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H appy 10th birthday Big Lottery Fund - and what a 
great ten years it has been! 

Our special 10th birthday edition celebrates a decade of Big 
Lottery funding across Northern Ireland.

I’ve been privileged to have been with the Big Lottery Fund 
over the past ten years and have seen the difference our 
funding has made to people’s lives. 

This edition highlights some of those stories. We catch up with 
young mum Megan Sweeney who has gone from strength to 
strength after taking part in a teenage pregnancy project 
when she fell pregnant when she was still at school in 2006.

We also chart the remarkable story of the residents of Rathlin 
Island who have used Lottery money to harness the energy of 
the islanders and spark a community revival over the past 
decade.

And we talk to the volunteers who are making the lives of 
homeless people in Belfast a little bit better by giving them a 
night at the movies.

As we celebrate our 10th birthday and look back over the 
impact of our funding in the past decade, I feel really proud to 
have been involved with so many projects that have made a 
difference. And you could nominate your favourite Big Lottery 
Fund project for the chance to win a £10,000 grant. You can 
find all the details on the inside back page of this issue.

I hope you enjoy this special issue. Please let us know what you 
think at bigni@biglotteryfund.org.uk

We’d love to hear from you.

Amanda Doherty
Editor

Welcome!
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What a difference a decade makes! 
Big Lottery Fund has invested a massive  
£302 million in more than 7,000 projects 
across Northern Ireland since we were created 
in June 2004. But what do those amazing 
statistics mean for people and communities 
across Northern Ireland? Here are a few of  
our highlights over the past decadeYEARS

1

We travelled to the 
Millennium Forum in Derry/
Londonderry to launch 
Change UR Future – a 
multi-million pound fund to 
boost the well-being and 
personal development of 
young people across 
Northern Ireland.

PE and sport for pupils and the 
wider community was 
transformed when we gave 
£33 million to create 135 
state-of-the-art sports 
facilities in schools and 
communities – one of the 
largest ever Lottery-backed 
sports facilities programmes in 
Northern Ireland. 
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TEN GOOD YEARS

2004
A new era in National Lottery funding for 
good causes started on 1 June 2004 
with the creation of the Big Lottery 
Fund. We celebrated the launch at a 
Lottery-funded project in Belfast with 
pupils from Botanic Primary School.

2005

2006



The opening of the Sam Thompson 
bridge in April 2014 was a milestone for 
the £35 million Connswater Community 
Greenway project, which is regenerating 
the east Belfast waterfront. But it all 
started when we announced the great 
news at the Arches Health Centre in east 
Belfast in November 2007.

BIG SHORTS

We celebrated in style the future generations of Northern Ireland when we joined forces with the Daily Mirror to hold the first Youth Achiever’s Ball in Stormont. This historic event marked the achievements of many young people who had changed their lives for the better. 

We awarded nearly £34 million 
in 2009 through our Live and 
Learn and Safe and Well 
programmes. These 35 
projects promote well-being 
and tackle health and safety 
issues. They also provide vital 
support to people across 
Northern Ireland through a 
range of activities including 
support services for street 
drinkers in Derry/Londonderry 
and an education project 
helping men in Belfast. 

We joined forces with BBC NI’s 
Headroom campaign to launch 
Healthy Minds, which provided 
grants to communities to 
improve the mental health of 
local people. And we teamed up 
with the BBC’s Hugo Duncan 
(pictured) to broadcast his 
popular show from a tea dance 
at a Lottery-funded project. 

2007

2008

2009 

2010

8 | N. IRELAND Issue 13 Find out more at www.biglotteryfund.org.uk | 9



BIG SHORTS

We launched the Big Lunch this year. Since 
then hundreds of people across Northern 
Ireland have been getting together with their 
neighbours every June to have lunch and get 
to know each other better.

In Derry/
Londonderry we 
announced our 
support for the 
first UK City of 
Culture. We teamed 
up with the Arts 
Council of NI to 
launch Culture for 
All – a small grants 
programme 
supporting 
communities that 
wanted to be 
involved in the 
celebrations.

We launched our 
£25 million 
Reaching Out: 
Supporting Families 
programme in west 
Belfast at 
Whiterock 
Children’s Centre.  
This programme is 
tackling some of 
the issues affecting 
families by 
providing support 
to learn together 
and build strong, 
nurturing 
relationships.

2011

2012 

2013

We announced additional funding for the 
Community Foundation for Northern 
Ireland’s Acorn Fund, so that the legacy of 
Culture for All could continue. 2014

10 | N. IRELAND Issue 13 Find out more at www.biglotteryfund.org.uk | 11



Despite a cancer diagnosis, double 
mastectomy and crippling chemotherapy 

Belfast woman Bernie Montgomery will tell 
you she’s “living the dream”.

Even after recounting the last 17 years of 
her cancer journey this mum of three says 
simply: “Well, you know what? – I’m alive.”

And what a life! Having faced a 
devastating cancer diagnosis and unable to 
find the information and support she 
needed, Bernie decided to do something 
about it herself.

NIGHTMARE
“Looking back, I desperately needed 
someone to talk to, someone who’d come 
through this – and survived – because you 
think it’s a death sentence. I was given a 13 
per cent chance of survival. I was afraid to 
sleep in case I didn’t wake, yet being awake 
was a living nightmare,” says Bernie.

She had noticed a lump on her breast in 
December 1997 and saw her GP. But it was 
New Year’s Eve before the busy mum took 
his advice to go to the hospital – and even 
then she was told things were fine.

“They said, at 36, I was a young woman 
with nothing to worry about,” recalls Bernie. 

It was only during a routine check-up three 
months later that tests revealed the cancer.

“I was rushed into hospital and by the next 
day they had identified five lumps under my 
arm and the cancer had spread to my lymph 
nodes. I was seriously ill with a grade three 
aggressive cancer.

TREATMENT
“I went through eight months of chemo and 
radiotherapy only to find a lump in my other 
breast. It too was cancerous and I needed a 
second mastectomy in December 1998.

“But the chemo had messed up my body 
up and as a result of side-effects I needed a 
hysterectomy. They seemed to be taking 
away the things that make you a woman. 
We have a dark sense of humour in this part 
of the world, but sometimes it’s all you have 
left.”

Despite all the medical interventions, there 
was still much Bernie needed to understand 
about her condition.

“There were things I needed to talk about 
– like reconstruction. I remember going to a 
meeting at the health trust with other 
women who’d had 
mastectomies and not being 

Every day is a bonus for cancer survivor Bernie 
Montgomery. When she couldn’t find the help she needed 
after her devastating diagnosis she did something about 
it and, with Lottery funding, has helped hundreds of 
families cope. Mandi Millar reports.

HEALTHIER LIVES
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Fighting
against the odds
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Bernie, right, and Liddean 
McStravog from Cancer Lifeline 
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How Cancer Lifeline 
has grown in 10 years
“It takes £300,000 a year to run our 
services and the Big Lottery Fund has 
been instrumental in helping us develop 
from a grassroots group that rented a 
room in a community house to one which 
now owns that community house and is 
hoping to purchase and develop the 
neighbouring premises,” says  
Liddean McStravog, Cancer Lifeline  
co-ordinator.

“We used that first small grant to 
identify a clear vision for the 
organisation. It gave us a chance to plan 
in those early days and was invaluable.”
Since then Cancer Lifeline has received 
six years’ support through the Reaching 
Communities programme and is 
currently being funded through the 
Reaching Out Connecting Older People 
programme.

“What’s crucial about this funding is that 
it is long-term, which gives you a chance 
to plan ahead and look at the bigger 
picture. That’s often the single biggest 
factor in an organisation’s 
sustainability.”

able to understand why they were all sitting 
there with cleavages,” she says.

“It was a few weeks before I plucked up 
the courage to ask. All I’d been given was a 
rubber prosthesis that used to creep up 
under your chin. It turned out women who 
had mastectomies at the Ulster Hospital 
were automatically given the option of 
reconstruction surgery. 

“These were the kinds of things I needed 
to know about – yet information and advice 
were missing for women like me then.”

But Bernie had more than cancer to worry 
about. Unable to work, she was concerned 
about how to pay her mortgage.

“I’d just bought my house off the Housing 
Executive and I remember standing in the 
middle of the street one day, not knowing if I 
was more afraid of cancer or losing my 
home,” she recalls.

“There just didn’t seem to be anyone to 
turn to so I decided to do something myself 
and put an ad in a local paper asking other 
people in a similar situation to meet up.”

Four people came to that first meeting in 
1999 in a community house in Alliance 
Avenue, north Belfast, and since then the 
support group that developed into Cancer 
Lifeline has gone from strength to strength.

Thanks to support from the Big Lottery 
Fund, the organisation is now a cornerstone 
for families from across all parts of north 
Belfast, Shankill and Newtownabbey who 
are affected by the disease.

“To be honest I’m sitting here now and this 
is a dream. I never thought I’d live to see it. 
It’s very humbling. I still have health issues 
but you know what – I’m alive. I’ve lived to 
see my three children grow up and have 
three grandchildren. If someone had told me 
that in 1998, I’d never have believed them.”

BERNIE TODAY
Fifteen years after she founded it, Bernie 
Montgomery is still the chair of Cancer 
Lifeline. She and the other committee 
members work tirelessly to ensure that 
people don’t face a cancer diagnosis alone.

Bernie says: “It’s a privilege for me to be 
able to do the work I do to ensure people 
get appropriate and timely support to help 
them through their cancer journey.” 

For her charitable work Bernie received an 
MBE in 2010. She says: “I was shocked and 
delighted to receive this honour. I feel it 
gives recognition to the hard work and 
dedication of everyone involved both past 
and present who have helped to shape  
and develop Cancer Lifeline into what it is 
today.” BIG

Bernie at 
Cancer Lifeline 
in north Belfast 

“I’m sitting here now 
and this is a dream”

Bernie, left, with Cancer Lifeline staff and volunteers with former Lord Mayor of Belfast Tom Hartley at a charity bed push 
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A living legend
Former shipyard worker John McKeag was among the 
thousands of people who flocked to cross the Sam Thompson 
bridge when it opened this spring. He told Lucy Gollogly  
what a difference it has made to east Belfast

SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES
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John McKeag has been cycling 
the roads of east Belfast for 

most of his life. The great-
grandfather spends much of his spare time 
out on his bike – and he’s not going to stop 
now just because he’s turning 92.

“I wouldn’t like to get up in the morning 
and have nothing to do. I’ve been running 74 
years, and I have been cycling since I could 
ride a bike,” John says. 

The former welding instructor was one of 
the first people who crossed the iconic Sam 
Thompson bridge when it opened on 4 April. 
He had cycled the four miles to Victoria Park 
from his home in Dundonald – just a short 
hop for John who recently took part in a 
55-mile cycle ride to celebrate the Giro 
d’Italia. 

“I was down at the opening of the bridge. I 
cycled down to it and across the bridge. It 
was a great day,” he says. 

LOVELY STRUCTURE
The bridge is just a short distance from the 
famous cranes, affectionately known as 
Samson and Goliath, which dominated the 
Harland and Wolff shipyard where John 
spent his entire working life. 

“I rode my bike every day to the shipyard 
from my home in Lisbane in Co Down – a 
round trip of 25 miles every day,” John 
recalls. 

Now Victoria Park, which is being given a 
facelift as part of the Connswater 
Community Greenway project, is one of his 
favourite spots. 

 “The whole project has opened up the 
park greatly. You can go over the bridge and 
the Bombardier factory is just opposite, and 
then you go on down to Holywood, or go on 
down to Bangor. It has opened up that side 
of Belfast Lough. And it’s a lovely structure, 
and very well designed.

“I would think that more people would use 
the park because of the bridge. It’s more 
convenient now if anybody wants to get to 

the park to walk, run or cycle.”
John is a well known character in sporting 

circles. He recently featured in a BBC 
Northern Ireland documentary about his 
sporting endeavours called Run Grandad Run 
and has competed in running and cycling 
events in the UK and Europe. 

“I have all the trophies for running you  
can possibly get. I was the first runner  
over 80 to represent Northern Ireland. “It’s  
a way of life.” 

UP-AND-RUNNING
But while he did his last half-marathon aged 
85, he still likes to get out for shorter 5 and 
10k runs, one of which is regularly held in 
Victoria Park. 

“I have done the Victoria Park Run because 
5k just suits me all right now. I have done 
marathons and all sorts of races – I even ran 
in a kilt at the Highland Games at Glenarm 
Castle. Anybody who was taking part had to 
run in a kilt, which was a bit awkward!

“I had to do a bit of cycling and get myself 
in shape for the 55-mile Giro d’Italia event 
so I haven’t been down to the park to run for 

a few weeks. But I started my running again 
this week. Irrespective of the weather, you 
have to get out. I have run in rain and snow 
and all weathers.”

John’s beloved wife Isobel died 22 years 
ago, and he says his love of exercise helped 
get him out of the house and give him focus 
at that time. 

“Isobel was a Comber girl. I met her when 
she was 16 and I was 18 and she was the 
only girl I went out with,” he says. 

“After my wife died, being involved in 
cycling, sports and running was one of the 
things that got me through it. These things 
get you over adversity.”

Now John is surrounded by a loving family, 
including his daughter, Anne, two 
grandchildren Judith and Richard and four 
great-grandchildren. 

“They motivate me and keep me on my 
toes. And they give me a bit of stick too. I 
get into trouble because I start to fool about 
with them especially Joel, my wee great 
grandson. I fight and wrestle with him and I 
get told off for that,” John laughs. BIG
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Lola the Dachshund 
crossing the bridge

John cycling 
the new bridge 

The Sam Thompson bridge, which 
links the Harbour Estate and the 
Titanic Quarter, is part of the  
£35 million Connswater Community 
Greenway project. The project 
received £23.5 million from the Big 
Lottery Fund’s Living Landmarks 
programme, and was also funded by 
Belfast City Council, the Department 
for Social Development and the 
Department of Agriculture and Rural 
Development. 

It is the first new bridge to be 
installed in Belfast for many years 
and it is hoped that as a dedicated 
pedestrian and cycle bridge it will 
encourage more active lifestyles. As 
part of the wider Connswater 
Community Greenway project it will 
also provide access to green and 
open spaces.

 What we did
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Wave of Lottery money 
brings sea-change to Rathlin
Support from the Big Lottery Fund has helped to spark a 

community revival on Rathlin, the only inhabited island 

off the coast of Northern Ireland. Nigel Tilson reports
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It’s remote, unspoilt and has scenery to 
rival anywhere in the world.
But there’s nothing backward-looking 

about the 120-strong community who call 
Rathlin Island home.

The island off the County Antrim coast 
has a community association whose 
commitment and energy would put much 
larger organisations on mainland Northern 
Ireland to shame.

Islander Michael Cecil is chairman of 
Rathlin Development and Community 

Association, which has also attracted a loyal 
force of more than 40 volunteers.

Back in 2008 the association received a 
grant of just over £300,000 from Big 
Lottery Fund, and Michael says that helped 
to spark a sea-change in the island’s 
collective psyche.

The money paid for a full-time 
community development officer, David 
Quinney Mee, who commutes to the island 
from Ballycastle every day on the ferry. 

Building relationships has been a key part 

of David’s work and has helped the 
association attract support from 
government departments and statutory 
agencies.

“We now have regular forums where we 
meet with government departments and 
other agencies. They all know there is an 
association on the island and a conduit to 
work through,” he explains.

Michael adds: “The confidence of the 
people and the capacity to get things done 
have increased. There’s a lot more social 
cohesion these days.

“In the past people living on Rathlin would 
have expected others, such as statutory 
bodies, to look after their interests, but 
now they want to shape their own future.

“The money from the Big Lottery Fund 
has been a source of encouragement to the 
islanders.”

As a result, several events have become 
regular fixtures on Rathlin’s calendar, 
including the Rathlin Sound Maritime 
Festival, Halloween and New Year 
celebrations. 

Michael explains: “The festivals attract 
lots of visitors and going forward we want 
to improve the tourism offering. We want 
to build on the 30,000 visitors who make 
the trip to Rathlin each year.”

The organisation is planning to build a 
wind turbine on the island which, it hopes, 
could generate enough profit each year to 
pay for its work. It is all part of the 
islanders’ desire to become self-sustaining. 

Other projects in the pipeline include 
negotiating community management of the 
Manor House, the iconic guesthouse at 
Rathlin’s harbour. The association is also 
aiming to transform an old Kelp Store into a 
marine research and education centre. 

The group has also received Big Lottery-
funding to encourage the creation of social 
enterprises and it has been receiving advice 
from the Scottish islands on setting up such 
businesses.

David says that the funding has boosted 
the association’s ability to tackle big 
projects. 

“Without Lottery money the 
improvements of recent years would not 
have happened. 

“We’re probably going to need grants to 
help us in the near future, but beyond that 
we want to develop and grow the island 
ourselves. 

“The attitude of the people here has 
changed dramatically. People on the island 
are now determined to improve from 
within. In fact our motto is ‘Thriving from 
within’.” BIG

“The confidence of the people 
and the capacity to get things 
done have increased”

 What we did
Rathlin Development and 

Community Association has 

received grants totalling £373,928 

through the Reaching 

Communities programme to 

improve the quality of life, 

community spirit, education and 

health among island residents and 

to develop social enterprises.

(from left) Damien McFaul from Rathlin Boat Trips with David Quinney Mee and Michael Cecil  

David Quinney 
Mee on Rathlin 



Ann McIlroy was as proud as any new 
mum as she wheeled her baby down 

Ballycastle Main Street but when she saw 
people cross the road to avoid them, her 
heart broke.

“Our daughter Marian was disabled and 
people just didn’t know what to say – that 
hurt more than anything,” says Ann, aged 
56, who made it her mission to ensure her 
girl had the same opportunities as any other 
youngster.

The challenge came as Marian, now 26, 
got older – there were no real work 
opportunities and no route to any sort of 
independence until, that is, Ann launched the 
pioneering recycling project, Greenlight 
Gateway, in 2003 with a grant from the Big 
Lottery Fund.

“We started with three can crushers. I was 
nervous – here I was, a mum getting into a 
whole new world. But I had big ideas and Big 
Lottery Fund encouraged me to go for it and 
dream big. They believed in us and the 
support I got from the Big Lottery Fund 
team was vital to our success,” says Ann.

The can recycling business quickly 
developed and soon Greenlight Gateway 
was recycling clothes too, before it 

diversified into horticulture.
“My husband built our first 

polytunnel in 2004 – we have five 
now, all packed with bedding 
plants and shrubs – as well as 
thriving community 
allotments, established thanks to  
funding from the Big Lottery Fund in  
2010,” says Ann.

ABILITY
“We sell all the produce to the public through 
our garden centre. The year we launched we 
planted 7,500 flowers – this year it was 
200,000 and we even won the contract to 
supply and look after Moyle Council’s flower 
baskets throughout the district.

“What’s important about this is that our 
young people and adults will be out and 
about in the community, just like everyone 
else – that’s crucial if we’re to break down 
the barriers and it’s why our coffee shop is 
so important too.”

The coffee shop was launched in 2012 
after Greenlight Gateway won The People’s 
Millions competition. While a £500,000 

grant from our Empowering 
Young People programme means 
trainees can gain accredited 
qualifications in catering and 
hospitality.

One of the young people to 
benefit is Roisin Toner who won 

silver at this year’s prestigious IFEX Culinary 
Ability Awards in Belfast and went on to bag 
gold in the national finals in London.

“It proves that Greenlight Gateway isn’t 
just somewhere for our people to put in 
time. We actually support many children, 
young people, adults and families in what we 
call a ‘wraparound’ service providing social as 
well as new learning and development 
opportunities. We want to give our members 
every opportunity to step out into this 
world, just like their peers,” says Ann.

“That’s why it’s so important that our 
members meet and serve the public in the 
coffee shop and garden centre. They are the 
ones breaking down the barriers.

“Today, thanks to Big Lottery Fund support 
we now have a large team of staff and 
volunteers who also share this vision and 
passion for our work.

“The way I look at it is this – if a parent 
has a teenager with a learning disability they 
need to know there’s so much more to that 
young person. It’s all about the bigger 
picture. Our aim is that people see the 
person’s ability – not the disability.” BIG

Green light for a 
brighter future
Great oaks from little acorns 
grow – just ask the team at 
Ballycastle’s Greenlight 
Gateway who run a thriving 
garden centre and allotments. 
Mandi Millar reports
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“Our aim is that people  
see the person’s ability – not 
the disability”

The garden at Greenlight Gateway

Ann with some of 

the young people 

SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES
 What we did
Greenlight Gateway has blossomed 
over the past 10 years after receiving a 
number of grants from the Big Lottery 
Fund. They range from a small Awards 
for All grant that allowed it to buy 
recycling equipment to a major grant to 
support younger people in 2012. The 
group received £497,838 through the 
Reaching Out Empowering Younger 
People programme for the Gateways 2 
Adulthood Project.  It is using the 
money to help young people with 
learning disabilities make the transition 
into work and adulthood.  
The group also won The People’s 
Millions competition in 2011 for their 
Space to Grow project, which created a 
garden and allotments. The project is 
run in partnership with the Northern 
Health and Social Care Trust.  
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Ann with her 
daughter, Marian



Bright, confident and down-to-earth, 
Megan Sweeney seems like the kind of 

woman who would thrive in any 
environment. Recently back home in Derry/
Londonderry after two years teaching 
English and fitness classes in Spain, the 
25-year-old makes juggling motherhood 
with a busy career look effortless. 

But it hasn’t always been easy. When she 
became pregnant with her son Christian, 
now 8, she was still at school. Megan admits 
she was daunted by what lay ahead.  But 
then her health visitor put her in touch with 
a Big Lottery-funded project for teenage 
mothers in Altnagelvin Hospital Trust. It 
gave her the support she needed to face the 
future. 

FANTASTIC
“A lady called Heather who was involved 
with the project at that time got a group of 
teenagers who were expecting babies 
together. She told us about all the guidance 
and support they could offer us,” Megan 
says.

“We also did antenatal classes with her, 
which was great, because it meant that I 
didn’t have to go to classes with a lot of 
people who were older than me. I was with 
girls in a similar position to myself, so I felt 
really comfortable.

“Heather was fantastic – out of this world. 
If you had any queries about what kind of 
support you would get if you did continue 
with your education, she was on the ball. She 
was a midwife as well so if you had any 
issues with your pregnancy you could go to 

her about those too. 
“I was meeting other girls who were in the 

same position as me and that was really 
important. I stayed in touch with a few of 
the girls, and I’ve seen some of them since 
we’ve been home and we would always stop 
and chat. It’s really nice to catch up. At the 
time, that was such a big thing because I did 
feel alone and it was really good to have the 
support network around me of people in the 
same situation.”

Megan said the support and 
encouragement she got from the 

It’s 
wonder 
woman!

Megan Sweeney was still a schoolgirl when her son Christian 
was born. But despite the challenges of teenage motherhood, 
she beat the odds and went on to graduate from university 
and forge a successful career in sales and marketing.  She told 
Lucy Gollogly why a Lottery-funded project for teenage 
mums gave her the support she needed to fulfil her dreams

REAL LIFE
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Megan was at 
school when 
Christian was born 
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programme helped her challenge some of 
the stigma around teenage mothers. 

“It was great to have a programme that 
was so specific and focused on people our 
age. There is a lot of negativity surrounding 
teenage pregnancy. But this group was 
always so positive – it motivated me and 
kept my spirits up. It’s tough for young girls 
when they find themselves in that situation. 
Having that support was amazing.”

As well as offering practical support, such 
as advice on accessing childcare, Megan says 

the project gave her the push she needed to 
continue on in school, and ultimately go on 
to study French, Spanish and marketing at 
the University of Ulster’s campus in Magee. 

“The project played a big part in keeping 
us in education and keeping us motivated – 
it taught us not to let go of our abilities. It’s 
not that we would have wasted our lives by 
not working but if you wanted to make a 
career, and make a life for yourself, they 
encouraged you to keep going. The message 
was: Having a child isn’t going to get in your 
way.”

And for Megan, that has turned out to be 
true. Now a European sales executive for 
the Foyle Food Group, she manages 
customer accounts for the firm’s French 

and Spanish clients.
“I’m using my languages every day even 

though I’m back in Derry,” Megan said. 
Christian too is thriving – and is bilingual 

after two years living with his mum in the 
small city of Guadalajara, just outside 
Madrid.

“Christian is doing absolutely brilliantly – 
he’s doing great at school. He speaks fluent 
Spanish. 

“At that age they can adjust really easily 
– he didn’t lose his English at all while he was 
in Spain. He’s bilingual so he’s a lucky boy. I’m 
going to keep his Spanish up now we’re 
home.

“It’s so difficult to learn a second language 
when you’re older so it was always 
important for me to make sure he learnt one 
at a young age. It’s great to give him that 
head start.

“I couldn’t be any more proud of him – he’s 
a great wee man.” BIG
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A younger Megan 
with Christian

Megan and Christian earlier this summer

The Teenage Pregnancy project 
received a grant of £113,649 from the 
Big Lottery Fund’s Change UR Future 
programme in October 2006. It was 
delivered by the then Altnagelvin 
Health and Social Care Trust.
Anne-Marie McGurk, the Western 
Health and Social Care Trust’s Head of 
Midwifery, said the project had been 
extremely worthwhile and has been 
continued by the Trust to support 
young mothers in the area. “It’s great 
to hear success stories like Megan who 
is a real role model for other young 
mothers,” she said.
The Trust went on to pilot the Family 
Nurse Partnership Programme, which 
they hope to mainstream throughout 
the Trust.

 What we did
“There is a lot of negativity 
surrounding teenage 
pregnancy. But this group 
was always so positive”
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CITIZENS IN ACTION

As a mushroom picker in the Republic of 
Ireland mum of two Ewa Babicka, 45, 

from Poland could never have dreamt she 
would be a teacher in just a few years.

Today she works as a college lecturer and 
an NHS interpreter and aims to establish a 
language school and life coach business.

Ewa came to Ireland for a better quality of 
life for her and her son. She found the 
mushroom picking job in the south of Ireland 
but was applying for jobs all over the island.

Then an office job came up in Northern 
Ireland in 2004 at Ulster Weavers – a 
textiles and giftware company in Belfast.

“I wanted to change my life and I did,” 
says Ewa. “The mushroom picking was a 
great experience but I was an IT technician 

in Poland and ran my own cyber café so 
getting an office job was great.”

When the contract ended it was her next 
post with the Northern Ireland Rural 
Network that got her into community work.

“My English was very limited when I came 
here and that was probably the biggest 
barrier. I’m still learning, though my younger 
son – who was 12 when he came here 
– picked it up very quickly and now talks 
with a strong Banbridge accent,” Ewa says. 

“At school, the teachers ensured my son  
had access to the same quality of education 
as the other pupils; but as an adult finding 
your way around the system is a challenge, 
especially things like finding a doctor.”

Ewa says finding housing is another 

“I wanted to change 
my life and I did”

Polish-born Ewa Babicka came to Northern Ireland looking 
for a better life for her family. Thanks to hard work – and the 
Big Lottery Fund – she found it. She told Mandi Millar how 
she is now giving back to the community that helped her

challenge, especially as some migrants 
struggle with the language barrier. “Local 
people face similar challenges too knowing 
where to find help. But as more migrants 
moved here I wanted to do something to 
help the community,” she says. 

That’s when Ewa helped establish a Polish 
support group and Saturday school with 
support from Southern Regional College’s 
Transforming Learning Communities project, 
which is funded by the Big Lottery Fund. 

It delivered pre-ESOL (English for Speaker 
of Other languages) qualifications as well as 
IT and health and well-being programmes.

“Thanks to the TLC project I was able to 
take a Teaching English as a Foreign 
Language course and went on to gain a full 
teaching qualification. I volunteered with the 
college for two years teaching English before 
I got a part-time job there,” says Ewa, who is 
also a self-employed NHS interpreter.

“I believe everyone can achieve what they 
want. Our children all have the same 
opportunities at school – it’s what they do 
with them. I came to this community with an 
open mind, prepared to work hard, share my 
culture and bring diversity. I am happy with 
my life. I feel I now have the chance to give 
someone else the opportunities I had to 
make a better life in Northern Ireland. 

“When I look back I never thought I’d be a 
teacher – certainly not when I was picking 
mushrooms. Of course there have been 
bumps along the way but when people hear 
my story I hope it shows them that if I can 
achieve this, so can they.

“My goal now is to set up a language 
school and life-coaching clinic with life 
coaching classes. It will take some time but 
it’s all about small steps in the right direction.

“I am walking proof of what projects like 
TLC can do for a community.”  BIG

“I believe everyone can 
achieve what they want”

    Ewa (second right) at an event in      April when the project won the UK       Association of Colleges Beacon Award

 What we did
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Big Lottery Fund awarded £837,189 to the 
five-year Transforming Learning 
Communities project, which is funded 
through the Live and Learn programme. 
The project addresses educational barriers and inequalities for Travellers and migrant workers in the southern region of Northern Ireland. It is delivered by Southern Regional College in conjunction with training 
organisation Trademark.
“The project has had a significant effect 
across so many different areas. In 
particular, it has transformed the lives of 
almost 2,000 Travellers and migrant 
workers and their families who have 
acquired new skills, knowledge and 
experiences,” says Caroline Coleman, 
manager of the Southern Regional 
College’s Transforming Learning 
Communities project. 
 “We were delighted that the programme 
was recognised further afield, winning the 
UK Association of Colleges Beacon Award 
for Widening Participation in Adult 
Education in 2013.”



N.IRELAND Issue 13 Find out more at www.biglotteryfund.org.uk | 3332 | 

A community cinema in Belfast is giving homeless people 
the chance to enjoy an experience many of us take for 
granted – a night out at the movies. Nigel Tilson popped 
along to a screening of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest

and the films we show usually 
touch on a lot of issues,” 
Daniel says. 

Daniel was the driving force 
behind the creation of the 
cinema in January 2013.

A meeting with Christoph 
Warrack, who founded Open 
Cinema in 2005, and a visit to 
Dublin’s Open Cinema 
cemented his ambition to 
open a community cinema in 
Belfast.

John McInerney is one of 
the 15 volunteers who help 
Daniel to run it.

He was actually homeless himself when  
he attended the first ever screening last 
autumn.

But he has now turned his life around and 
is seeking employment after moving in to his 
own flat.

John says: “I suffer from a form of 
psychosis. Before I went along to Open 
Cinema I would have found it difficult 
meeting and talking to new people. Open 
Cinema has helped me make new friends 
and helped me to understand myself better. 
It has really helped me build myself up.”

David Quinn, who is living in a hostel and 
has been homeless for nearly a year, says: 
“It’s really exciting that a club like this exists 
for homeless people. It’s amazing.”

Daniel regularly visits around 20 different 
hostels across the city, run by various 
organisations, to promote the Open 
Cinema’s screenings.

“I encourage other organisations to bring 

people along. We want it to be a bolt-on to 
what they do,” he says. 

Ivor Reid is a volunteer from one of the 
hostels. He says: “This is a fantastic thing. It’s 
a great way for our residents to interact 
with others. They really look forward to it.”

Apart from the Tuesday night gathering, 
the cinema also hosts family screenings once 
a month, which are proving popular.

Big Lottery Fund’s financial support has 
helped with running costs and food plus an 
HD projector and a popcorn machine.

Daniel, naturally, would like to see the 
cinema grow and grow. Numbers vary a lot. 
They have had as few as two people watch a 
movie and as many as 20. And they could 
cater for up to 100.

All screenings are free of charge. Food and 
drink is provided, and it’s the participants 
who decide what films should be shown. 
“They actively engage in the club, which is 
great and pretty unique,” Daniel says. BIG
● Open Cinema meets every Tuesday 
evening at Redeemer Central, 101 
Donegall Street, BT1 2FJ Belfast.  
Films start at 7pm. 
For more details see  
www.opencinemabelfast.org

Open Cinema Belfast received an Awards for All grant of £8,447 in August 2013 

to set up a community cinema for marginalised groups including homeless people.

Organisations that help the homeless 
usually concentrate on providing the 

basics – food, shelter and healthcare. 
But the group behind a new community 

cinema in Belfast have a different focus – 
they want to open up film and culture to 
people on the fringes of society. 

 “We felt such people should not be 
excluded from cultural life and that the Open 
Cinema could play an important role as part 
of their rehabilitation,” says Daniel Saunders, 
the co-ordinator of Open Cinema Belfast. 

“Our ethos is to de-label people. People 
who feel excluded are included, people at 
the margins are brought to the centre of 
cultural life and start to be part of a 
community that cares for each other.”

The cinema is run by the Redeemer 
Central Church, and is housed in a 
200-year-old former congregational church.

But Daniel, who is a member of Redeemer 
Central, says the cinema is not used as a 
means to get people into the church.

“The church may host it, but the cinema is 
a neutral venue and aims to be inclusive. 
People of all faiths and none attend.”

Northern Ireland cult hit Good Vibrations 
was the first film to be shown at the 
community cinema. And the directors of the 
movie about a famous Belfast record store 
took part in the post-screening Q&A that 
evening last October.

After every screening there is a discussion. 
“We talk about issues on the back of films 

CITIZENS IN ACTION

The great escape

Volunteers Naomi Givan, Daniel  Saunders, Christine McCloone and Charlotte McGrath

“It’s really exciting that a 
club like this exists for 
homeless people”
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HEROES RETURN
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Pat Gillen finds it hard to believe that 70 
years have passed since he landed on 

Sword Beach as part of a crack Commando 
unit. The 89-year-old’s memories of that 
day are still fresh.  

The father of four and grandfather of 12, 
who now lives in Cork, was a carefree 
18-year-old when a chance meeting with 
his cousin led to his decision to join the 
British Army. 

“It was Easter Sunday 1943 and I met my 
cousin Tommy Cotter with two other guys 
and he said, ‘We’re off to join the British 
Army tomorrow – will you come?’ Now I had 
no intention of joining any army. But then I 
had no money either. So he said, ‘I’ll sponsor 
you – I’ll pay your train fare’.”

MADNESS
The young men left the next morning, taking 
the train from Galway and eventually 
crossing the border to Enniskillen where they 
signed up to fight the Nazis. 

“We went away and we told nobody. 
There was hell to pay back home. My 
parents were very upset,” Pat recalls. 

Pat and his cousin Tommy did their initial 
six weeks training together in Ballymena and 

then parted ways. 
“We could have served together in the 

Royal Irish Rifles but we both wanted to join 
an English regiment – we wanted to travel,” 
Pat says. 

“I did six months training with the Royal 
Norfolk regiment in Norwich and then I 
volunteered for the Commandos. It wasn’t 
really a popular one to join – it was kind of a 
madness.”

Pat did six weeks of punishing training 
near Achnacarry in the Scottish Highlands. 

“Then I was posted to No 6 Commando 
near Hove in Sussex. Then the next big move 
was D-Day,” he says. 

Pat’s unit was tasked with relieving British 
troops who were holding Pegasus Bridge 
near Caen. They had taken the bridge just 
after midnight, to prevent the Nazis from 
getting across and attacking the eastern 
flank of the landings at Sword beach. 

“We landed on D-Day at about half past 
eight in the morning. We were only supposed 
to be in Normandy for four days, because we 
were kind of a hit-and-run regiment. But we 
found ourselves having to take on an infantry 
role,” Pat says. 

Pat described the treacherous landing, the 
confusion and the roar of battle. The 
rifleman and his comrades moved out from 
Sword beach as quickly as they could – like 
Olympian runner Jesse Owens, Pat joked – 
dodging snipers all the while. They then 
made the six mile trek to Pegasus through 
hostile territory. 

HARROWING
“We had to link up with the 6th Airborne 
Division that took that famous bridge. We 
moved into a small village called Amfreville 
and we were there for 42 days in a slip 
trench at Saulnier farm.”  

The conditions were harrowing, and the 
Germans were dug in just 500 yards away. 

“You can imagine that being in a slip trench 

for 42 days is not a bed and breakfast. We 
were subject to a lot of shelling at night. The 
trench was as wide as a grave but not as 
deep because you had to be able to look 
over the parapet with a rifle, or sub-machine 
gun or whatever you had. 

“Of course you were frightened. But you 
always realised that the guy on your left was 
frightened and the guy on your right was 
frightened. Collectively you are able to face 
the unknown. We were shelled every night. 
You don’t get used to it – you never get used 
to it. The odds are against you all the time.

“No 6 Commando had a lot of causalities. 
Of about 450 or 460 men we met a 
casualty rate of about 50 per cent.” 

After finally getting the order to move out 
from Saulnier, Pat and his comrades marched 
back to the coast to clear the beaches of 
mines. Despite the odds, Pat was never 
injured. 

“Thanks be to God I escaped everything. 
The only thing that was injured were 
my clothes – once or twice I got 

As a young man growing up in Ireland, 

joining the British Army was the 

furthest thought from Pat Gillen’s 

mind. But a split second decision saw 

the young Galway man embark on a 

path that would lead to the beaches of 

Normandy on D-Day. He shared his 

incredible story with Lucy Gollogly
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Pat’s tribute to  
Irish veterans

“Thanks be to God I escaped 
everything. The only thing 
that was injured were my 
clothes”
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Pat in his army 
days in 1946

Pat outside his 
home in Cork 
earlier this summer



sometimes thinks back to his fallen friends 
and comrades. 

“We lost a lot over the time. Good boys, 
fellows of my age I knew well. I still think of 
them of course. What would they have been 
doing today?

“I still keep in contact with the Commando 
Veterans Association and write to old friends 
from No 6.”

LUCKY
He said the reaction he got in Ireland as a 
war veteran was generally positive. “I was 
one of the lucky ones. Nobody ever said a 
word to me. 

“I’m a bit of a figurehead now – people 
always ask me when I’m going over to 
France. I always enjoy talking about what  
I did.” BIG

hit by mortar shell and had to get a 
new uniform – and I think I had to 
pay for that,” he says. 

Pat and his unit were sent back to England. 
But he again saw active service when he 
was sent to Antwerp and joined forces 
crossing key rivers, including the Aller and 
the Rhine, advancing on Berlin. 

RESPECT
“The Aller was a tricky one because we had 
young Germans aged about 16 or 17 
against us. We lost quite a few there.” 

Pat left the army a sergeant aged 22 in 
1947 and came back to Ireland for a job 
with the Ford Motor Company in Cork. He 
joined the Irish army reserve and married his 
wife Rita two years later in 1949.

Sadly his cousin Tommy, a gunner in the 
RAF, was killed in a bombing raid over Berlin 

in 1945 aged just 19. He is buried at 
Potsdam and Pat and other family members, 
including some of his grandchildren, have 
visited his grave several times.  

 “Tommy’s grave is beautifully kept but 
very lonely like all military cemeteries,” Pat 
says. 

In 2010 Pat made the trip back to 
Normandy with support from the Big 
Lottery Fund’s Heroes Return programme. 
He was due to travel under the programme 
to take part in the 70th anniversary D-Day 
commemorations in June. But although his 
trip had to be cancelled due to a health 
problem, a group of Pat’s Irish army veteran 
friends laid the laurel wreath made by his 
daughter Mary in his place.

The spirited pensioner said he has had a 
happy and fulfilled life, but inevitably 

HEROES RETURN

Honour satisfied
Major Seán Murphy is the Chairman 

of the Royal British Legion in Dublin
I was working in the Royal British Legion 

Office in Dublin when the Heroes Return 

programme was launched in 2004. It 
caused great interest but we recognised 

that it was a UK initiative and we could be excluded.   

The total number who volunteered from the Irish Free 

State (as the Republic was then called) will never be 

known, but Bernard Kelly’s book ‘Irish Ex-Servicemen of 

the Second World War’ quotes a figure of somewhere 

between 68,000 and 80,000 volunteers.   

RECOGNITION
An estimated 9,000 Irish citizens lost their lives, and 

780 honours, including eight VCs, were awarded to 

men and women from independent Ireland.

This deserved recognition, and we put forward a case 

which allowed us to join Heroes Return with WWII 

veterans from across the UK, to be taken back to lands 

where we saw service.
Heroes Return generated a wonderful feeling among 

Over the past decade, hundreds of World War II veterans from Northern Ireland and the 
Republic of Ireland, including Pat Gillen, have revisited the battlefields where they saw 
active service, thanks to support from our 
Heroes Return programme.  
Since June 2004, we have made over 400 
awards worth over £2.6 million to veterans on both sides of the border. 
The announcement that the programme was being extended to the Republic of Ireland 
ensured that many men and women from 
across Ireland who had volunteered for active service had their significant contribution 
recognised, many for the first time.

 What we did

the ex-servicemen and women across the Republic of 

Ireland. They were exhilarated by the thought of travelling 

to wartime locations, with families and friends, to be 

reunited with many former comrades.
All sorts of interesting people, with varied stories to tell, 

took part. One was an 80-year-old former nursing sister 

and member of Queen Alexandra’s Imperial Nursing Service 

who had served long years overseas and had crossed 

swords with Japanese forces during the war. We arranged 

for her to travel, accompanied by her daughter, to Burma.

APPRECIATED
Heroes Return created a wonderful spirit of camaraderie 

and good-fellowship. I experienced this when I met with 

them and family members who travelled with them and 

who were equally excited and appreciative of what the Big 

Lottery Fund was doing on their behalf.
I feel that this recognition for World War II veterans was 

well deserved, and in some cases long awaited. The Big 

Lottery Fund afforded recognition to people that they had 

not enjoyed before. It allowed them to take public pride in 

their contribution to the wartime effort of the Allied Forces 

– their stories, many of which had remained 

hidden, were published widely in the media 

and this new-found recognition was very 

much appreciated.
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Seán Murphy at the Irish 
Government’s National Day 
of Commemoration in 2013



Big Lottery Fund is 10 this 
year. We asked funding 
manager Rosaleen Curran 
to look back over a decade 
of working for the Fund...

What do you like about working at the 
Big Lottery Fund?
The whole ethos of our work is to help 
communities most in need and I have 
worked on a number of programmes that 
can clearly demonstrate they’ve made a 
difference. 

What’s the best part of your job?
The best part of my job is visiting projects 
where I get the chance to meet the staff 
and also some of the people who have 
benefited from the programmes. I’m 
inspired by the challenges people overcome 
to attend the training or activity 
programmes. Meeting people has opened 
my eyes to the issues facing those who 
have been in long-term unemployment, 
have low self-confidence and are affected 
by addiction.

Any memorable moments over the last 
ten years?
One that springs to mind is the meeting 
and handshake with two members of the 
Royal Family – Prince Edward on one 
occasion and Prince Philip on another. I 
can’t wait for William, Kate and George to 
come, so I can say, “You know I met your 
uncle and grandfather”. 

Sum up the Big Lottery Fund in three 
words
I’d say distinctive, down-to-earth, and 
dynamic. 
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MY LOTTERY

We’ve teamed up with The Mirror 
to award 10 grants of £10,000 
each to celebrate our 10th 
birthday.

We want to celebrate the great 
things that people are doing in 

their communities with support 
from the Big Lottery Fund. So we 
will be awarding £100,000 to 
10 projects that have made a big 
difference in their community 
over the past decade. 

10th birthday

Help us 
celebrate our 

YEARS
1

Nominate your favourite Lottery 
project for a  grant

HOW TO APPLY
To nominate an organisation for a 10th birthday grant download the 
nomination form from our website. Full details of the competition can be 
found at www.biglotteryfund/northernireland 

£10,000

Also follow us on twitter @BIGNIonline 

or like our Facebook page Big Lottery Fund NI for more details



Grants of between £500 and £10,000 are 
available for projects in Northern Ireland

We got a grant – now you can too!
To find out more, visit www.biglotteryfund.org.uk/northernireland  
phone 028 9055 1455 or email enquiries.ni@biglotteryfund.org.uk


