
Stories of people, support and 
mobilisation across NI communities

Communities and Covid

Social Change Initiative (SCI), the Community Foundation for Northern Ireland (CFNI), and the St. Stephen’s 
Green Trust (SSGT) are working together to offer peacebuilding and social justice programmes that help 
support “positive peacebuilding” within and across communities. 

The “Communities and COVID-19” story telling project sets out to capture the stories of the ways in which 
groups being supported by SCI, CFNI and SSGT responded to the new realities and impact of COVID-19 over 
the last 5 months. 
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“No competition 
and community 
politics just 
people coming 
together to 
serve the 
community 
and seeing the 
purpose of 
groups.”

The Covid-pandemic provided a “great learning curve” for Derry-based 
Lilian Seenoi-Barr, director of programmes at the minority ethnic 
community led organisation.

Established in 2012 to support migrants, refugees and asylum seekers, 
it is concerned with community integration, culture, advocacy, 
education, information, housing welfare advice, support on racism, 
discrimination and hate crime, and capacity building to help influence 
positive change. 

Back in March NWMF were quick to respond to the pandemic through 
information from the World Health Organisation. Lilian said the group 
was quite prepared in terms of promoting health messages, changing 
practices, and introducing safety measures, as the whole region did not 
wait to be told what to do by the government in London. 

“Derry shut itself down,” Lilian said. 

She said the timing was “lucky” to an extent as it was the end of the 
financial year and projects were “wrapping up” ahead of a new year. 
Service users – including people from 28 different African countries, 

North West Migrants Forum
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“You get to 
understand 
yourself 
better and 
what you can 
handle. It has 
made people 
understand the 
strength they 
have.”

Poland, Iran Iraq, Syria, Egypt, across the Middle East, Russia, Slovakia 
and Romania – were part of social network and safe office environment 
so were left shocked by the immediate lockdown, particularly those were 
no recourse to public funds and work. 

Work with youth and the Friendly Faces Club moved online, a hardship 
fund helped pregnant women and others shielding and in need with 
food and links to the outside world. 

“We had lots of volunteers to help us,” Lilian said. 

A challenge presented by Department of Communities food parcels was 
that religious observations around diet had not been take into account 
so “didn’t meet needs” as it should. Social media presence helped 
there, signposting to the Belfast Islamic Centre and NICRAS, a refugee 
community organisation. 

Lilian said hardship was a major challenge, with service users not 
qualifying to access certain help or not knowing how to navigate the 
system. A new network of people, who had no reason to work together 
before has been built up, and links with social services and other 
partners have been positive. 

“It is all about partnership working,” Lilian said. 

“No competition and community politics just people coming together to 
serve the community and seeing the purpose of groups.”

The Black Lives Matter demonstrations in the midst of lockdown, a 
response to the death in the US of George Floyd, was to prove a major 
area of focus for the NWMF.

There was limited community buy-in about the reported higher risk of 
Covid-19 to the Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) community – 
and the overriding concern was death through racism. 

“Inequality in health and education and institutional racism was the 
driving force,” Lilian said. “Communities doubted the information 
about the level of risk to them and saw it as another way of controlling 
the community. 

“Racism is killing us so why should we be so scared of Covid-19? We see 
people being killed, dying here with trauma and mental health issues.”

“We are not ourselves because we cannot get jobs, our qualifications are 
not recognised and so on so Covid-19 was another pandemic and there 
was not a strong enough argument for us to stay home and not protest.” 

Lilian is unhappy with the Stormont government response and policing 
to the Black Lives Matter demonstrations, and what she says is a lack of 
consideration about how people were feeling. 

“We have seen double standards exposed,” she said. “It felt like an 
attempt to silence us in Northern Ireland.” 

Lilian, a British citizen originally from Kenya, says the Black community 
was fighting for rights.
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“We had to go out as we were scared and felt if we take leadership and have 
respectful protest that would protect each other and keep everyone safe. 

“It was a great opportunity to demonstrate what we know that others 
deny or pretend doesn’t exist.”

Lilian wants people to listen more and help respond to the difficulties 
that lie ahead. 

“It has been a great learning curve,” she said. “You get to understand 
yourself better and what you can handle. It has made people understand 
the strength they have.”

There are a lot of conversations ongoing around mental health but not 
so much about resilience. Lilian believes service users coped well in 
a challenging period because they are “used to isolation so we have 
built resilience”. 

“Every one of us who has left our own country so we have been prepared 
for challenges like this,” she added. 


