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One Small Step

Will Maloney is an American who has been working with young people in Belfast for the last two years. 

The game of basketball has always been a large part of my life. For me, it has been a place for both competition and refuge. The sport has held a powerful place within me since I was a child growing up in Los Angeles, but it wasn’t until I arrived in Northern Ireland that I realized how powerful it could actually be. 
    I first came to Belfast in September 2007 for a semester abroad at Queens University. Shortly after getting settled, I started playing basketball on the weekends in local leagues. Through basketball, I met some fellow Americans who worked for an organization called PeacePlayers International. I learned about the concept of cross community work and PeacePlayers’ mission of using basketball to foster understanding and mutual respect among children from interface areas across Belfast. After hearing more and more about how much segregation and prejudice still flourishes among Belfast’s youth, I knew that I wanted to help PeacePlayers in any way that I could. I began to work as a volunteer coach for PeacePlayers while finishing up my term at Queens University. As I got more involved with the children I coached, I began to realize how segregated the Northern Irish school system really was and how fifty foot barricades between neighbourhoods could somehow be seen as normal. Children were being thrown into a culture of "us and them" by no choice of their own. After getting a more in-depth grasp of what PeacePlayers was and seeing these kids face to face, I came to a conclusion that I still hold true today. Creating a shared future for the next generation is a lot more basic than most people think. It doesn’t necessarily lie in terms like conflict resolution. It is much simpler. It is about getting a child from the Falls to bounce a basketball to a child from the Shankill. It is about getting a kid from the Short Strand to say “hi”  and slap hands with his teammate from the other side of the wall in East Belfast. The simplicity of PeacePlayers fascinated me and I knew that I wanted to help Northern Ireland become the kind of place where a group like PeacePlayers would no longer have to exist.
    After my time at Queen’s finished, I applied and was hired to work full time for PeacePlayers as a program director. I returned to Northern Ireland in January 2008 with the personal goal of dedicating the next eighteen months of my life to breaking down both the physical and mental barriers that insure a life of segregation for the children of Northern Ireland. It has been an amazing year to say the least. I have seen everything from three hundred children living in interface areas across Belfast participating in mixed teams during our “Spring Jam” tournament, to watching George W. Bush shoot baskets with students from Holy Cross and Wheatfield during his visit to Belfast last June. When I first picked up a basketball twenty years ago, I never could have expected to see the game used as such a powerful and influential tool. 
    I once heard that for every year of war, it takes ten years to mend it. I think that statement underestimates the people here in the North. This society has been tortured by years of uncertainty and the politics of fear. I understand that I will always be viewed as having an outsider’s perspective on what has transpired in Northern Ireland which is understandable. However, through PeacePlayers I have come to believe that there is a sense of hope in the air and that the next generation of Northern Ireland will be defined as one of opening doors, not building barriers.
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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.

