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Executive Summary

1. The Taskforce “ addressing the needs of working class Protestant communities” was established in April 2004 by John Spellar, Minister with responsibility for Social Development, to address issues facing Protestant working class communities.    The Taskforce proposed that a focused piece of work targeted on the Sandy Row area would be carried out, under the management of the Belfast Regeneration Office, to test the perceptions and generalised assumptions.

2. The terms of reference for the initiative require the Team to:

· examine the delivery and effectiveness of public services in the area and identify scope for improvement both short and medium term.

· consider the need and focus for specific initiatives in relation to access to employment, skills training, adult literacy and youth interventions; and

· identify measures to promote community development and community cohesion, particularly leadership training.

3. This Report has been prepared by a team of Civil Servants based in the Sandy Row area following consultation with all key stakeholders including locally elected and community representatives, business and commercial interests, key statutory agencies as well as Church and faith based organisations.

4. Sandy Row is an area situated in South Belfast within the Shaftesbury ward in the Belfast Local Government District.  Shaftesbury ward falls within the 10% most deprived wards and is ranked 14th in the Noble Multiple Deprivation Measure.   The population of the Sandy Row area is 2153 and the community background profile of the neighbourhood is predominately Protestant and other Christian.  

5. The boundary of the Sandy Row area (for the purposes of this report) is along Great Victoria Street to the Boyne Bridge, along the Westlink to the Donegall Road and back along the Donegall Road to Great Victoria Street.

6. Many years ago Sandy Row as a community had the benefits of the railway and spinning mills to provide employment and there was a wide range of shops and businesses along Sandy Row itself.  Redevelopment was planned and completed in the mid eighties but this led to a reduction in the number of houses and population.   Sandy Row itself still has many shops along the street, some that have been there for many years, but there are a number of empty shops and derelict sites. Recent developments include the building of a hotel and a private sector apartment development with other apartment developments planned.

7. The Team built a strong relationship with the Sandy Row community over a short period of time and were welcomed to the area.  The community has feelings of apathy and sometimes resentment with the perception that Government has forgotten Sandy Row.  However the existence of the Team and the Taskforce gave rise to a new enthusiasm that should be harnessed and taken forward particularly within the context of neighbourhood renewal.

8. The Sandy Row community though need support and guidance from others, including individuals, other peer community organisations and the public sector, to assist them to develop their capacity.  Individuals and groups need to take responsibility to effect change in their area for all the people who live here.   The lack of leadership in the area is something raised by many from different sectors and until clear leadership is recognised, the public sector could support groups in Sandy Row in the short term until the implementation of neighbourhood renewal and the setting up of Neighbourhood Partnerships.   The belief is that this may be the last chance Sandy Row has to hold on the sense of community, seek change and make lives better in the area.

9. This report should be seen as a document that will enable the key stakeholders to engage with others and to effect change in Sandy Row.  There are already many programmes in place and all have a role to play in the delivery of these.  Responsibility lies with individuals, groups and service deliverers to ensure a quality service is available and delivered to those most in need.  This is not about new programmes but more about communicating better, listening to individuals and communities and assisting where possible the Groups and individuals to access the programmes and training opportunities currently available.

The following are the main issues and findings:

Education

The three primary schools in the area play a very important part in the life of the communities they serve.  However they, and the main post-primary school for the area, are operating at between a quarter and a half of their total enrolment number which makes it difficult for schools to plan staff numbers and hinders the delivery of an effective curriculum. 

62% of P7 pupils in the area do not sit the transfer test.  Only 12% of P7 pupils attain a Grade A, B1 or B2.  Nearly 14% of pupils from Sandy Row leave school with no GCSEs, nearly triple the Northern Ireland average.  

There is no post-primary school in the immediate area.  Most pupils from Sandy Row go to Balmoral High School (four miles away), Dunmurry High School (five miles away) or Malone Integrated College (three and a half miles away).  Those achieving a pass in the transfer test go to a variety of destinations.  The lack of a post-primary school in the area causes problems for children with regard to transport and after school activities, and also leads to the sense of a loss of community.  Those pupils attending Balmoral High School and Dunmurry High School must first apply to Mount Gilbert Community College in North Belfast, deemed to be the closest, before they will be given free school transport to the schools of their choice.  A lot of families in Sandy Row would not wish to send their children, so applications to Mount Gilbert are not made and local children lose out on free transport to Balmoral and Dunmurry.   

Blythefield and Fane Street Primary Schools each have a nursery.  26 pre-school children attend each one.  Arellian Nursery also has 52 places. They are concerned about the ongoing review of pre-school education in Northern Ireland and believe that if the stated policy stands, it may lead to a dilution in the quality of nursery education.  

Play development is recognised as being very important in the overall development of children and young people.  The Sandy Row Play Development Project is well attended and helps keep young people away from malign influences.  However uncertainty over funding has created a feeling that this may not be seen as a priority.

Employment and Learning

The Department for Employment and Learning (DEL) provides numerous training opportunities but there is little appetite for individuals to attend.  It is believed that the programmes may not meet individual needs and perhaps a menu type approach could be considered.  The role of the Jobs and Benefits office (JBO) in the area requires promotion as residents are not clear on the services provided and the inaccessibility and unavailability of the Careers Service has been highlighted as a barrier.   Structured outreach work is required to highlight the advantages of training for work and apathy met with perseverance on the part of the service deliverers.  

Social Security

The Social Security system is viewed as complex and difficult to access with letters produced being confusing and contradictory.   Barriers to using the services include lack of confidence, inadequacy and confusion.  In Sandy Row, 57% of households with children are headed by lone parents who require support and encouragement to access training and employment opportunities.  21% of the population are aged 65+, and some pensioners are unclear regarding Pension Credit and Direct Payment. Regular structured outreach is required to raise awareness amongst these clients and of the community in general.  Accommodation would appear to be used for benefit fraud and this would need to be tackled. 

Child Support

There is no evidence of engagement with the community by the Child Support Agency even though 57% of households with children are headed by lone parents.

Housing 

The Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE) is responsible for 545 homes in the area.  352 of these are houses, with 207 (59%) having less then 3 bedrooms.  This is the main area of contention for residents in Sandy Row who feel that the lack of 3/4 bedroomed family homes is eroding the stable family nucleus of the area.  Commitment has been given to develop further family homes and it would be beneficial if this redevelopment could be expedited.  

The new Sandy Row Residents Association should be supported by NIHE and Northern Ireland Tenants Action Project (NITAP) and should be represented on the Housing Community Network. There are also plans for an Environmental Scheme for the area and it is vital that the community take ownership of the scheme to ensure success.  In order to stop vandalism it is important that young people are involved in schemes, e.g. planting, to ensure ownership.

Private home ownership is low in Sandy Row and with the development of private apartments in the area residents could be provided with information regarding private ownership and mortgages.  The co ownership levels could be reviewed to make housing affordable for local people.   The local sheltered housing accommodation is actually under utilised and could be promoted within the area which may free up family housing.

Urban Regeneration

Difficulties in securing and short termism of funding has been a consistent theme during discussions with Groups in the area, with the process viewed as cumbersome, lengthy and bureaucratic.  Work needs to be done to promote awareness of procedures amongst community groups with a review of the funding process recommended.  The future for the area, with the implementation of Neighbourhood Renewal, is unclear and it is important that some work is undertaken to raise awareness of Neighbourhood Renewal, the roles of Units within the Department for Social Development (DSD) and the availability of grants. 

Health and Social Services

Speech and language delay, teenage pregnancy, mental health, prescription and illegal drugs and diet and nutrition were identified as issues for Sandy Row.  South Belfast Highway to Health is already actively promoting healthy living in the area and this should be supported and enhanced.  A targeted speech and language therapy service is to be provided to the area in Spring 2005 and it is important that local families receive support to encourage effective use of this service.  The provision of Breakfast Clubs in all schools in the area should be explored and General Practitioners in the area must explore the possibility of alternatives to prescription drugs where this is possible.

Car parking, roads and street lighting

97% of respondents cited “on street parking” as an issue and although only 28% of households in the area have cars, they have reported severe difficulties parking at their homes.  The Department for Regional Development (DRD) has recognised these difficulties and had implemented a parking charging scheme but this was unpopular and removed.  Plans are being developed to implement “Controlled and Residents only” parking for the area, and the Sandy Row Community Forum should work closely with DRD to support the progression of this.

Proposals for a “City Centre Ring”, which would mean the widening of streets on the periphery of Sandy Row, have been issued by DRD.   As the proposals are at consultation stage, Sandy Row Community Forum must ensure that the views of the community are submitted during the consultation period.

Community Relations

62% of community groups in Sandy Row have no community relations policy.  Some limited single identity and cross-community work has been undertaken by groups in Sandy Row but this is not widespread and the Community Relations Council recommends that further work is done.  It is willing to provide practical support to groups in the production of community relations policies or the completion of funding applications.  There is a perception that sectarian paraphernalia in the area such as murals creates a “chill factor” for those from outside Sandy Row.

Libraries

The widespread belief in Sandy Row that the local library was to be closed as part of a BELB review into the provision of library services in Belfast has been confirmed following an announcement by the Board’s Library Committee in December.  The Sandy Row library has been unable to order new books since April 2004, which has contributed to decreasing rates of borrowing.  The existing premises are too small and there is only one full-time member of staff, which means that outreach work cannot be done.

Sport

The Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure (DCAL), in conjunction with Charter Youth Club and the Sandy Row Community Forum, intends to proceed with a multi-sports facility adjacent to Charter Youth Club.  DCAL has applied to DSD for Neighbourhood Renewal funding towards this.

Lottery

The Big Lottery Fund is responsible for distributing half of all lottery funding.  Sandy Row Community Forum has received a total of £200,000 under the Transforming Your Space programme and this is being used to develop four environmental improvement projects in the area.

Planning

In consultation, 76% of those who responded viewed derelict sites as a problem, while 86% felt that empty commercial properties were a blight in the area. Delays in planning decisions are seen to contribute.  Planning Service could consider if planning applications for Neighbourhood Renewal areas could be fast tracked.  PSNI also felt that it would be useful if they could be consulted during the planning process regarding the implications of proposed new builds on community safety.

Rates

There is a perception that local businesses are paying ‘city centre’ rates, and that this is deterring the establishment of new businesses in the area.  The fact that rates now have to be paid on empty commercial properties was also an issue.  In fact the rates charged in Sandy Row are comparable to those charged in other similar areas and are less than those charged in the main shopping areas in Belfast.  Exemptions and relief are available to owners of vacant commercial properties.

Policing

Four beat officers are allocated to Sandy Row but a large number of people have complained that they never see the police.  Only 15% of respondents to the consultation were satisfied with the service provided by the police, with 46% dissatisfied and 39% not expressing an opinion.  There are difficulties with on street parking in the area and children racing quad-bikes on the streets.  The official crime rate for the area is very low, although there are no figures for the discrete area of Sandy Row.  75% of consultation respondents believe that racketeering is a problem, while 90% think that there is a problem with drugs.

Youth Justice Agency & Probation

The Youth Justice Agency and the Probation Board run a number of initiatives to prevent re-offending and integrate ex-offenders into the community in South Belfast.  Interestingly, both organisations report that they have a very small client base in Sandy Row.  The Youth Justice Agency has had two referrals from Sandy Row in the past year, whilst the Probation Board would deal with five people at most from the area.  

Council Services

Sandy Row has a purpose built community facility but there would appear to be confusion within the community about the role and availability of the premises for community use. The community centre is therefore underutilised.  91% of the residents questioned were dissatisfied with play facilities in the area, with graffiti and vandalism to the park identified as problems.  

Belfast City Council provides a summer scheme for the area but the provision is not co-ordinated with that provided by the faith-based organisations and communication between the two could be improved.  

The availability of independent advice has been highlighted as a need by residents and although Citizens Advice Bureau are to provide advice services one morning a week, the possibility of extension of this service could be explored.

Belfast City Council is taking the lead in Community Safety in Belfast in relation to the Belfast Community Safety Partnership. Activities related to Community Safety are ongoing in Belfast, but have not yet impacted upon Sandy Row.  As Community Safety is a general issue for residents of this area, the Community Safety Partnership should ensure that the needs of Sandy Row are taken into consideration.

The need and focus for specific initiatives – access to employment and skills training

DEL constantly reviews its suite of programmes to help people move from Welfare to Work.  Effectiveness could be improved if training was more closely linked to the individual needs of participants.  Should the evaluation of the Targeted Initiatives programme prove favourable, strong consideration should be given to its extension into other areas of disadvantage.

The need and focus for specific initiatives – adult literacy

The issue of low literacy levels has been raised by almost all of the providers of training and employment programmes in the area.  For example, in 2003, 21 of the 28 new Jobskills trainees from Sandy Row commenced the programme with literacy and numeracy difficulties. DEL works closely with a number of bodies to improve lifelong learning and those responsible for the delivery of education for both pre and post school age should work together to develop a strategy for developing and improving literacy and numeracy in the area. Existing ‘essential skills’ providers should develop stronger links with community groups and work pro-actively to deliver training.  Public sector staff should be trained to recognise literacy and numeracy difficulties in clients and provide encouragement and signposting to appropriate bodies.  Work should also be completed with parents to help them engage with the school community.

The need and focus for specific initiatives – youth interventions

Charter Youth Club has a membership of 200 young people aged between 4 and 20 years old.  A recent inspection by the Education and Training Inspectorate found a number of strengths, including excellent leadership but also highlighted some areas for improvement, including broadening the range of activities on offer at the club.  An action plan has been drawn up to address the areas for improvement.

Existing youth workers have little time to attend training courses and other developmental opportunities and as there is no career path for youth workers it is not seen as an attractive occupation.  There are also problems in finding enough people to volunteer to do youth work. 

Great Victoria Street Presbyterian Church and St Aidan’s Church of Ireland have companies of the Boy’s and Girls’ Brigades and Church Lads’ Brigade.  Great Victoria Street Baptist Church has a youth outreach running three nights each week.  There are problems in retaining young people and attendance would tend to decline when members reach the age of 12.

Measures to promote community development, community cohesion, leadership training

Faith based Organisations

There are over a dozen faith-based organisations in the area that should consider working together on an agreed and co-ordinated strategy to address the social problems in Sandy Row.  A common vision for the community is required in which the churches play a strong role alongside other community organisations.  Funding rules and processes make it difficult for these organisations to access funding without the need to totally set aside religious links.  Only organisations set up for the sole purpose of advancing religion should be excluded from government funding.

Community Sector

There is much dissatisfaction with the way in which funding is directed and administrated.   Community workers are frustrated by long and complicated application forms, the length of the process from application to drawdown and delays in approvals and payments.  It is also clear that some groups may have difficulty accessing resources through the applications process and may need support for this.

Sandy Row Community Forum is the key umbrella organisation for the community sector in the area for the provision of leadership, although it is not fully recognised by the community as the vehicle for coordination, partnership and delivery of community initiatives. 

Respondents were asked for their opinion on the appearance of Sandy Row and these were split evenly.  One third of those questioned were very dissatisfied with the appearance of the area; one third were dissatisfied; one third did not have an opinion.  It is worth noting that no one who was questioned had a positive opinion on the area’s appearance.

Many acknowledged that paramilitaries have a firm grip on Sandy Row and may have a veto over most things that happen in the area. The Secretary of State announced on 12 November his intention to despecify the UDA, incorporating the UFF.  The statement made by the UDA on 14 November that the organisation's strategy will focus on community development, job creation, social inclusion and community politics should encourage those involved with paramilitaries to see the benefits of working legitimately for the whole community.

The wider community does not perceive the residents of Whitehall Square as ‘residents’ of Sandy Row.  The Whitehall Square residents are however keen to improve links with the community in Sandy Row but the ongoing attacks on the apartment block make forging these links very difficult.  Mediation by a third party would be beneficial.

Government Departments and statutory agencies provide a large number of services for the people of Sandy Row and it is clear there is a need to recognise that closer working relationships with the community sector are essential to ensure that policies are effecting change on the ground.  Notification of some programmes or initiatives launched by Government is not getting through to those at a local level who believe they have been left to find out about these and access to them without support.

Leadership training

Learning opportunities are available through recognised training providers, though the main providers of Management and Leadership Training to the community sector are the Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Activity (NICVA) who provide a Management Development Programme to help Community Sector managers develop their skills and competencies.  Sandy Row Community Forum are members of NICVA and there is an awareness of the training opportunities available though there has been no take up. 

Business Sector

In July 2004, of the 108 units that made up the Sandy Row shopping area, only 69 (64%) are in use by businesses.  The remainder are derelict or vacant land.  Retailers are keen to see the area redeveloped and the availability of the DSD Urban Development Grant scheme needs to be highlighted.   Retailers also need to feel supported to expand and redevelop in the area and consideration should be given to a strategy for assisting retailers. 

Conclusion

10.  In terms of service delivery there are many programmes already in place and it would appear that issues relate mainly to the communication and understanding of the availability and benefits of these and accessibility and support to retain individuals on the programmes rather than the need for new programmes

11.  It is clear that individuals and those working for the community in Sandy Row must take responsibility for effecting change in the lives of the people in the area.  Clear leadership must be shown and all must work strategically for the betterment of the Sandy Row area and in partnership with the other local areas within the neighbourhood renewal area.

12. There are already many training programmes in place that individuals and the community groups in Sandy Row could access and benefit from, particularly in relation to leadership training.

13.  This report should be of benefit to the Neighbourhood Partnership Board and can be taken forward within the context of the neighbourhood renewal strategy. 

NOTES

NOTES

This Executive Summary provides an overview of the main issues and findings of the Sandy Row Project Team during the course of its work.  If you would like a full copy of the report, please contact:

Karen Knowles

Sandy Row & Village Project Team

Malone Place Clinic

31 Malone Place

Belfast

BT12 5FD

Telephone 028 9092 4656

Email: karen.knowles@dsdni.gov.uk
The full report is also available on the Department for Social Development’s website:  www.dsdni.gov.uk
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