
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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“We are 
trying to 
move the PUL 
community 
forward and 
give them a 
voice.”

The key learning for the team at Ulidia Training in Ballymoney is that 
community development work must be tailored more to suit the needs 
of the people it aims to reach. 

Leanne Abernethy from Bushmills is a restorative practitioner at the 
group working with marginalised loyalist communities in the Causeway 
Coast and Glens, north Antrim area of Northern Ireland. Different 
strands to the group’s working include restorative justice, working with 
paramilitary organisations about how to transition to peace, and the 
Dalriada Training Services community interest company. 

“We are trying to move the PUL community forward and give them a 
voice.” Leanne said 

“It was all laughed off to start with, and people thought it would be a 
non-starter, but then funders starting offering advice and we realised 
how serious it may be,” she said. 

The Bushmills Coronavirus Support Group (BCSG) was set up before 
Prime Minister Boris Johnson introduced lockdown measures and 

Ulidia Training 
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while some communities were still in a bit of denial. It was formed for 
“the worse case scenario, but not really believing it was going to happen, 
that schools would shut and so on”.

“I am quite laid back,” Leanne said. “I tend to panic over stupid stuff 
and don’t worry about major things.”

Group meetings were the first casualty of the pandemic and the team 
at Ulidia had to work out some administration issues and how to work 
from home. It was challenging.

“We kept going and worked in our three-storey building and then once 
the kids finished school it change things.”

It was an “absolute nightmare” until around Easter time. 

BCSG was vital for local people. Its work included phone calls, supporting 
people, helping people, keeping up to date with proper guidance and 
disseminating that. 

“We are funded by the Red Cross for some of what we do so they were 
very useful,” Leanne said. 

The uncertainty weighed heavily on the team at Ulidia’s minds. 

“Were we giving volunteers the right information,” she said. “We were 
going with gut instinct around gloves and hand washing.”

Working collectively and online was identified as a major bonus. Similar 
work was ongoing in Ballymoney so three community groups were 
brought together from the area, and all the benefits of more pairs of 
hands and understanding of the various coronavirus challenges was felt. 

“It has been brilliant,” Leanne said. 

“The community spirit has been 100 per cent, the businesses and 
local people.”

Perceptions about other people you may not normally speak to were 
challenged and relationships are being maintained.”

Keeping the group ongoing on “an ad hoc basis on topics” is the plan for 
coming months. Gardening, online mental health sessions, embracing 
Tik Tok and other apps along with supporting isolated people with food 
parcels have all raised community morale, as did winning a Sunday 
Life newspaper’s community award.

The darkest feelings over the peak of the virus were feelings of isolation, 
not always having the answers and “not being able to hug”. Zoom fatigue 
kicked in after a while, as there wasn’t always time to do them and there 
was a sense that funders need to sometimes take a distant approach and 
“just let us be”.

The darkest 
feelings over 
the peak of 
the virus were 
feelings of 
isolation, not 
always having 
the answers 
and “not being 
able to hug”
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Community spirit is alive and society proved itself to be less selfish that 
might have been expected. Discovering high levels of need was sad but 
also a bonus because overlooked or unknown people are now visible. 

“We can work out how to tackle that,” Leanne said. “There are people 
completely socially isolated, in poverty, we didn’t know about them, so 
we look at ways to sort that out.”

Another lesson Leanne would like funders to realise is that “bums out 
seats doesn’t always work”.

“We have to be going out to the people,” she said. 

“I would like everyone to look again at how they approach things. Look 
at more localised responses and listen to the community.”

For now the group is easing into the so-called new normal, “taking stock 
of life” and focusing on their hashtag of the moment – #CommunitySpirit. 


