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Subject area: Women as a marginalised group in rural Ireland.

Project title: Longford Women’s link.

County: Longford

Date of project: 1995 – 2010 and ongoing

Purpose:

Longford Women’s Link (LWL) is a local organisation aimed at increasing the participation of women in

the economic, social and cultural life of their Longford community.

From its origins in the Irish Country Women’s Association in 1995, Longford Women’s Link has grown

and evolved to become an established and widely respected organisation providing a range of supports and

services for the women of County Longford, particularly focusing on marginalised groups.

Aim:

-Supporting individual women by ensuring they can access their rights and entitlements for both

themselves and for their children.

-Building community capacity through education and training, supporting women’s collective action.

-Lobbying and advocacy at local and national level on gender equality issues.

Size of the project:

This project encompasses the whole county of Longford, however if women need help from other counties

and approach LWL they will not be turned away.

Objectives & Results:

Strategic Objective: Individual Women in Longford can access their rights and entitlements for

themselves and for their children

LWL’s direct support assists women who need to access information and services (either through LWL or
by directing them to the appropriate services) that can improve their situation and bring them to a point
where they are in a position to take more control over their lives.
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Making New Links 35 Participants (Two groups in 2009):
These are 12 week courses introducing women to a variety of different opportunities to taste hobbies,
yoga, sewing/knitting self defence and arts and crafts. Aim to support women to ease into accessing
groups and explore areas of interest. Domestic violence survivors are target group but other women from
community are also invited to participate to ensure that the group is not identified as DV specific.

Russian Speaking Women’s Group (32 Participants)
Peer support group for women from mostly Eastern Europe who all speak Russian. Share information and
resources. Five information sessions provided with guest speakers and study visit to Garda Station &
Court House

16 Days Campaign against Violence against Women 2009
The 16 days Campaign is an annual international event in which LWL participates. In 2009 LWLDVS
organised the following events:

Walk of Remembrance
Approx 55 people walked from the Market Square to no 46 Main Street to remember the women
who were murdered in Ireland since 1996

In Her Shoes Exhibition
A local landlord kindly allowed us to use an empty property on the Main Street to display 159 pairs
of shoes for every women murdered

Migrant support
Nearly half of the women supported by the domestic violence service are migrant women.

For migrant women not experiencing domestic violence LWL have set up weekly clinics where women
can get support with migrant issues on an appointment basis.

Counselling
LWL counselling service provided almost one thousand individual counselling sessions last year in
addition to 12 pre-marriage courses. Twenty six teenagers accessed our teen between service for teenage
children who are impacted by parental divorce or separation. In addition thirty one women were provided
with support by Athlone Rape Crisis Centre in LWL. This work is funded through a grant from the Family
Support Agency and small donations from individual clients. MRCS provides the pre-marriage
counselling, teen counselling and couple counselling.

In 2008, the funding application had to be submitted by November. Due to government cuts, applications
forms for 2010 funding have not been received as yet.
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Counselling provided.

Community Childcare

Catkins Nursery
Catkins currently has a full time staff of six (manager, 4 play leaders, crèche worker, crèche cook). The
service is supported by a CE Scheme comprising a full time supervisor and fifteen participants. In 2009 a
total of 100 children attended Catkin’s Nursery.

All full time childcare staff are currently participating in Fetac Level 6 Childcare which is being held here
in LWL.

Catkins on the Move
Catkins on the Move operates as a mobile crèche and Relief Childcare Staff Service, funded by Pobal as a
Community Services Programme and LCRL. Catkins on the Move was set up in response to a lack of
adequate childcare provision to enable women access e.g. training and education and participate in other
community based activities (mobile crèche). The crèche is usually set up in a room near to where training
is taking place and gives women easy access to childcare while they undertake retraining.

Mobile Crèche
To date the service has supported 24 organisations/events with 158 crèches.

Relief Childcare Staff
In 2009 the relief childcare service supported five community based organisation and one private crèche,
spanning out to a total of 233 bookings.
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Community Employment Scheme
The FAS Community Employment (CE) Scheme has provided an invaluable support to Catkins Nursery
since it opened in 2000. In return LWL has provided education, training and work experience to a group of
local women. The scheme currently comprises 17 participants and a supervisor.

Through the CE scheme LWL aims to continue to support women who are eligible for the scheme by
providing training and work experience to improve their employment prospects.

The criteria for participating in the Scheme are based on age (minimum 25 years old) and length of time in
receipt of various social welfare payments. Placement is for at least one year and up to three to five years
depending on age and circumstance (with specific criteria for travellers, ex-offenders, refugees, people
with disabilities and those referred by a Drugs Task Force). The Scheme is financed and delivered through
FÁS, Ireland's training and employment authority. FÁS gives financial support in the form of allowances
and funding to assist with the CE Scheme, for example participant wages, supervisor salary, materials
grants and specific skills training grants.

CE Supervisors provide individual support to participants through an ‘Individual Learner Plan’ process,
which focuses on meeting the learning needs of participants. The Individual Learner Plan provides for the
planning, organising and recording of the work experience, training and development that each participant
receives while working on CE, assisting them to enhance both technical and personal skills. The training
provided through Community Employment is delivered within a Quality Assurance framework.

Impact of CE Scheme and Training at Longford Women’s Link
Thirty four women have participated in LWL’s CE programme over the last three years.
Of the thirty-four, fourteen currently remain employed at LWL
Of the 20 women who have left LWL having completed their CE placement, 14 (ie 70%) have secured
some further form of employment

Having developed an awareness of their specific goals through participation in the CE Scheme, together
with the confidence to pursue further training/education opportunities with LWL, three (i.e. 15%) are
currently under-taking further education having finished the Scheme

Experience of the CE Scheme at LWL
The longer the participants had been on the Scheme, the more positive the experience. Participants
identified a number of very specific reasons for this transformation.

It was felt that the length of the CE Scheme provided ‘space’ to develop confidence and learn or re-learn
skills. This contrasted specifically with the experience of some 20% of trainees who participated in the
same or similar courses previously at an adult education centre, where they reported feeling under
enormous pressure to complete assignments within the established educational schedule.

The attitude and approach of the CE Supervisor, LWL trainer, and contracted external trainers, were all
seen as critically supportive – ‘I wouldn’t have stuck with it unless it has been for them’, ‘I didn’t feel
intimidated – the atmosphere made all the difference’, ‘It’s completely different here’.
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A number of the participants formed a peer-support study group and this was identified as an essential
factor in the successful completion of a full FETAC Award in childcare – ‘we helped each other, and
encouraged each other’, ‘We got the work done and had a laugh’.

The ‘Individual Leaning Plan’ focus of the CE Scheme, which meant that training - at, or through, LWL -
offered options that met the individual needs, aspirations and learning pace of the participants. The
extended time factor of the Scheme also meant that participants could think about what they wanted to do
without feeling under pressure to make an early decision.

Growing confidence was repeatedly expressed and affirmed as one of the most important outcomes for
participant.
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Strategic Objective: Longford women’s social and economic independence is increased
&
Strategic Objective : Women’s collective voice in Longford is making a positive impact on
the local community
Within this area, LWL’s move from providing direct support to women to providing
opportunities which will help them to develop themselves. This is achieved predominantly
through the provision of appropriate education and training supports. A key priority for LWL
within this area of activity is to support women who may be lacking in confidence, who may
have had negative experiences of education in the past, who may wish to up-skill or who
want to get themselves back into the workforce. These kinds of opportunities begin to
develop the capacity of individual women themselves, with knock-on positive impacts for
their children, families and the broader local community. As well as providing women with
the skills that can develop their potential for economic independence and civic engagement,
the aim is to build towards a critical mass of women who are both active in the local
community and working towards creating change and improving circumstances for those who
continue to be affected by disadvantage in Longford.

The objectives in this area fall under two broad headings:

Providing educational opportunities for individual women to develop their own capacity;
Building a critical mass of women in Longford who can work together to improve and
develop the whole community.

Education and Training
Accreditation: LWL has been a FÁS Gateway training centre since 2003. LWL is also a
FETAC accredited training centre which means that we can choose the modules LWL
deliver, enabling flexible responses to the changing needs of women in Longford and ensure
all qualifications are recognised nationally.

In July 2008, LWL applied for funding under the Equality for Women Measure to develop
the Education & Training section. However, due to the economic crisis the Equality for
Women Measure was cut drastically and LWL were informed in August 09 that their
application was unsuccessful but would be put on a reserve list should funding become
available. The FAS Gateway was also discontinued in 2009
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In 2009, 281 women availed of the courses detailed below.

3.2 Building collective community capacity

Building Collective Community Capacity.

Specific courses like Women’s Studies and the Leadership Course contribute to building the
social analysis and leadership skills of local women.

Longford Women’s Manifesto Group
In terms of the broader civic engagement, LWL used the local elections as a focus for this
work. This work began with attendance at a presentation by Longford County Council on the
role and remit of Longford County Council, followed by a meeting of women interested in
“having their say” in local decision making. Over 250 women engaged with the campaign for
a recognised structure within Longford County Council where women could have their say in
the local decision making process. From attendance at the council meeting in December
2008, there has been a continuous presence of women at the monthly meeting of Longford
County Council throughout 2009. A core group known as the Longford Women’s Manifesto
Group was officially constituted in November 09. The group has been invited to make a
presentation to Longford County Council early in 2010 outlining its demands.

The work of the Longford Women’s Manifesto Group represents a key part of the advocacy
work carried out and supported by LWL.
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- Longford Library provides books and leaflets in a range of languages, hosts LaRed

meetings, acts as a ‘signpost’ for information, and facilitates a Polish mother and baby

group

- HSE – provides funding for LWL to provide domestic violence support.

- Gardai – investigation of crimes, provision of information on civil remedies and

relevant services.

- Courts – hearing of cases when the woman has secured legal counsel, or if the case is

being taken by the Gardai, the woman is only a witness and has no legal

representation

- Crisis accommodation – available for women in Longford only in Bethany house, a

hostel for homeless women.


