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Latent Potential :

Tapping  Human and Social Capital to promote and support Gender Equality in decision-making
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Tanya Hughes 

PROFESSIONAL PROFILE
	Current Work
	Bamllybeen Women’s Centres, Responsible for overall management

	Area
	Belfast, Northern Ireland (UK)

	Education and Professional Training
	Experience of participating in a number of decision-making bodies; working collaboratively with a wide range of organisations in the development of services that seek to enhance the social, economic and cultural status of women, young people and children.

	Professional areas of interest
	Training and providing young people and women esp. with better skills; confidence building and empowerment; child care/young pregnancies and other gender issues

	Areas of Expertise
	Women centres & women support; child care; training & education; empowerment.



PROJECT PROFILE

	Participant
	Tanya Hughes

	Area

	Belfast, Northern Ireland (UK)

	Project
	Ballybeen Women’s centre “Steps to the Future” Programme

	Theme
	Women, empowerment through education and training





Socio-economic context

Ballybeen is the second largest housing estate in Northern Ireland with a population exceeding 9000.  It is situated in the outskirts of East Belfast and is a sprawling estate, which covers three electoral wards – Enler, Carrowreagh and Graham’s Bridge and is contained within the Borough of Castlereagh.  According to the 2001 Census there are total of 9170 persons living in the three wards.   The Noble figures for Enler reflect the significant nature of problems experienced in Ballybeen.  It ranks 123 out of 566 ( 1 representing highest deprivation) in Northern Ireland terms and is within the 15% of worst wards in relation to the health, education and child poverty domains.  The area is poorly serviced in terms of statutory provision and has been affected by the polarisation that has occurred as a result of the ‘troubles’ and has a strong single identity protestant culture.  53% of the population is female, compared with the Northern Ireland average of 51%.  20% of lone female parents with dependant children, living in Castlereagh Borough, live in Ballybeen.  In 2001 (the latest Child Health Statistics) 13% of births in Enler were to teenage mothers, this was above both the Local Health Trust (5.5%) and Regional Health Board (8.1%) averages.   Slightly lower numbers were recorded in Grahams Bridge of 6.1%, although still above the Trusts average and in Carrowreagh of 4.3%, slightly below the Trust average. 


Castlereagh economic partnership ‘A Review of the Local Economy 1998’ found that the most deprived wards in Ballybeen distinctly lacked employment opportunities in professional occupations with the majority of the employed population being in semi skilled/manual occupations.  The statistics for female unemployment relate only to those women who are registered as unemployed and looking for work.  The true figure for female unemployment is believed to be significantly higher as government statistics do not take account of unemployed female spouses/partners of unemployed males.  Areas of high unemployment are also those where population has limited formal qualifications.  Statistics show that over 80% of those unemployed and living in Ballybeen have no formal qualifications. 


Ballybeen, once a stable and desirable estate, is now experiencing decline, a view supported by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE).  In a recent mapping exercise the NIHE pointed to rising levels of dependency and social deprivation in outlying estates such as Ballybeen.  A situation further exacerbated by the recent closure of a major employer in the area – TKECC –resulting in the loss of 550 jobs, many of them occupied by women.  

Ballybeen has suffered as a consequence of the conflict:

· Polarisation of the community – a strong single identity area which displays sectarian division and has resulted in the ghettoisation of areas, civil unrest, paramilitary feuding and fear of travelling to or mixing with communities outside their own.

· A very significant decline in industry and business e.g. ship building, as well as lower levels of inward investment and higher unemployment, a legacy of the conflict is that areas such as Ballybeen particularly amongst young people, many of whom are leaving school with little or no qualifications, there is an unemployment culture as opposed to self employment, but without the accustomed sources of employment and with an aversion to risk and to self-employment.

· Relatively low numbers of entrepreneurs to create new jobs – a shortage of people with the enterprise attributes also necessary for the job opportunities being created in areas such as ICT, software etc.  

· Educational underachievement – within Ballybeen there are high levels of literacy/numeracy difficulties e.g. within Enler ward 80% of the adult population have no formal qualifications, ranking them within the worst 5% of Northern Irelands wards (Noble).

Castlereagh is a predominantly Protestant area and research has shown that the lowest levels of social inclusion and community participation occur in Protestant areas.  Due to their low socio-economic circumstances women and young people are particularly marginalized within the community and have low levels of self-esteem and confidence.


Project description and objectives

AIM >> to empower marginalized women to return to the labour market with confidence by widening access to education and training opportunities. 

Objectives:

· Identify and address barriers faced by women returning to education and training through the provision of crèche facilities and a supportive learning environment.

· Encourage the acquisition of ICT skills from basic IT skills to CLAIT to ECDL.

· Provide opportunities for women to improve basic literacy and numeracy skills and increase their confidence levels.

· Encourage the acquisition of new skills and accredited qualifications through a range of education and training courses

· Provision of job search skills training to enable women to participate within the labour market.

· Provide support and assistance in identifying education and training needs and appropriate progression routes.

The Steps to the Future programme seeks to empower disadvantaged women by improving their levels of formal educational qualifications, skills and confidence and consequently improve their socio-economic status.  The target group comprises women who have been out of the labour market for some considerable time (the majority of whom will not be on the unemployment register), who have little or no recognised qualifications and women who are currently in low paid, part time employment (defined as the ‘learning poor’ by New Labour), who are seeking to improve their employability through the acquisition of new skills and qualifications.

Many women who have been out of education/training/labour market for some time suffer from low self-esteem and low confidence levels and re-entry into the formal education/training environment is especially daunting.  They neither have the confidence, information nor base level skills to enrol on existing government training schemes or to avail of education/training opportunities offered by local FE Colleges/Open Learning Centres.  Such schemes and initiatives and colleges are not sufficiently flexible nor accessible to meet their needs and nor do they provide childcare.  In addition low paid, part-time work (women making up the majority in this category) offers little in the way of meaningful on the job training and such workers are therefore caught in a ‘poverty trap’.

Women still remain the primary carers in Northern Ireland and because many women shoulder caring responsibilities, some in addition to their low paid work outside the home, the way in which formal learning and training schemes has been structured in the past has disadvantaged women.  

Ballybeen Women’s Centre provides a first step back to education and training opportunities for those experiencing greatest social exclusion.

Through the Steps to the Future programme Ballybeen Women’s Centre recognises and addresses the barriers women face returning to education, training and employment by taking a holistic approach and adopting an integrated service delivery model:

· An informal and supportive learning environment for women returners

· High quality free crèche provision

· Flexible timetabling of courses which takes account of women’s domestic and family responsibilities

· A wide-ranging high quality training and education programme which offers pre-vocational, educational and training courses, the majority of which have nationally recognised accreditation

· Accessible education and training in terms of cost

· The support of an Education and Training Officer to assist women in identifying their needs and also appropriate progression routes  

· A basic skills facility to assist women in improving numeracy and literacy skills and an extensive resource library

The needs of the particular target group that the programme is focused on do not have their needs met by any existing government training scheme/initiative nor by local FE Colleges/Open Learning Centres.

Ballybeen Women's Centre promotes the value of learning, is community based and brings learning to the 'learning poor'.

The project aims to empower women by offering a comprehensive variety of education and training options divided into different steps.  It especially encourages the attainment of basic literacy and numeracy skills, pre vocational and confidence building and ICT skills in order that women can fully participate in other education and training opportunities and/or labour market, therefore addressing the gender gap in employment.  There is one to one support and assistance from an Education and Training Officer for women in identifying the appropriate entry level to this project which will involve examining their education and training needs and also identifying the appropriate progression route from this project. An integral part of this is the provision of job search techniques.

The organisation works with a range of education and training providers e.g. Castlereagh College, Ards Open Learning Centre etc. to effectively meet the learning needs of these women.  In identifying progression routes this organisation has developed links with local employers re: job placements and employment opportunities to facilitate the acquisition of additional skills and further improve employability.

The Steps to the Future programme promotes the value and benefits of education, lifelong learning and skills development.  The provision of a supportive learning environment, which addresses the barriers women face in returning to education/training is an innovative and successful model of practice.  The emphasis is on confidence building, the development of basic and key skills, and the acquisition of recognised qualifications.  The programme will enable women to make a more confident transition into the formal education/training programmes or labour market.

Results, evaluation and obstacles


Project results

The Ballybeen Women’s Centre has a track record of enrolling women onto education and training courses, successfully completing courses and gaining accredited qualifications.  The past 4 years enrolment numbers illustrates this:

	Year
	No of Enrolments

	2000-2001
	206

	2001-2002
	220

	2002-2003
	218

	2003-2004
	238


and by the number of completers and qualifications gained:

	Years
	No. of Completers
	No. of Qualifications Gained

	1998-2000
	378
	356

	2000-2002
	406
	375

	2002-2004
	438
	412


The qualifications gained included GCSEs in English, Maths, Sociology, OCR Level 1 in CLAIT and Internet Technologies, City and Guilds Level 1 – equivalent to NVQ Level 1; OCR Stage 2 in IBT, Word Processing– equivalent to NVQ Level 2; National Open College Levels 1 and 2; the European Computer Driving Licence; St John Ambulance Public First Aid Certificates and Driving Theory tests.

The Centre has always supported and encouraged progression of women into further education/training and employment.  Job search skills are offered through courses and on a one to one basis.  

	Number gaining employment

	1998 – 2000
	8%

	2000 – 2002
	7%

	2002 – 2004
	8%


As well as a proven track record of providing ‘value for money’, the Education and Training Programme supports capacity building and the development of a sustainable community within Ballybeen.   

In terms of social capital, both qualitative and quantitative indicators suggest that Ballybeen Women’s Centre as an integrated service provider has contributed to capacity building and social cohesion within an area of low and weak community infrastructure. 

Through such programmes as Steps to the Future they are given the opportunity to build on existing skills and acquire new qualifications and skills.  Women are empowered and engaged through new confidence and skills gained.  One of the most tangible ways that this has been evidenced is in the increased levels of women participating in local community activity and taking a leadership role in such activity.  They are also enabled to participate within other aspects of the Women’ Centre work including sitting on the Management Committee and volunteering.  

They are encouraged to become engaged with other communities and sectors by participating in relationships and networks cross community e.g. Women into Politics Programmes, cross border e.g. the Cross Border Women’s Collective Partnership and European wide e.g. Grundtvig Learning Partnerships. They are supported to move on to further education and training, employment and to become more active citizens involved in community initiatives aimed at improving the quality of life in the area.   


Evaluation

All women entering the project are monitored and a database records relevant details as they enter the project, their progression through it and where they go when they leave the project. After each course is completed each participant completes an evaluation form and an annual internal evaluation of the education and training programme is carried out.  This research assists in monitoring the target group’s needs and also taking account of government strategies, contributes towards the planning of further education and training programmes within the organisation. 

The Centre regularly contributes to and participates in research being carried out on the women’s community education and training and respond to any consultation carried out by government and statutory bodies.


Obstacles and constraints

Long term sustainability is the key issue in terms of obstacles and constraints.  Ballybeen Women’s Centre is a community based NGO and is reliant upon securing funding from a range of sources to sustain its work.  The biggest obstacle and constraint facing Steps to the Future is securing funding to sustain the project.

Resources (human and financial)


Human

1 X Education and Training Officer (programme Co-ordinator)

1 X Outreach and Support Worker

4 X Early Years Officers to do 

Admin, management and finance support


Financial

£111,000 circa per annum

Lessons learned

I believe that factors that determine success are:

· Effective consultation and engagement with service users

· Ability to break down the barriers that inhibit women from accessing opportunities that will enhance their socio-economic and personal circumstances

· Quality, affordable childcare

· Adoption of a holistic approach based on the principles and practice of community development  

· Ability to secure funding 
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