
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’re really 
calling for 
no more 
excuses…”

As soon as Covid-19 began to impact here Rachel Powell could sense 
what was coming for women in particular…

Rachel, who is the Women’s Sector lobbyist for NI and part of the 
Women’s Policy Group, said her gut reaction was that women would be 
disproportionately affected.

“Initially we were just so concerned – we knew from early on that 
domestic violence was on the rise and that job discrimination was a 
feature of life for some.”

“I knew I needed to be raising this, I needed to be lobbying for women 
– some of whom were surviving on so little as they just tried to feed 
their kids.”

Research and expertise were key tools which the Women’s Policy Group 
deployed. From early on in lockdown they lobbied government on issues 
especially affecting women, such as ill-fitting PPE for frontline workers.

“Women were telling us that the universal fit for PPE was actually 
designed for men,” explains Rachel. “The fact that 79% of health & 

Women’s Policy Group
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“So, there was 
progress but 
we felt we 
were barely 
scratching the 
surface.” 

social care workers are women meant it was important we lobbied on 
behalf of nurses, who weren’t fitting into their gear.”

Another major source of stress for pregnant women who were 
furloughed, was that many suddenly fell below the threshold for 
maternity pay and found themselves ineligible. Again, Rachel and the 
Women’s Policy Group stepped in.

“This came to light within the first week. We got a win through the 
Department for Communities, who made a guarantee that any woman 
who fell below the threshold would receive the maternity pay they 
would have got before.” 

“So, there was progress but we felt we were barely scratching the 
surface.”

It’s that drive that caused this coalition of women representatives to 
really push for better support for mums, carers and those suffering 
domestic violence. But Rachel says despite their passionate efforts, 
there was real frustration they weren’t being properly listened to.

“Domestic violence charities missed out on fresh government funding 
in Northern Ireland – it was incredibly frustrating; they need greater 
resources than they’ve ever had.”

“We found women’s sector groups were left out of certain conversations… 
we were being forgotten about again…”

And so the group set about developing a feminist recovery plan based 
on all the learning they were gleaning from lockdown.

“We had written so much and had been working non-stop & so we pulled 
it all together to look at the issues & what had got worse for women. 
There were 127 pages & the economic analysis was dire, with women 
being worst hit.”
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Rachel is adamant their plan proves just how much reformation of 
thinking is needed when it comes to care work, the economy and 
childcare. 

“We’re now creating a year-long strategy. Some of these issues have 
existed for a decade - we can’t keep putting them off. For example, on 
childcare we’ve been asking for a strategy for over a decade. We’re really 
calling for no more excuses…”

Rachel’s passion is crystal clear. She says that was borne out of her 
reaction to the financial crisis.

“I’m from a working-class community in south Armagh, I was the 
first one from my family to go to university. Then I started working in 
investment banking – and saw myself as my family’s way out of poverty. 
But I was disgusted at how that sector was part of the crash and when I 
saw how austerity was affecting people, I knew I couldn’t do it. I wanted 
to be able to work for people.”

“And it’s the same with Covid. I saw how this would impact women and 
knew I needed to be lobbying for them. And the best thing throughout 
this has been collaborating with other women; doing it together has 
been amazing.”


