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ONE SMALL STEP

Jean Brown is a community worker for Suffolk Community Forum in West Belfast. She has been married to Tommy for 39 years and has 3 grown up children and two grandcchildren

 It is hard to decide which ‘small step’ in a lifetime of experiences I would choose as a defining moment.  Coming from a protestant, unionist background, marrying a catholic boy in 1970 when mixed marriages were difficult, being put out of our home in Lenadoon in 1974, getting involved with the Methodist church in 1976 and through this becoming involved in community work. Witnessing and experiencing at first hand what sectarianism, bigotry and hatred could do to people  regardless of which ‘side’ it came from  I gradually realised that I was unable to sit back, stay silent and do nothing.  I wasn’t entirely sure what I could do but just knew that I wanted to do the best I could to make a difference. 

Living in a small community with hopes, values and beliefs that were probably considered to be outside the norm has often been difficult. Raising a family, in a mixed marriage, in an interface community where violence and tensions were part of everyday life whilst trying to instil the same ‘different’ values in them was challenging but was one which my husband and I felt to be extremely important. 

One of the significant ‘steps’ occurred in May 1997 when, having spent 14 years managing a local cross community ACE programme which employed people from all over West Belfast,  I found myself nominated to the committee of Suffolk Community Forum, and 2 months later elected as Chair. When we found ourselves without a community worker with very little funding and no-one wanting the post I reluctantly agreed to step in, not believing myself qualified for the post but guaranteeing I would give my best. 
We had just begun at this stage to develop tentative relationships with the neighbouring Lenadoon community, against a backdrop of 20 years ongoing violent conflict and deeply rooted mistrust and suspicions within both communities. It is difficult to appreciate now what a challenging, innovative and unprecedented move these initial contacts were and, particularly within the Suffolk community , the risks involved for those willing to engage.  We had little understanding then of what those initial contacts would lead to, when a shared and better future agenda was still an impossible dream for most people. 
Our joint work in Suffolk and Lenadoon is now recognised as leading the way in shared work. We have completely transformed the physical shape of the interface, creating jobs, generating income and restoring hope to a demoralised community. Through the Suffolk Lenadoon Peacebuilding plan we are involved in wide ranging projects such as sports, youth, culture, health, advocacy and the development of shared spaces.  I have been privileged to be involved in every stage of this and to watch what was considered an impossible dream become a reality. 

Have I made a difference?  I like to think that I have.  We can’t all change the world but I genuinely believe that life has to be lived and we should be passionate about the things we believe in, prepared to speak out and willing to take risks to make changes happen.
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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.

