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ONE SMALL STEP

Michael Boyd is the director of the IFA’s Football for All Campaign. He writes:
I started work as Community Relations Officer for the Irish Football Association (Irish FA) on the 2nd February 2000. At the time Northern Ireland Football was going through a depression of sorts. Sectarianism was and had been a major problem at Northern Ireland football games. Anti-Catholic songs were being sung quite regularly and the sectarian atmosphere at Windsor Park was driving away family support from both the Protestant and Catholic communities. Crowds as low as 4,000 people were attending international games at Windsor Park. The Northern Ireland team itself was going through a transitional period and positive results on the pitch were scarce. Northern Ireland football had become synonymous with sectarianism and as a result commercial sponsors did not want to get involved with the team or the Irish FA. In short Northern Ireland football was on its knees and the future looked bleak.

As a 23yr old graduate fresh out of the University of Ulster at Jordanstown armed with a passionate love of football, a degree in Sport Studies and masters in Communications, Public Relations and Advertising I started my job filled with enthusiasm and excited by the challenges that lay ahead. 
Despite all the difficult times this part of the world has suffered and the impact of the Troubles, we should be very proud of the role football has played in bringing communities together. Ireland and Northern Ireland football teams that have played throughout the entire history of the Irish FA have always had Catholics and Protestants playing together. Northern Ireland’s progress to the World Cup quarter finals in 1982 and 1986 were with teams which were pretty much made up fifty-fifty with Catholics and Protestants playing side by side

Northern Ireland has also had some great footballers. I am deeply proud to come from the same part of the world as football legends like Peter Doherty, Billy Bingham, Bertie Peacock, Wilbur Cush, Harry Gregg, Peter McParland, Derek Dougan, Jimmy McIlroy, George Best, Danny Blanchflower, Martin O’Neil, Pat Jennings, Mal Donaghy, Gerry Armstrong, Billy Hamilton, Norman Whiteside, Sammy McIlroy, Michael Hughes and David Healy to name but a few of my personal favourites. It is this shared heritage and my deep love of Northern Irish Football which makes me give one hundred percent to my job, trying to make the sport of Football in Northern Ireland more fun, safe and inclusive.

Looking back over the last decade, I am very proud of the Community Relations work I have carried out on behalf of football in Northern Ireland. With the support of my colleagues at the Irish FA, the Northern Ireland Community Relations Council, Sport NI, the Amalgamation of Official Northern Ireland Supporters Clubs, Belfast City Council, the PSNI, University of Ulster and EU I have been able to design, develop and implement the Irish FA’s Football For All Community Relations Strategy. 
The Football For All campaign to eradicate sectarianism and create a more fun, safe and inclusive culture throughout the sport of Football in Northern Ireland is making a meaningful difference. The battle against sectarianism at international games is being won by the Amalgamation of Official Northern Ireland Supporters Clubs, who have been at the heart of Football For All since 2000. As a result both the Northern Ireland football team and Irish FA are benefiting with games being sold out, shirt sales going through the roof and new commercial sponsors happy to support football here. However there is much more work to be done, especially with regards to creating a safer and more inclusive and family friendly culture at Irish League level. My passion and enthusiasm to ensure we reach that goal is stronger than ever. With the support of volunteers from Clubs and Supporter groups from across Northern Ireland I am confident Football For All will continue to go from strength to strength.
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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.

