improve trust and lay the basis for further collaboration.  For example we have a partnership between Mount Vernon and New Lodge which provides an example of how previously estranged communities can build trust and good working relationships, and Concilium will bring that awareness and sensitivity.  This project has also been funded by UnLtd who have helped with this process. 

The whole experience of being involved with this project has changed my life completely. As a result of my involvement I even travelled to Columbia University in New York in 2007 through the Northern Ireland Community Builders Programme, which is linked in with Belfast Local Strategy Partnership, and through that experience I have not only gained a greater level of self confidence but have also made many valuable and lasting friendships.

__________________________________________________________________________

The One Small Step Campaign is being run in association with the Community Relations Council. If you have a story to tell contact  rmullan@nicrc.org.uk or tel 028 9022 7500.
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