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1. Introduction and overview 
 

The aim of the programme 
In 2008, Esmée Fairbairn Foundation and The Henry Smith Charity joined forces to launch the 

Northern Ireland Development Fund (NIDF). Its aim was ‘to contribute to a strong and independent 

Northern Ireland voluntary and community sector and to help shape a resilient, cohesive and vibrant 

civil society’. Given the difficulties that any post conflict, and still deeply divided, society faces, our 

aims were deliberately aspirational. Our hope was that by giving exceptional leaders in the voluntary 

and community sector the freedom of unrestricted grant funding, they could generate examples of 

how things could be done differently. Our challenge to them was simply stated: 

• Develop and implement fresh thinking and approaches to addressing long-standing and 

emerging problems 

• Raise the profile and credibility of the voluntary and community sector 

• Influence decision makers and share learning and good practice with others. 

 

Overview of the report 
We have produced this short report in the hope that our experience and learning from the 

programme will be of value to independent funders and others interested in supporting and 

developing voluntary and community sector leaders.  

 

We wanted to answer four questions:  

• Did we find good people? 

• Did they achieve important and useful outcomes? 

• What have we learnt that will influence our funding practice? 

• Will this initiative leave a legacy? 

 

The report:  

• Describes why we developed the Northern Ireland Development Fund and the funding 

approach we took 

• Explores our learning about the quality of the people we have supported and their 

achievements  

• Gives examples of the contribution that NIDF grantees have made towards some of these key 

outcomes: 

 A positive contribution to policy making 

 A vibrant, inclusive and modern society 

 A shared sense of community  

 Challenging stereotypes and enabling new voices 

 A new history for a shared future 

• Reflects on our funding approach and the potential legacy of the programme. 
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Our learning approach 
After some experimentation, we decided to rely largely on self-evaluation. We were confident that 

grantees were best placed to understand their successes and failures and that our relationship was 

strong enough to enable them to share both with us. Given the spirit and principles of the NIDF, it 

made sense to turn to the cohort, asking the consultant to challenge them to reflect in a deep way 

on the lessons learned. To offer some balance, she also interviewed foundation colleagues and 

advisers in Northern Ireland, drawing in an informed external perspective on the impact of the NIDF, 

both in terms of the effectiveness of cohort members in the wider sector and how far it has 

challenged ‘the accepted way of doing things’.  

 

Clearly our grantees have great skills and many other supporters – and this report is not intended to 

claim their successes as our own. We are sharing our reflections in the hope that they will be of 

interest to other independent funders, as well as helpful to the leaders we supported and others in 

Northern Ireland looking for new ways to support a resilient, cohesive, vibrant and inclusive society. 

 

Thanks and acknowledgements 
The report was written by Liz Firth, consultant to the Northern Ireland Development Fund, in 

collaboration with Genevieve Ford-Saville of The Henry Smith Charity and John Mulligan of Esmée 

Fairbairn Foundation.  We are grateful to the fourteen leaders supported by the NIDF for sharing 

their experience and learning for this report – and to our many valued foundation colleagues and 

advisers in Northern Ireland for helping us to understand the challenges faced by the voluntary and 

community sector, to shape and deliver the NIDF and to assess its effectiveness.  
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2. Background to the Northern Ireland Development Fund 

 

Why now?  
As ‘interested outsiders’, both The Henry Smith Charity and Esmée Fairbairn Foundation have a long 

history of funding in Northern Ireland, supported by advisers on the ground. In the late 1990s, some 

foundations stepped away from Northern Ireland, in the light of huge investments coming into the 

voluntary and community sector from Europe and others to reinforce the peace process. But both 

our trustee boards believed independent money had a critical role in supporting peace and in 

making sure other needs were not forgotten.  

 

In 2008, ten years after the signing of the Good Friday Agreement, we decided to test a new 

approach to funding, alongside our existing programmes. The first years of the Northern Ireland 

Assembly were highly challenging and contested, resulting in its suspension in 2002. We saw the 

restoration of devolved power in 2007 as offering a time of unique opportunity for the voluntary and 

community sector to support change.  Building a society that overcomes its historic divisions and 

responds to the needs and aspirations of all its people calls for the best from everyone.  The sector 

has much to contribute in informing emerging policy and social priorities, promoting a new focus on 

need and in ‘doing change’ to demonstrate better ways of doing things. At the same time, we 

recognised that many of those likely to have the most to offer are constrained by the demands of 

day to day management, inhibiting their ability to tackle broader social objectives, individually and 

collectively. 

 

The shape of the programme 
Together, we set aside £3 million to free some of the most dynamic and effective leaders in the 

Northern Ireland voluntary and community sector to do what they thought needed to be done to 

help build a better society. We selected 14 leaders from across the voluntary and community sector 

landscape, who presented us with exciting and brave ideas of how to 'do change'. 

 

In addition to making individual grants, our intention from the start has been to harness the 

collective impact of the group of grantees. This 'cohort approach' is for us an integral and important 

feature of the NIDF. To help make it a reality we appointed a consultant, Liz Firth, to work with the 

grantees, to encourage cross sector relationships and joint initiatives while building a shared ethos. 

Our assumption was that, by putting together a strong team of authoritative and respected 

individuals from across the sector, their collective endeavour would catalyse others and reinforce 

creative leadership around core values. 

 

We ran a pilot year, with six individuals . We deliberately took fewer risks in this first year, selecting 

recognised and experienced leaders. Their task was both to deliver their own ideas with our funding 

and to work together to develop proposals for a full-scale NIDF programme and convince trustees of 

the value of investing in it. Although not all their recommendations about process were 

implemented, the shape and priorities of the NIDF were defined by this work and we launched a full 

scale programme in 2009. ‘Having a job to do’ gave this pilot group a common purpose and a strong 

sense of responsibility for the programme in the longer term. They have provided a stable core for 

collective working from the start and all remain involved, even though none is still receiving 

payments under their grant.  
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3. Our process 
We were looking for applications from across the voluntary sector and throughout Northern Ireland. 

We were clear that our primary judgements would be about individuals – their ideas, approach, 

character, track record, skills and passion – rather than their organisation. We were determined to 

develop a programme which was genuinely enabling for grantees, not constrained by detailed 

criteria or pre-set outcomes. We did not prescribe what needed to be done or how to go about it.  

We welcomed novel ideas and were happy to support a wide range of different kinds of activity.   

 

Recruiting potential applicants 
The programme was invitation only – a decision we did not make lightly.  The reasons were partly 

practical, reflecting our capacity to manage only a limited volume of applications. But, more 

importantly, we needed a process that enabled us to put a high degree of trust in people we had not 

necessarily supported before. So we invited our advisers, colleagues in trusts and foundations and 

other contacts in Northern Ireland to recommend candidates to us and held a round table meeting 

to share recommendations and ideas.  

 

 From a long list of 25 to 30 recommendations for each cycle, we chose a shortlist of around 15. We 

were influenced by the enthusiasm of the recommendations to us and our own judgements on fit to 

the programme. Although our priority was to find remarkable people, we gave lower priority to 

leaders of very large organisations. We also decided not to consider leaders of trusts and 

foundations working across Northern Ireland, to minimise the risk of conflict of interest.  

 

The application process 
Shortlisted candidates were invited to a workshop to meet the funders and hear about the NIDF. We 

wanted this to be the beginning of a different kind of relationship between us, encouraging people 

to think of the programme as a shared project rather than a simple exchange of funds. We also 

needed candidates to understand how important it was to sell themselves and their ideas, rather 

than make a more conventional project proposal.  

 

Everyone who attended the workshop was invited to submit an application, taking into account 

what they had heard about our priorities and approach. Most – but not all – chose to do so. All 

applicants were offered a one hour phone consultation while preparing their application forms. We 

asked them to tell us about: 

• the context in which they were working 

• their experience, skills and personal qualities 

• what the funding would enable them to do and how this would strengthen the role and 

influence of the sector. 

 

We were flexible about what our money could be spent on – and relatively little of it went directly to 

salary costs for the leaders involved. People asked for finance and communications staff, support for 

their deputies, programme delivery costs, technical support and a range of other items that they 

believed would help create the space for them to pursue their bigger vision.  
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Assessment and selection 
The final submissions were scored against an assessment matrix.  At this point, around four to six 

applications were rejected, leaving us with eight assessment visits on average.  The lead grant 

managers from the two foundations worked together throughout this process, bringing 

recommendations to a joint committee of trustees for discussion and final decision. 

 

 Our second cohort went through the most challenging of the three assessment approaches, 

attending a ‘Dragons’ Den’ style event with trustees, as well as the usual intensive assessment visits. 

On reflection, we felt this was both too demanding a process  for candidates and put too much 

emphasis on a particular kind of communication skill – although it was both valuable and engaging, 

particularly for trustees.  

4. Did we find good people? 
We asked colleagues and advisers in Northern Ireland to tell us the kinds of leader and leadership 

they wanted to see in civil society. We used this advice to develop our priorities and shape our 

judgments about the quality of the people we found.  The focus for the NIDF was ably summed up 

by Duncan Morrow, former head of the Northern Ireland Community Relations Council and a fluent 

and respected voice on peace and building civic society.  He encouraged us to support what he 

called ‘the entrepreneurial class: the mavericks’. He described them as people who can think WITH 

the situation, as opposed to wishing it were different. They can imagine a future that looks different 

from the past and will get on and do what needs to be done to help make it happen.  They are 

multipliers – the kind of people who say ‘give us some of that and we’ll double it in terms of social 

value’. And the reward they are looking for is effective, sustainable and positive social change. 

 

Of course, there are many excellent people working in Northern Ireland who did not benefit from 

this programme. However, we are confident that those we did support are good examples of both 

the diversity of skills and ideas that are needed to build a post-conflict society and the common 

values and attitudes at the heart of ‘doing change’. 

 

Working with the cohort both individually and collectively has enabled us to identify five 

characteristics that strongly reflect the guidance we were given on the qualities needed to help 

strengthen civil society in Northern Ireland.  All the people we have funded share:  

• An absolute conviction that change is possible – and big aspirations about what change might 

look like 

• A strong sense of values around critical issues like co-operation and inclusion, achieving a better 

quality of life, increasing people’s voice, aspirations and contribution 

• Readiness to take risks to achieve what they think is right 

• An ability to bring people with them and find ways to work through the cracks in the system to 

make things happen 

• A practical approach – these people are ‘doers’ rather than just talkers, ready to roll their 

sleeves up and demonstrate what change looks like.  

 

At the same time, they are very different characters, with very diverse aims, activities and methods 

of working. Each brings something different to the programme and the group contains people we 

would describe predominantly as:  
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 Serial innovators – people fizzing with creative intelligence and new ideas, combined with the 

skills and personality needed to make them happen  

 Critical friends – people with personal and professional credibility, who are independent in 

their attitudes and solutions focused in their approach 

 Explorers – people who never see barriers, only opportunities 

• Wise counsellors – people that others turn to in difficult times or with challenging problems 

• People passionate about excellence  – who want Northern Ireland to have what others have 

and not to settle for second best 

• Talented facilitators and relationship builders – people who provide the glue in a fractured 

society  

• Lateral connectors – people who forge unlikely alliances that make good things happen. 

 

Clearly people who can make an impact do not have to conform to a set of characteristics or come 

from the same mould. We would hope that the diversity of the cohort encourages others to look for 

– and to be – different kinds of change maker.  

 

5. Did they achieve important and useful outcomes? 
We hoped that our funds would enable grantees to breathe life into ideas that they believed were 

needed to help develop a resilient, cohesive and vibrant civil society in Northern Ireland. We were 

very clear that the NIDF would not be a ‘parachute programme’, pre-judging needs or imposing 

solutions.  

 

In looking back at what the grantees  have done, we have been guided by what people in Northern 

Ireland told us about the context for voluntary and community sector activity. This helpful advice has 

informed our judgements of what ‘important and useful outcomes’ might look in Northern Ireland. 

People talked to us about: 

• A fledgling democracy - at the heart of everything is the drive to develop a new story for 

Northern Ireland. It can be hard for outsiders to understand the challenges and opportunities of 

working well in a political system based on power sharing, rather than winners and losers. 

People talk about the high premium placed on ‘not rocking the boat’, preserving what still feels 

like a fragile political and social balance 

• The levers of power – in a small society, getting access to decision makers is not a problem. But 

there is a need to overcome political resistance to the advocacy role of the voluntary and 

community sector. As the new democracy becomes more confident, many feel that it is getting 

easier to find a welcome for new ideas, particularly where they do not challenge traditional 

identities 

• Taking risks – challenge or disagreement can get personal very quickly in Northern Ireland. 

Many remain wary of putting their head above the parapet for fear of the consequences. It is 

still too easy to dismiss contrary views as rooted in personal history and sectarianism, rather 

than professional judgement or evidence 

• Different kinds of difference – the dominance of managing traditional sectarian divides has 

marginalised other social issues. Society is seen as socially conservative – whatever its political 

colour – adding to the sense of personal exposure when challenging conventional thinking and 

stereotypes 
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• Building a post-conflict society – the legacy of the conflict is still very present, especially in the 

poorest communities – both in terms of the ‘peace walls’ that still separate them and in their 

opportunities and aspirations. Changing people’s lives in these communities is the acid test of 

an inclusive and resilient society for many. 

 

Everything the grantees are doing and how they are doing it has to be seen against this background. 

Like many others in Northern Ireland, they are working to make sure that the system is more 

resilient, flexing rather than falling over when there are problems. They want everyone to be 

increasingly invested in the future rather than the past and to develop a society which is more 

‘normal’ in both its concerns and opportunities. Achieving this calls for diverse talents working on a 

range of different fronts – and the grantees selected for the NIDF represent this diversity. Of course, 

some have made a bigger impact than others, and some still have time to run on their grant. But 

there are good things to say about what everyone has achieved, both in terms of their own aims and 

as examples of the positive role that a strong voluntary and community sector offers in Northern 

Ireland. We have identified five themes running through their work, which all demonstrate positive 

ways forward.  

 

A positive contribution to policy making  
When the NIDF began, many people were talking about the need to establish greater legitimacy for 

the voluntary and community sector as a positive contributor to the democratic process. The sector                                                              

has much to offer in terms of on the ground experience, new ideas and a different kind of access to 

communities. It also has an important role in pushing forward neglected or difficult social issues, 

helping them to get informed political attention. Yet in 2008, many were approaching this role 

tentatively, expecting – and sometimes getting – a negative response from politicians and civil 

servants for stepping out of line. This challenge was in the foreground of some of the work we have 

supported – and present in all of it.  

 

Some examples 

 

 Olwen Lyner’s leadership on criminal justice is a model of what can be achieved. This grant was 

a near perfect combination of the right person at the right time, with devolution of powers on 

criminal justice to the Northern Ireland Assembly high on the agenda. Policing, prisons, 

resettlement, youth justice, restorative justice – all have been complex and contested issues for 

many years. With the support of a NIDF funded communications manager, Olwen has been able 

to step up to the challenge of promoting a more progressive approach. Properly equipped with 

robust evidence and briefings, she quickly became a recognised asset to the agenda for 

devolution. Thanks to her leadership, NIACRO and other third sector organisations are part of 

the infrastructure and ‘glue’ of criminal justice, routinely taking a seat at the table without 

compromising their ability to speak out publicly where necessary. Olwen is – and is seen as – a 

critical friend and a positive force for an effective criminal justice system. 

 

 Lisa McElheron’s Centre for Economic Empowerment is helping the voluntary and community 

sector to take its place at the economic policy table alongside ‘serious’ economic actors like 

academics, business and government, asserting more influence over budgeting and resource 

allocation in the interest of the sector and its beneficiaries. 
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 Majella McCloskey has achieved a bigger, more pluralistic and more active membership for 

CO3, the chief officers’ membership body for Northern Ireland. Through it, sector leaders are 

developing a stronger collective voice, contributing positively to debate on a range of social 

issues. And there are indications that some are increasingly ready to express independent 

viewpoints and to support others in doing so – even if they do not agree with them. 

 

 

A vibrant, inclusive and modern society 
Many told us how important it is to tell new stories about Northern Ireland – creating new ways for 

people to come together and more for communities to be proud of. We have supported people 

building initiatives from the bottom up, as well as those helping to channel the energy and 

investments of others to deliver results that transform people’s quality of life.  

 

Some examples 

 

 Mark Hackett’s vision is of a physically transformed Belfast, using the creative potential of 

planning, urban design and architecture to achieve a truly post-conflict city. A multi-award 

winning architect, he has spent the last four years analysing how the physical structure of 

Belfast cements sectarian divisions and also how divisions by income or class have emerged. 

Forum for Alternative Belfast designs and argues for more imaginative and enabling solutions in 

urban planning. In the absence of a city planner or a city architect and with six government 

departments investing in huge infrastructure projects, Mark is rare in having a true overview of 

Belfast’s developments. He is using this to offer a co-ordinated vision, focused on supporting 

quality of life and integration, rather than containing people behind over-scaled road systems 

and in developments that fail to genuinely challenge entrenched class, income and sectarian 

divisions.  

 

 Stuart Baillie’s Oh Yeah Music Centre, a semi-derelict building six years ago, is now a thriving 

performance, rehearsal and development space for people who love music, whatever their age 

or background. A music journalist, with connections around the world, Stuart was heavily 

involved in bringing the MTV Europe Music awards to Belfast and is a driving force behind the 

highly successful Belfast Music Week. 

 

 Maurice Kinkead – one of the most experienced social economy practitioners in Northern 

Ireland – used the space created by the NIDF to take a more strategic look at what can be 

achieved when social enterprise, regeneration and the arts work hand in hand. The scale and 

diversity of work going on in East Belfast is widely recognised as extraordinary. This is delivering 

jobs, small businesses, community facilities, educational opportunities, green spaces – and a 

vibrant arts scene in the area, unthinkable only five years ago. 

 

 

A shared sense of community 
The recent history of Northern Ireland has been about managing community conflict by duplicating 

rather than sharing services and resources. Building a sustainable peace – and doing so in a tough 

economic climate – means this is no longer a realistic option. But sensitivities still run high. Finding 

acceptable ways to share is a key task for those who want to see a more robust and united society. 
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The NIDF is supporting people who are skilled at finding ideas that unite people or build on common 

ground – and are brave enough to make the alliances necessary to make them happen.  

 

Some examples 

 

 Lauri McCusker has been central to pushing three big issues up the political agenda and into the 

programme for government – all of which are about building and sharing community resources. 

He is behind the move towards internationally competitive rates of community benefit from 

renewable energy initiatives – estimated to deliver at least £10 million from the private sector 

into rural host communities across Northern Ireland – and the initiative to transfer public sector 

assets to community ownership. Together these programmes could give parts of the voluntary 

and community sector an asset base that transforms their current reliance on grants. His 

visionary idea of a county wide approach to shared education – encouraging Protestant and 

Catholic schools to share resources while maintaining their independent identities – has been 

tested in Fermanagh schools and is now adopted by Government, with the Education Minister 

declaring it 'central to the vision of raising standards for all learners’. 

 

 Debbie Watters (whose community-based organisation was for many years embargoed by the 

Northern Ireland Office because of its work with loyalist paramilitaries) is now a member of the 

Policing Board. She has made it clear from the start that her priority is better policing for 

working class people in Northern Ireland. She is truly independent in her attitudes and in her 

voting record – supporting good ideas, wherever they come from. She is encouraged by the 

appetite for change amongst senior officers and confident that positive engagement is making a 

difference. She has championed a loyalist/nationalist consortium that consults on key issues on 

policing (which includes another cohort member, Gerry McConville). This has led to a cadets 

programme to improve recruitment of  young people from disadvantaged communities into the 

emergency services, alongside other initiatives to challenge the disconnect between the police 

and working class communities, such as developing a new neighbourhood policing model to 

build better relationships.  

 

 Gerry McConville grew up in the nationalist Falls Road area during an intense period of the 

Troubles. Sitting alongside the loyalist Shankill Road, this area of West Belfast was one of 

Northern Ireland’s most violent interface areas, with peace walls separating the two 

communities since the 1970s. Imprisoned at the age of 16, Gerry went on to become a strong 

and steady voice for peaceful solutions to Northern Ireland’s problems. He has long played a 

critical role in creating communication channels across the interface to reduce sectarian 

violence. These were maintained and developed at great personal risk by brave people on all 

sides over many years. Less than a decade ago, contact was largely through intermediaries or a 

network of anonymous mobile phones. To share more was to risk violence or death. Now these 

community leaders work together formally. They know each other’s home addresses and even 

travel together to meetings. But there is still much to do to create similar opportunities for 

community members. When connections happen they can make a real difference to people’s 

lives. For example, residents of two streets, whose back gardens are separated by a peace wall, 

met for the first time in 2012. Some had lived only a few feet away from each other for decades 

– 'I could hear them out the back and I've always wondered what they look like'. Because of this 

contact, in this small area, together they stopped the violence and disturbance surrounding last 

summer’s flag protests.   
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Challenging stereotypes and enabling new voices  
Many people we spoke to in Northern Ireland comment on its social conservatism and how hard it 

has been to stretch beyond sectarian concerns to broader questions of human and civil rights. They 

argue that certain people are still seen as a drain on society when, with the right opportunities, they 

can be an asset and an example to others.   We have funded people dedicated to challenging 

stereotypes, achieving inclusion and enabling marginalised people to get their voices heard and their 

rights recognised.  

 

Some examples 

 

 Alan Thomson’s five social economy projects have been providing training opportunities for 

people with learning disabilities, as a stepping stone to work with other employers, for many 

years. His Orchardville Bottle Sorting Company also offers permanent jobs for people with 

challenging behaviour, less likely to find stable jobs in other companies.  In 2012, the company 

won the all-Ireland bottle sorting contract from Coca-Cola, doubling volumes to around 60 

million bottles per year – a concrete demonstration that learning disabled people should be 

seen as a social asset not a social problem. 

 

 Over the last decade, Vivian McConvey has transformed VOYPIC into a strong and principled 

advocacy and support service, working to put care experienced children and young people’s 

voice at the heart of all decision making about them. These young people now stand at the 

front of all VOYPIC’s campaigning and influencing work. And Vivian has started to build Five 

Nations, One Voice with sister organisations in England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales.  The aim 

of the coalition is to build more convincing arguments for policy and decision makers and give a 

clearer, louder voice to a group of young people too often marginalised and stigmatised. 

 

 Karen Hall is working to achieve positive and inclusive attitudes and behaviour towards 

disabled people in Northern Ireland. She wants to see disabled people’s organisations tell a 

stronger story about the positive impact disabled people make on society – and to use this to 

influence media, political and public attitudes. She is in the middle of a programme to roll out 

the thinking and techniques of social marketing within her own organisation and to other 

organisations keen to use these  methods to influence behaviours that benefit individuals and 

communities for the greater social good.  

 

 

A new history for a shared future 
Many people in Northern Ireland, particularly from those communities and services most on the 

frontline of violence, carry deep scars from the conflict. With historical divisions still evident, people 

spoke of the need for an interpretation of the past which enables individuals and communities to 

move on, rather than remain rooted in prejudice. They need opportunities to tell their stories, hear 

from others, test the roots of mistrust and resentment and find their own way towards a shared 

future. Using resources from within and outside Northern Ireland, some NIDF grantees are playing 

an important part in opening up these conversations.  
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Some examples 

 

 Maureen Hetherington, influenced by the Rev Dr Johnston McMaster's work in this area, was 

one of the first to see the potential – not just the challenge – of the decade of remembrance 

and commemoration beginning in 2012. 100 years on from one of the most tumultuous 

decades in the history of Ireland, ending in partition and civil war, this period could foster 

discord or offer a path towards community healing. Maureen’s ‘ethical and shared 

remembering’ programme challenges the perceived ownership by one or the other community 

of what are in reality shared histories. It is also delivering a range of resources and training 

materials to support positive exploration of the decade in communities, churches and 

institutions across Northern Ireland to draw out learning for today.  

 

 Pauline Ross has a passionate belief in the power of the arts to promote healing in a divided 

and troubled society. Her emotionally harrowing ‘Theatre of Witness’ productions are 

performed together by people caught up in the Troubles from all sides and none, sharing their 

stories. Through the NIDF, she has brought exceptional international artists – with experiences 

in places like Rwanda, Afghanistan and Colombia – to work with some of the most damaged and 

marginalised communities in Northern Ireland. This is ground-breaking work, creating new ways 

for people to articulate their stories and imagine a better future. Her plan now is to establish a 

permanent international artists’ peace building centre, investing in communities for the long-

term and showcasing Northern Ireland to the world. 

 

 

Overall reflections - making change happen 
We have been struck by a number of themes in our reports and conversations with grantees 

supported by the NIDF, which seem to us to underpin their successes: 

 Presenting solutions not just problems – these are people with ideas and energy to create 

change. And there are many in positions of authority and responsibility in Northern Ireland who 

are looking for new and creative ideas, provided they are presented in a sensitive and realistic 

way 

 Looking outside Northern Ireland – both for new ideas and ways of doing things and as a way 

of setting higher standards for what communities in Northern Ireland might expect 

 Building on common ground – these are people who see connections and common interests in 

a fractured and competitive environment. They are creative and compassionate enough to see 

that helping ‘my community or cause’ doesn’t have to mean disadvantaging someone else’s 

 Keeping focused on core values and outcomes – all work from a strong values base, which 

keeps them steady through challenging times 

 Nurturing the conditions for change - they know how important it is to develop skills both in 

making the case for what is right AND making it possible for decision makers to support it: as 

one cohort member said  “I’ve learnt to become a rose bush not just a thorn” 

 Building relationships and networks – in a society where change depends on relationships and 

trust, a good reputation and a broad reach are essential  

 Engaging as an equal – for all the complexity of the environment, these are people who are 

independent minded. They recognise the value of what they do and respect the role and 

contribution of others, building strong coalitions, welcoming new voices and encouraging 

positive participation. 
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6. What have we learnt as funders? 
Both Esmée Fairbairn Foundation and The Henry Smith Charity would characterise ourselves as 

flexible funders, with a relatively light touch. For the NIDF, we challenged ourselves to see how far 

we could go in delivering a ‘trust and judgement’ model of grant making designed to find good 

people with strong ideas, let them get on with it and see what happens.  

 

Did our processes support trust and judgement? 
The nomination process 

We chose both to control application numbers and to reduce risk by offering access to the NIDF on 

an ‘invitation only’ basis. This was criticised by some. But, as London-based funders, with relatively 

limited local knowledge, we needed to rely on the experience of our advisers and independent 

funders in Northern Ireland to identify leaders we would be confident to support in this very trust-

based way. Our network of nominators together had an excellent overview of the voluntary and 

community sector. We are also confident that their diversity of interests means people who might 

not shine for one nominator had a good chance of being picked up by another. 

 

The assessment process 

Our focus during the assessment was on the quality and distinctiveness of applicants’ vision and 

ideas and their character and capacity to deliver. We wanted to support them to go beyond a good 

project application and convince us of their potential to break new ground, trying things that had 

rarely or never been tried before. Many struggled to sell themselves as individuals. We had a sense 

that ‘getting too big for your boots’ is generally frowned upon in Northern Ireland, so making a case 

for support based on your personal vision, motivation, skills and track record was uncomfortable for 

many. Some objected on principle to the approach, stressing the importance of team approaches 

and collective action to deliver change. While we accept this, we were looking for exceptional 

leaders not exceptional teams.  Insisting on a very personal pitch gave us both confidence in and 

commitment to our grantees, which has enabled us to trust them and let them get on with what 

they believe needs to be done.   

 

Reporting and progress monitoring  

Having developed a nomination and assessment process very different from our normal method, we 

regret not taking a more radical approach to reporting and progress monitoring. We relied on a fairly 

conventional annual reporting model against plans drawn up by grantees at the start of the grant 

period. Although they were clear that they were free to make significant changes without reference 

to us, the format encouraged accountability based reporting rather than more creative reflection on 

progress and learning. These grantees are more fluent and engaging verbally than they are in 

writing. Meetings and even casual chats with cohort members regularly turned up stories of 

remarkable achievements, which we would never have found in their reports. Our judgement is that 

a mix of phone calls and meetings, with a much simpler paper trail, would have produced a richer 

exchange during the programme for similar grant management resources.  

 

The grant-making relationship  

There were some things about this programme that really changed the relationship between 

grantees and grants managers. Mostly, of course, this rests on the opportunities we had to work as 

equals in the cohort meetings – sharing ideas and spending informal time together. But grantees 

identified a number of elements of the programme that made it feel distinctive, even to those with 
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plenty of experience of independent funding or who had received grants from us in the past. Their 

reflections were: 

 They were completely clear that they had freedom to take risks and that we would not see 

failure to achieve specific targets or plans as evidence of a problem. This made everyone think 

bigger and really use the opportunity. 'This won't happen again. We had our moment and we 

took it. It would have been a waste and a disgrace not to do so’ 

 Everyone was conscious of the challenge to look beyond their organisation and think about the 

contribution they could make to broader questions for the voluntary and community sector and 

civil society more generally. Again this both stretched people’s thinking and gave them 

confidence that we would support their vision, not impose our own 

 They felt able to ask for what they really needed not what they thought they would get. And 

they were not under pressure to meet a spending timetable. They knew that we had trust in 

them to spend the money when and how they needed to and to account for it appropriately 

 Simply being recommended was a big compliment, showing that their work and contribution 

was recognised and valued by respected and influential people in Northern Ireland. Then being 

chosen on the basis of personal skills, vision and promise was a huge boost to many people's 

confidence 

 As a result, grantees feel responsible for being worthy of the trust put in them which has 

resulted in a richer more nuanced relationship, not just 'managing up' so that we as funders are 

happy with what they have done and keep funding them.  

 

Collective working 
For us, the collective element of the programme was at the heart of what we were trying to do. We 

had selected a group of talented leaders, many of whom would not regularly meet in their day to 

day work. We wanted to enable them to come together in an informal setting and think about what 

more might be done to develop a strong and independent voluntary and community sector and a 

vibrant and inclusive civil society in Northern Ireland. We expected that new connections and 

relationships might emerge. And we hoped that some or all cohort members might identify ways in 

which they could support each other or work together to take forward their ideas. 

 

Facilitation  

We deliberately chose to use a facilitator based outside Northern Ireland. As ‘outsiders’ ourselves, 

we wanted someone who would bring an external eye to the discussions of the cohort, questioning 

assumptions they might take for granted. We also felt it would be helpful to select someone seen to 

have no personal agenda and no previous relationship with grantees.  Feedback suggests that this 

worked well. The sessions were ably facilitated, and the consultant was praised by many cohort 

members for her ability to pull out clear recommendations and actions from complex and wide 

ranging discussions. 

 

The process 

Although beginning with a pilot cohort gave us the benefit of their expertise in developing the main 

programme, we ended up with a longer timetable than originally planned. This inhibited our ability 

to build on the successful collective work during the pilot, until the second round of grantees was 

selected more than two years later. The third group then seemed to arrive relatively quickly, with 

little time to find their feet in the group before being thrown the challenge of working together to 

develop proposals for a legacy programme.  
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Residential sessions have proved more productive, providing time and space for people to get to 

know each other. Although all the cohort meetings were lively and good-humoured, this group 

works best when it has a clear task in hand – as in the development stage, when helping to shape 

the programme, and from early in 2012, with everyone working together to develop and deliver the 

legacy programme. It is these activities that have both stretched and bonded the group. Collective 

decision making between 14 strong minded people is not the easiest thing to manage. In the legacy 

phase, the consultant has stepped back and we have funded one of the cohort, Majella McCloskey – 

lately of CO3 (a grantee from the pilot round), to take a co-ordinating role for the cohort. There is no 

question that she played a critical part in keeping people together and maximising the value of their 

collective effort, although everyone is clear that this must remain a joint endeavour not ‘a CO3 

project’.  

 

Perceptions of value  

We feel very positive about the cohort approach. We were deliberately looking for an eclectic mix of 

people and we have observed their capacity to spark off ideas and connections that would not 

otherwise have happened. And we have been impressed by the way the cohort rose to the challenge 

of the legacy programme, helping us to spend money well, not for the benefit of their own 

organisations but for other leaders and the sector more broadly. As funders, it has transformed our 

experience of the funder/grantee relationship, making us partners in a shared endeavour.  

 

Grantees’ views are more mixed. Some remain a bit bemused by the cohort idea – particularly 

because the group feels so diverse. But there is no doubt that this has been ‘a collegiate of the 

willing’ and many have got a lot out of working and talking together as a group. Many have talked 

about making new relationships with other cohort members or strengthening existing contacts. And 

a number commented that they have found unexpected connections growing over time. Everyone is 

pleased – and perhaps a little surprised – to have secured support for a legacy programme and 

started to deliver it. This is the point at which the NIDF ‘goes public’ – and doing something which 

benefits others beyond the 14 and the sector more broadly feels a positive message to be sharing.  

 

Our partnership 

This is the first time that our two foundations have worked together on a strategic programme. The 

relationship has largely run smoothly and given us both a valuable opportunity to share ideas and 

see another foundation from the inside out. Our general reflections are: 

 The formal agreements between trusting partners need not be over complex – we developed a 

simple memorandum of understanding about our contributions and decision-making process, 

which has worked well 

 Time is needed to build core relationships – the intensive joint selection and assessment 

process required our lead grant managers to work together closely and trust each other’s 

judgement. We were fortunate that the members of staff had worked together in the past, 

allowing us to move forward more quickly  

 Good communication with grantees is essential – we were not clear enough with grantees in 

the early stages about how we were dividing our roles: this caused unnecessary confusion and 

duplication 

 Partnerships can be stimulating for trustees – our trustees enjoyed both the deeper 

engagement of a joint programme and the opportunity to meet and work with their peers.  

 



 

17 

7. Will the NIDF make a difference in the longer term?  
Long-term success – for the funders and for the cohort too – is not about these fourteen leaders. It 

is in the hope that the opportunities they have had will create both examples and opportunities for 

others, spreading the aspirations that underpin the programme. It is too early to judge what broader 

impact – if any – the NIDF will have. There are, however, positive indicators in the choices cohort 

members have made about their continuing engagement and the shape of the legacy programme:  

 Continuity – all six members of the pilot cohort remain involved in the NIDF, even though many 

have not received any funding from the programme for at least two years. All cite the NIDF’s 

support as game-changing in terms of what they are achieving now 

 Sharing the benefit – the first element of the legacy programme – which the cohort call the 

XChange – will enable 15 emerging leaders to benefit both from funding to complete a project 

that will make an impact across the sector and from mentoring support from existing members. 

The first five recruits suggest that the XChange is able to identify excellent people, building the 

network of leaders looking for new ways of doing things in Northern Ireland 

 New thinking and creative challenge – the second element of the legacy programme is designed 

to create an alternative space in Northern Ireland for the development of fresh thinking. The 

XChange Summer School aims to bring together a diverse audience of established and emerging 

political and social leaders, civil servants, academics and media figures, from both within and 

outside Northern Ireland, creating a melting pot of ideas and debate. The Summer School will 

also mix policy and culture by showcasing and enjoying the cultural talents of the community, 

particularly talents that challenge current thinking.  

 

So, for us as funders, the best indicator of success is that the cohort has made the original ambitions 

of the Northern Ireland Development Fund their own. We intended this to be an enabling 

programme, which found people with the potential to make a bigger contribution towards achieving 

a resilient, cohesive and vibrant civil society in Northern Ireland and supported them in what they 

believed needed to be done. If it has a legacy for the long term, it will be because the initiative no 

longer belongs to us, but to the people we supported and those they inspire. We believe we leave it 

in very good hands.   
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Northern Ireland Development Fund – the grantees 

 
Maurice Kinkead (2009) 
Chief Executive, Avec Solutions - a social enterprise run by East 

Belfast Partnership, providing IT services 

 

Why we chose Maurice 

 Full of ideas – a lateral thinker with a 360° perspective on what it 

takes to build a better society 

 A connector, a catalyst, a confidante and a mentor – creating the 

‘glue’  that makes things happen 

 A special talent not being best used – too buried in operational management and needing space 

to get out there and make a difference. 

 

Achievements  

 Back in a strategic leadership role as Chief Executive of East Belfast Partnership – with investment 

and confidence levels in regeneration, new business and the arts East Belfast at record levels 

 Sharing his skills beyond his organisation and its immediate partnerships – driving up aspirations 

and achievements 

 A reputation builder – for East Belfast, for social economy, for the sector and for Northern Ireland 

–with powerful networks bridging traditional political, social and economic divides.  

 
 

Olwen Lyner (2009) 
Chief Executive, NIACRO (Northern Ireland Association for the Care and 
Resettlement of Offenders) – provides services, policy and advocacy to 
reduce crime and its impact on people and communities.  
 

Why we chose Olwen 

 Personal credibility – an outstanding track record in criminal justice, one 

of the most contentious sectors in Northern Ireland  

 Good timing – devolution of criminal justice powers meant real 

opportunities to push a vision of a more progressive and effective 

approach  

 An organisation ready to step up – using an evidence base built on grass 

roots services. 

 

Achievements  

 A respected 'seat at the table' with Government – seen as a critical friend and a positive force for 

a fair and effective system 

 Delivered opportunities for informed, non-partisan debate on criminal justice issues 

 A strong public voice when failings in the system need to be challenged. 
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Majella McCloskey (2009) 
Chief Executive, CO3 – the membership organisation for third sector 
leaders in Northern Ireland 
 
Why we chose Majella 

 An impressive track record and deep rooted commitment to 

independence, learning and quality 

 A potential multiplier as Chief Executive of a membership network 

of third sector leaders 

 An honest broker to support collaborative working and stimulate 

collective action. 

 

Achievements  

 A bigger, more pluralistic and more active membership – reinforcing CO3’s value, standing and 

impact 

 Successful conferences, workshops and networks, bringing leaders together to develop better 

ways of doing things and have a stronger voice 

 The linchpin of the NIDF’s legacy programme – the XChange – collectively developed and 

managed by NIDF grantees. 

 
 

Gerry McConville (2009) 
Director, Falls Community Council – supports and advocates for 
community organisations and the regeneration of West Belfast  
 
Why we chose Gerry 

 A political prisoner at the age of 16, his unwavering dedication to 

non-violence subverts expectations and challenges others to find 

new and better ways  

 At the heart of building cross-community communication from a 

time when this called for serious risk taking and personal bravery from everyone involved   

 Wants more and better for working class communities – empowering people to believe they can 

be positive agents for their own futures. 

 
Achievements 

 Shaping and securing big regeneration and anti-poverty investments to deliver better jobs, skills, 

services and opportunities in West Belfast  

 ‘Bottom up’ initiatives – many cross-community – that recognise and build the skills of working 

class people and raise their aspirations  

 A steadfast member of conflict resolution networks and a ‘go to’ person when situations threaten 

to get out of hand or need calming and resolving. 
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Lauri McCusker  (2009) 
Director, the Fermanagh Trust – provides grant aid, mentoring, advice and 
policy development in support of community activity in County Fermanagh 
and is actively involved in regional and national initiatives 
 
Why we chose Lauri 

 A 'can do' person – with an outward looking attitude, great networking 

skills and a track record of organising and coordinating effort to make 

things happen 

 A clear eye for what unites people – introducing a visionary Shared Education programme 

enabling Protestant and Catholic schools to share resources while maintaining their independent 

identities  

 A serial entrepreneur, with many ideas to bring independent income and new assets to 

communities, enabling them to have a stronger say in their own destiny.  

 
Achievements  

 Work on community benefit from renewable energy is delivering hard cash for rural communities 

– it is estimated that host communities across Northern Ireland can expect at least £10 million 

additional income from the private sector  

 The transfer of public sector assets to community management or ownership is now official 

government policy, starting with five pilot transfers worth at least £2 million 

 Fermanagh’s schools have made shared education a reality – now adopted by Government as 

'central to the vision of raising standards for all learners’.  

 
 

Alan Thomson (2009) 
Director, the Orchardville Society - working in partnership with people with 
learning disabilities to prepare them for employment and greater 
independence 
 
Why we chose Alan 

 A modest, understated person with a wealth of experience to share  

 Deep commitment to better opportunities and rights for learning disabled 

people – and nearly 25 years working to remove barriers to participation  

 Running a range of social enterprises, working towards self-sufficiency while 

training learning disabled people for jobs and demonstrating what they can 

achieve, given the chance  

 
Achievements 

 A strong, stable organisation, playing an important role in collaborative work to push learning 

disability up the agenda, change attitudes and improve services  

 Profitable bottle sorting company won all-Ireland contract for Coca Cola – doubling annual 

volumes to 60 million bottles and providing jobs and training for 25+ learning disabled people 

with highly complex needs 

 Four other social businesses approaching break-even without any compromise to their core 

purpose as a route to employment and inclusion for learning disabled people.  
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Maureen Hetherington (2011)  
 Co-ordinator, the Junction – a community relations and peace building 
organisation in Derry/Londonderry 
 
Why we chose Maureen 

 A long and distinctive history in peace building and a deep 

understanding of the power of symbolic gestures to help people 

change  

 Challenging uncritical, partial remembering of the past, which feeds 

mistrust, misperception and resentment  – helping people become 

‘history makers for a better future’ 

 Determined to make 2012-22 – 100 years on from one of the most turbulent decades in the 

history of Ireland – a time for ‘ethical and shared remembering’ not for fostering division 

  
Achievements 

 Engaged in a wide range of activity around the decade, working with many influential leaders and 

decision makers  

 Delivered soundly researched materials and training resources, contributing to the infrastructure 

supporting positive exploration of the decade to draw out learning for today 

 ‘Ethical remembering’ is embedded in the language around commemoration. 

 
 

Vivian McConvey (2011) 
Director, VOYPIC (Voice of Young People in Care) – support and 
representation for care experienced children and young people  
 
Why we chose Vivian 

 A passionate, strong-minded leader who has built an organisation to 

be reckoned with  

 Determined to put care experienced children and young people’s 

voice at the heart of all decision making about them 

 A democratic and inclusive approach, helping others to grow 

 
Achievements 

 Built Five Nations, One Voice with sister organisations in England, 

Ireland, Scotland and Wales to create a stronger voice for the rights of young people 

 Enabled young people to stand at the forefront of campaigning and policy development, speaking 

directly to decision makers 

 A strong voice against stereotyping  and stigmatising of young people in care – in an environment 

where they are too often portrayed as bad, difficult or collaborators in their own abuse 
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Lisa McElheron (2011) 
Head of Policy and Public Affairs, Northern Ireland Council 
for Voluntary Action (NICVA) – for the Centre for Economic 
Empowerment for Northern Ireland 
 
Why we chose Lisa 

 A big idea to help the voluntary and community sector  

take its place as a serious contributor to economic policy 

debates 

 A strong analysis of where change is needed – and the drive and energy to make things happen 

 A keen mind for politics, speaking the language of the political sphere while rooted in the 

voluntary and community sector – and willing to challenge the status quo in both. 

 

Achievements: 

 The launch of the Centre for Economic Empowerment for Northern Ireland, with substantial 

additional funding that guarantees its future until at least 2016 

 High profile conferences, credible independent reports and frequent briefings and updates 

quickly putting it on the map 

 An encouraging start to building capacity in the voluntary and community sector, with both open 

access and accredited training opportunities. 

 

 

 Pauline Ross (2011) 
Founder & Artistic Director, Derry Playhouse – thriving arts centre with 

a national and international reputation for innovation and excellence 

 

Why we chose Pauline: 

 A passionate belief in the power of the arts to promote healing in a 

divided and troubled society, who enables creative work of 

extraordinary emotional impact 

 The ability to attract all kinds of people to support her vision and 

make things happen 

 An outward-looking focus and long collaboration with international 

artists, many working in communities traumatised by genocide or violent political repression. 

 

Achievements: 

 Ten month-long residencies bringing exceptional international artists to work with some of the 

most damaged and marginalised communities in Northern Ireland – and more to come 

 Powerful experiences for the people involved, exposing them to new influences and ways of 

thinking 

 A springboard for establishing a permanent international artists’ peace building centre, bringing 

creative people to Northern Ireland to share their skills in helping damaged communities heal.   

  



 

23 

Stuart Bailie (2012) 
Chief Executive, Oh Yeah Music Centre – a creative hothouse supporting, 
developing and showcasing music and musicians 
 
Why we chose Stuart 

 A successful music journalist with a wealth of experience and a huge 

network in the industry  

 Personal experience of the power of music to help people become 

more pluralist, progressive and outward looking – and a passion to 

make this possible for others 

 Had made a great start in developing the Oh Yeah Centre, attracting 

funding, energy and enthusiasm which ‘will lift us beyond our current expectations’. 

 
Achievements 

 A thriving performance, rehearsal and development space for people who love music, whatever 

their age or background 

 Sitting at the heart of an exciting and dynamic new music scene in  Belfast – evidenced by the 

increasing success of the contract for Belfast Music Week, with 250 events in 70 venues  in 2012 

 New projects and partnerships – reaching throughout Northern Ireland and beyond – a strong 

outreach programme with disadvantaged communities and under 18s plus a developing arts and 

older people strand. 

 
 

Mark Hackett (2012)  
Director, Forum for Alternative Belfast – campaigning for a better and 
more equitable built environment in Belfast 
 
Why we chose Mark 

 A multi-award winning architect, who left his successful private 

practice to apply his considerable skills to putting communities at the 

forefront of planning in the built environment 

 Unconventional, innovative and expansive in his thinking 

 Determined to deliver a credible, unified vision for urban planning in 

Belfast that is not about containment but about the infrastructure of a shared future. 

 

Achievements 

 A genuinely collaborative ‘do-tank’, which has delivered an alternative vision and alternative 

projects for regeneration and development spending in all four main inner city areas – and 

winning the argument to make some of them happen 

 Championing the idea that connecting communities is not just about the challenge of peace walls 

– it’s about designing shared space and new connections into the fabric of the city 

 Using the development of the first ever city plan for Belfast to present a unified inner city 

neighbourhood response – drawing on international experience, particularly from Berlin’s decade 

of strategic housing renewal and city repair in the 1980s. 

  



 

24 

Karen Hall (2012) 
Policy & Communications Manager, Disability Action Northern Ireland - 
pan disability organisation, combining capacity building for members, 
policy work and services for disabled people  
 
Why we chose Karen 

 Bringing valuable skills from a successful commercial career in 

marketing and communications 

 Committed to challenging and changing attitudes to disabled people 

that focus on vulnerability rather than capability, contribution and 

rights  

 A belief that social marketing – using marketing and social science techniques to influence 

behaviours for the greater social good – offers a powerful way forward for all organisations 

working to strengthen the voice of marginalised and stereotyped people 

 
Achievements 

 New ways of thinking and talking about social impact in Disability Action Northern Ireland, 

building a positive evidence base 

 Working with others in the voluntary and community sector to develop a social marketing 

approach, delivering stronger stories about people's capabilities and the potential for change 

 Preparing the ground for a concentrated campaign to influence media portrayal of disabled 

people,  through a major media monitoring exercise 

 

 

Debbie Watters (2012) 
Co-Director, Northern Ireland Alternatives – best known for pioneering 
community based restorative justice initiatives in loyalist areas of Belfast 
and beyond 
 
Why we chose Debbie 

 At the leading edge of restorative justice practice in Northern Ireland 

for more than 15 years – influencing both paramilitaries and officials 

to try a different way  

 Speaks with clarity and authority on the roots of working class loyalist 

frustration and how it might be addressed  

 Recently selected as member of the politically sensitive Policing Board, creating a powerful 

opportunity to deliver change 

 
Achievements 

 Clear strategic influence on work to reconnect the police with working class communities – 

including better access to jobs in the emergency services through a new ‘cadets’ programme and 

a new focus on neighbourhood policing 

 Restorative justice is high on the agenda – for young people, anti-social behaviour and prisoners  

 Engaging former combatants in building capacity and confidence in loyalist communities – 

opening up participation in local Police and Community Safety Partnerships, supporting 

‘civilianisation programmes’ and presenting issues for loyalism to diverse audiences. 
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