Al-Nisa Association NI

Interview with Mrs Khan, MBE

Background of Al-Nisa

Al-Nisa was originally part of the Belfast Islamic Centre and known as the Women’s Group (BIC) for a number of  years.  In 1998 the Women’s Group became an independent organisation known as Al-Nisa Association N.I, and was affiliated to the Belfast Islamic Centre until June 2002, when they became completely independent from the Islamic Centre and secured their own premises provided by Women’s Aid.  At these premises an open day was held to publicise Al-Nisa, around fifty-three organisations attended the event.  Al-Nisa moved to their current premises at 21 Knightsbridge Park in 2003.  The budget for the premises is provided by the Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister.

At their premises Al-Nisa offer a wide range of activities including computer classes, English classes, adult education classes , physical exercise classes and social events.  Monthly information sessions from guest speakers are also organised for members covering issues such as domestic violence, immigration, welfare and benefits services, health information, etc.

Al-Nisa acts as a ‘bridge’ to support the community particularly women and acts as a representative on many boards, committees, consultation panels, advisory panels etc.  The association has no paid staff; around seven volunteers offer their time on a regular basis.  The organisation had and continues to have the opportunity to apply for funds for staff to work in the organisation, but feel that because the work in the organisation is so diverse and demanding, it would be difficult to employ staff to cover the work of the many aspects of the organisation and the community spirit would be lost.

The Muslim Community

There are around 3,000 Muslims in Northern Ireland.  This number has not increased significantly recently since many of the younger generation move to mainland Britain in search of employment.  The Muslim community first arrived in Northern Ireland in the 1930s, therefore a lot of third generation Muslims live locally.  The main reasons for Muslims to come to and settle in Northern Ireland were for higher education, employment or business.

Before the peace process the community did not face major problems integrating into Northern Ireland, however, since the events of September 11th 2001 the number of racist incidents has increased.  Mrs Khan believes the main cause of this is that people tend to have stereotypical views on the Muslim community, and this can be addressed through cultural awareness training.

Important Lessons

Mrs Khan was asked what were the most important things to keep in mind when establishing an association such as Al-Nisa.  In her opinion, the three most important lessons are

· The association should have a wide knowledge of their members needs and requirements;

· The association should have a wide knowledge of the wider community, the services and facilities on offer and work closely with other voluntary, public and ethnic minority organisations.

· The association should be willing to take part in consultations and forums where they can learn how to make a difference.

Achievements

Some of the main achievements of Al-Nisa have been

· Setting up the only independent Muslim women association and delivering many education and training programmes for women

· Securing premises for the association and being able to provide support for all age groups

· Bringing socially isolated women out of their homes and building their  confidence

· Encouraging women to feel that Northern Ireland is their home and that they can participate fully in the society here.

Recognition of Achievement
Mrs Khan has recently received an MBE in recognition of her eighteen years of working to help the Muslim community.

