


In life, there are moments when a diverse group of strangers come 
together with a shared vision and work to create a lasting legacy for 
the world around them. Across Belfast, Lisburn and Castlereagh in 

June of 2018, over 50 women signed up to a new programme, The 
Next Chapter, aimed at women of all backgrounds and ages across the 
island of Ireland to develop their ideas, build communities and support 
the transition out of conflict.
 
And so began a journey of personal development, friendship, shared 
interests, cultural diversity; a movement of women whose vision and 
energy set out to face challenges, confront injustice, embrace change 
and contribute to a positive legacy. We have been privileged to have 
experienced real diversity of political and social opinion; diversity and 
representation of society across creed, culture, race, ethnicity, sexual 
orientation, age, religion, language and personality.   
 
We have been open to fresh perspectives and created a safe, inclusive 
and welcoming space to enable discourse and to inspire women into 
public and political life.
 
This book is the story of 21 of these women - ordinary women doing 
extraordinary things or perhaps extraordinary women doing ordinary 
things. That is for you to decide. Within these pages you may find a 
connection to your story, or that of your mother, sister, daughter, 
niece, friend. 
 
Storytelling is a unique human craft, connecting us to our humanity. It 
has the powerful ability to effect real change. Each of us has a story to 
tell and the impact can be phenomenal.  Each time you tell your story, 
someone sees or hears it, and it can be a voice loud enough to inspire 
others. This book is most importantly a living document that belongs 
to all of us. And so we ask you to join with us and add your voice to 
these pages.   
 
Finally, these pages are a tribute to all of the women who inspire and 
support us. 

On behalf of the Belfast, Lisburn and Castlereagh Chapter we would 
like to thank the following people, without whom this publication 
would not have been possible:
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Feminism isn’t  
about making 
women stronger, 
women are already 
strong. It’s about 
changing the way 
the world perceives 
that strength  
                        GD Anderson 



On a map of the world, stuck to my bedroom wall, I marked all 
the countries I wanted to see one day. Until I left home, the 
map, was my vision of the journey, was my candle on the road. 

I travelled on and off, I became a sociologist, a profession I still hold.     

Fourteen years ago, I landed in a place that wasn’t marked on my map 
on the wall. When I arrived, it was dark, rainy and cold, something that 
I had never experienced before. My first thought was not to stay for 
too long, but that didn’t happen after all. The place became greener, 
brighter, and a little bit warmer with a touch of sun. I even learned to 
enjoy summer despite not feeling warm. Then I met some wonderful 
people, I got involved in ventures that inspired me, created a better 
world and gave me some good reasons to stay.  

A few years later I fell in love with an Irish man. We painted together 
a mural of peace, with colourful tones on a wall in the Ormeau Road. 
After that and very soon, two Irish/British/Colombian and European 
babies were born. In the middle of all that, I went back to university 
to learn about gender and equality and its intersection with building 
peace, and ended up doing a PhD.   

Then Lucia and Mateo weren’t babies anymore, so I went back to full 
time work. I got a wonderful job, engaging with women from here and 
all over the world, living in this place called ‘the North’. One by one, I 
invited them to start a network where they all could met and talk. One 
by one, they came with their own stories to inspire each other’s lives. 
One by one, they became friends, they started to debate and create 
their own space. One by one, they became a powerful driving force for 
The Next Chapter to expand and grow. 

Alex

Alexandra de La Torre



When I was younger I thought that the easiest way to become 
the ‘perfect woman’ was to look at the women around me 
and seek out role models. Women who had done it all before, 

made their mistakes and learned from them. I have always disliked 
making mistakes. Naïvely I thought that I could avoid them by learning 
from others. Of course, everyone has to learn by doing.

Some of the most precious memories that I have are of conversations 
that I had with my late grandmother about the differences between 
the Ireland that I knew as a young child, and the Ireland in which she 
grew up. She instilled in me the importance of having an education. 
Her dream was to become a Primary School teacher. It was a dream 
that due to circumstances she could not fulfil. 

However, her dream was one that her daughters went on to fulfil. I 
am very lucky to have had some amazing role models throughout my 
life. Their guidance and encouragement has made me into the young 
woman that I am today. I have learned the importance of making my 
own mistakes. The ‘perfect woman’ is a misguided delusion that I am 
glad that I no longer have. We are all flawed human beings. There is no 
such thing as perfection. 

In January of last year, I met someone who had been a source of 
inspiration to me for a long time. We have formed a meaningful 
friendship. We may come from different backgrounds and different 
generations but we are united on the issues that truly matter. Through 
her encouragement I decided to engage with The Next Chapter. I 
could not have taken this step without her guidance. 

This group has taken me out of my comfort zone. We have had difficult 
discussions about the past and present. Most importantly we listen to 
one another and learn from each other.

Catherine

Catherine Leonard



Having grown up in a single parent household, I can relate to  
the difficulties and hardships that poverty can bring to a family.  
My family had traditional values and although I was encouraged 

to ‘better myself’, this was understood in a gendered context; it was 
about getting a good ‘woman’s’ job and then getting married, having  
a family. 

For most of my life, I was content with gender stereotypical roles but 
with a passion for helping people and for equality. I started looking 
around and wondering why women did not hold those high-powered 
executive roles or have a voice in society.  In my own life, I remember 
looking at my local community group and thinking, ‘Gosh I wish I could 
join this group, but I have nothing to add to it’.  That was me before 
I joined The Next Chapter.  Since then, I have had the privilege of 
participating in training to develop skills for my ‘next chapter’.  I believe 
in myself and my self-confidence has increased, so I feel that I can give 
back to my community and contribute something valuable.  

I have met some amazing women and we all provide support and 
encouragement to one another, for which I am so grateful.  My journey 
is nearing completion and now my thoughts are ‘I can contribute to 
Boards, I have the skills and experience I need to get to where I want to 
be.’   

This is my journey and ‘this time next year!’- well, this time next year I 
won’t be a millionaire, but I will be sitting on my local community group 
and who knows what that will lead to.  

What about you, will you start your journey? 

 

 Naomi

Naomi Roberts



Have you ever been made to feel that speaking out, showing 
passion or ambition was above your station, wrong or even silly? 
I was made to feel like that many times as a young woman by 

many of my peers. I was made to feel too young, too poor and too 
uneducated. It made me consciously censor myself and my ambitions.

In July 2009 I became a mum to Ellie at the age of 23. As a young 
working class mum I came up against many barriers to progress. I didn’t 
feel valued or that women like me or the issues I was facing were even on 
the radar of those in positions of power. I realised how a lack of female 
representation in business, public and political life kept women’s voices 
hidden. So I made myself a promise to change that.

That year I started my own successful company and was invited to 
speak about my business journey to many women in communities and 
education. I studied Law and Business and had two more amazing little 
girls Violet and Sadie. I felt strongly about using my knowledge and 
experience to help and empower people and communities. I went on to 
have an incredibly rewarding career in welfare rights and advocacy, giving 
a voice to those who needed support in difficult times. I now work in 
supporting and developing the advice sector in Northern Ireland.

When I stopped feeling ashamed I found the courage to speak up for 
myself and others, support other women, be ambitious without fear of 
judgement and to speak out about issues I felt passionate about.

If you’re reading this and it resonates with you…you can too.

The Next Chapter has given me the opportunity to continue that promise 
to myself and meet amazing women. Together we will empower each other 
to make individual and collective impacts in community, public and political 
life in Northern Ireland and beyond. There is still plenty of work to do.

Deb

Deborah Hughes-Johnson



I am a mother, wife, architect, teacher and entrepreneur. My husband, 
and now business partner, and I met twenty years ago in the first 
year of our architecture degree. We have lived in London, Glasgow, 

Tasmania and Sydney together and now we have returned back home 
with our young family.

The dichotomy of progressing a career in a competitive, masculine 
environment while wanting to be there for my children led me to start 
our architecture practice, called Studio Park Architects. Running the 
business has been a challenging yet rewarding experience. I am also a 
Teaching Fellow at Ulster University.

I grew up in County Tyrone but lived in Australia from my late twenties 
for over six years. We became Australian citizens but the draw of home 
was too strong. We wanted our children to grow up around extended 
family and old friends.

Joining The Next Chapter was an effort to step out of the babies and 
business bubble. I wanted to see how I could play a more meaningful part 
in society here again and anchor myself back at home.

I turned my back on politics from a young age as I felt I couldn’t relate to 
it. Politics, in my mind, was about division and barriers, both visible and 
invisible. I was sixteen when the Good Friday Agreement was signed.

However, with experience and travel, and more recently, my 
involvement with The Next Chapter, I have accepted that politics is 
much more than that.

Women have played a vital, but often overlooked, role in the peace 
process here. As a society, we need to shift our thinking about what any 
individual can achieve, regardless of gender, background, religion, race, 
or beliefs. We must challenge ourselves first before challenging others.

Lisa

Lisa Park



IF YOU'RE ALWAYS 
TRYING TO BE 
NORMAL YOU WILL 
NEVER KNOW HOW 
AMAZING YOU CAN BE 
                      MAYA ANGELOU



I am an intercultural artist facilitator from Colombia. At 25 I found 
myself halfway across the world in mid 1980s Belfast, a long way from 
home, married to a Derry man and later starting a family of two won-

derful children. In the early 90s, I became a volunteer for the Multi-Cul-
tural Resource Centre (MCRC), and then sat on its steering committee. 
Meeting women from different parts of the world led to much needed 
support for women, who like me, were having similar experiences as 
mothers and wives in an unfamiliar community, navigating language and 
cultural barriers, with no family support.

I was determined to advocate for the support of such women, particular-
ly in relation to childcare and health issues. A drop-in centre was cre-
ated to offer support. I became a board member on a women’s training 
organisation, representing minority community women living in North-
ern Ireland and then co-founded an association for the Latin American 
community, Latin America Unida.

My passion has grown for participating in more grassroots projects and 
has led to my becoming a cultural awareness facilitator and subsequently 
delivering training in intercultural competences and conflict manage-
ment. I also began to hone my skills as an intercultural artist, using art-
forms as a way to broach and encourage discussion, dialogue and healing. 
This has included organising workshops that aimed to connect all women 
and the entire community through dance and visual arts in health and 
wellbeing focused projects.

These past experiences have given me an invaluable first-hand view into 
the diverse and unique stories that make up our community. I have come 
to appreciate both the stories that define communities and discover 
those that bring them closer together. I love what I do and have learned 
so much from different wonderful women, and I continue to learn.

The Next Chapter has brought me back to where my passion started: 
the importance of working together as a unit, for a better future, for a 
peaceful future.

Connie

Consuelo Ortiz



I was born in Harare, Zimbabwe. Whilst Zimbabwe gained independence 
in 1980, there were still a lot of inequalities, many of which remain 
unresolved to this day.

My parents wanted a life which embraced the freedom to excel, with 
a global focus, so Pennsylvania became the place of my self discovery 
and awareness of the world around me. As I was challenged, my 
views changed. Diversity in all its various forms began to shape my 
understanding and appreciation of the uniqueness of collective and 
individual success.

Several years later, after completing academic studies at Penn State 
University, and travelling to Asia, Europe, Africa, and the USA, partly 
to see the world and also on humanitarian work via World Vision and the 
United Nations, following work in the medical and business sector and 
life itself, motherhood and family, I arrived in Belfast. Yes, it has been an 
adventure. 

It takes a lot to value life, its ups and downs, alongside experience and a clear 
sense of self. Herein lies my interest in pursuing social justice and equality.

The Next Chapter programme opened avenues to talk as women about 
our concerns, socially, politically, on a one to one basis and to connect. 
Everything I have been through from prejuduce, cultural stereotyping, 
injustice, being overlooked or silenced on account of fear; I have had to 
find and learn ways to cope and challenge the opportunities life presents. 

I am humbled and honoured to have met many great people who continue 
to influence my views, challenge my biases and ultimately give me a 
opportunity to be seen, heard, and valued as an individual and global citizen.

Lori

Lori Gatsi-Barnett



I’m from Monterrey, a large city in northern Mexico. I have loving parents 
and a brother and a sister, though we all live in different countries. My 
husband of ten years is from Belfast and we have two children.

After graduating from Architecture School in my hometown, I wanted 
to travel and came to Belfast on an international student programme to 
work for an architectural firm in Belfast. My life has been impacted since 
and definitely for the better.

My main focus is my family and they make me want to be a better person. 
Our kids are still small so everything demands a lot of work and time. I put 
a lot of effort into nurturing an appreciation of Mexican life in them and 
trying to establish links to my culture and our family over there.

With The Next Chapter, I’ve listened to other women with great stories and 
grown personally through these shared experiences. It has helped to improve 
my awareness and shape my identity. As a result, I hope to contribute to 
achieving positive change for women, especially in my industry.

I work in architecture where the number of women in practice remains 
disproportionately low. I’d like to see more women in senior positions and 
the perception of women’s competence and expertise improve across 
the profession.

I believe there are social, economic and architectural benefits to having 
more women in practice. More must be done to tackle these silences, 
these gaps, which impact on women’s lives every day.

Gender perspectives are crucial and women should be intrinsically 
involved even with minor design decisions to combat issues like 
struggling to reach a top shelf or the tyranny of a toilet queue. Women 
should be involved in the design of buildings, in city planning, matters 
which are important in the everyday lives of women and their safety.

Jatzry

Jatziry Burns



I am Heather, a daughter, sister, graduate, HR consultant, wife, 
mummy, survivor, public servant, business owner... I am all of these and 
more. I have the privilege of education, a loving family, relatively good 

health and self-belief. Like many, I too have faced difficult times.

At university, my first experience of significant loss was when my 
grandmother died and my 19-year-old friend was murdered by terrorists. 
You can be lonely surrounded by people if you cannot find happiness 
within yourself. I learnt to adjust, adapt, be resourceful and resilient.

Growing up in NI, ‘The Troubles’ was almost ‘normal’. My family were 
threatened because my father, a civil servant, worked on the NI talks 
team. Living away and travelling I realised I didn’t want a future of fear;  
I wanted peace and security.

I am proud that Dad contributed to peace through the 1998 Good 
Friday Agreement. My parents taught me to respect others and to build 
bridges through compromise. I believe ‘if you risk nothing in life, you will 
achieve very little’. Only you can decide what risks to take.

In 1999, with the promise of peace, now married we came home to have 
our family. I joined HR in the new police service. I am proud to have played 
my part in changing the face of NI policing. I have worked in HR for over 
25 years. Inspired by amazing mentors, I strive to create bright, vibrant, 
inclusive workplaces where happy diverse teams are valued and recognised.

I am a survivor, not a victim, of sexual assault. Women should have bodily 
autonomy. I want NI women to have the same human and reproductive 
rights as in the rest of the UK and in the Republic of Ireland.

I joined The Next Chapter to build peace and to address women’s issues 
in NI. I reconnected with old friends and forged new friendships. Telling 
our stories creates balance.

Find your voice, use it wisely and never compromise your values.

Heather

Heather Palmer



I work for NICVA as the Project Coordinator for The Next Chapter.  
My career over the past twenty-five years has evolved from 
administration to project management, with a focus on capital, 

community and arts development. 

I made a conscious decision many years ago to work in the community 
and voluntary sector and I have managed many projects all over 
Northern Ireland – Belfast, Derry City, rural Mid Ulster and Omagh, 
my hometown. I have found it challenging at times but being able to see 
the difference a project can make in a community is very rewarding. I 
always come away knowing that I have gained a better understanding and 
knowledge of communities – I can honestly say I have learned something 
new from every project I have worked on.

I have also become more politically active in the past five or six years, 
campaigning locally on environmental issues and in April 2019 I took 
the plunge and stood as a candidate in the local council elections. It was 
a huge step for me personally and politically, but it has made me more 
determined to continue to campaign for environmental and social justice 
in my local community.

Coordinating and facilitating The Next Chapter project for a short time 
and coming in at the latter stages, I have been privileged to meet some 
inspirational women from so many diverse backgrounds. I am inspired by 
their determination to make changes in their own lives and within their 
communities, and they are embracing the opportunities afforded them 
through the project with passion and enthusiasm. I think this is what 
attracted me to The Next Chapter. 

The idea of a group of women working together for positive change is 
invigorating. Women have been the backbone of our communities and 
are stronger together. The Next Chapter has enabled them to find their 
voice and make themselves heard.

Susan

Susan Glass



YOU CAN'T GO BACK 
AND CHANGE THE 
BEGINNING BUT YOU 
CAN START WHERE 
YOU ARE AND CHANGE 
THE ENDING 
                             CS LEWIS 



At 17 I was considering a career in Law. A teenager from social   
housing, living in one of the most deprived working-class areas  
 in Western Europe, could be a lawyer. Right? Not right then. 

I quit school. And partly thanks to a government into work scheme 
and an editor who took a blind leap of faith, spotting some modicum of 
potential, I fell in love – with journalism

For the next two decades, I felt lucky for every single working day as a 
journalist. It shaped me, my principles, my integrity to do the right thing; 
to be a voice when others felt theirs couldn’t be heard; to challenge; to 
shine a light on the darkest deeds of the human race; to be a guardian to 
the experiences of those in their most vulnerable hour.

By the time I'm 40, I also have one broken marriage, three young kids, no 
academic qualifications and a phenomenal decision to make. What does 
the future look like? Whether it was courageous or mad, I sold the house, 
moved towns, quit work and spent the next year studying for a third level 
qualification, a Masters in Journalism.

I’m now 47. I work full time,  I’ve co-founded a not-for-profit in my spare 
time and I’m part of a diverse group of women with different political and 
social opinions. All around me are extraordinary women doing ordinary 
things or ordinary women doing extraordinary things.

The Next Chapter has given me space and time to consider gender 
perspectives, inequalities, human rights, the need for strong advocates, 
for authentic engagement. And again, the opportunity to ask myself- 
what does the future look like?

It’s given me the courage to start a law degree. It’s the first step in 
achieving the dreams and aspirations of my 17-year-old self.

Michelle

Michelle Canning



I am a recent graduate working in public affairs. I’m forever hungry to 
do more, to learn more and to change more. Politics is my passion. I 
believe that we can change the inequalities in society through electing 

representatives that will change legislation. 

I believe that my generation will face challenges both precedented in 
history - the rise of far-right fascism, a lack of trust in institutions - and 
unprecedented in history - climate change, the digital revolution. As a 
young person in Northern Ireland, I want to see a peaceful and stable 
future for our society so that we are not trapped in a cycle of violence.

I joined The Next Chapter because I wanted to be in a room where 
women can talk about political issues and organise without men 
overshadowing us. It is a powerful statement to do so. We shine brighter 
together. I have learned so much from women who you don’t see in the 
media: working-class, ethnic minority. Our diversity is our strength.

Three years ago, I joined a political party: Alliance. Last May, I stood as a 
candidate for local government. I believe that more young women should 
run for government. We must have the confidence and passion to take 
risks, to claim our voice and our space in the public sphere. We live in a 
historic time with the future appearing uncertain. 

Look around you: the people in charge are doing a terrible job of leading 
us. The women around you and the woman reading this are just as 
qualified to be the people making the decisions. If not you, then who? If 
not now, then when? It is you. It is now. Act.

Ciara

Ciara Campbell



Originally from Cork, I have spent the past two years supporting 
and promoting the inclusion of students in an integrated 
primary school in Belfast while also studying for a Masters in 

Conflict Transformation and Social Justice at Queens University. Much 
of my early adult life was spent moving from city to city as I tried to find 
my niche until I finally settled in Barcelona where I worked as a teacher 
for almost eight years and thus unearthed my passion for education. 
However, it was time spent volunteering with local community groups, 
organising and supporting campaigns and demonstrations that really 
fuelled my soul, and this engagement with social justice eventually led 
me back home to study International Development in University College 
Cork and then on to Queens.

University as a mature student is a unique experience and I eagerly 
immersed myself in campus life and in my studies of human rights, 
international law, peace and conflict and social policy. A six month 
placement in Palestine provided the opportunity to coordinate and 
support local and international programmes that promote justice and 
peace in the region, as well as to witness and document life under 
military occupation. A year in Peru gave me the chance to establish and 
lead a learning support programme for children with challenges in a local 
school.

As an outsider, being part of The Next Chapter has given me a sense 
of belonging in Belfast. It is a safe space where strong and inspirational 
women meet, learn, share ideas and plan actions. This past year I 
have learned of the crucial role women played in the peace process in 
Northern Ireland, been inspired by their ongoing commitment to social 
justice and improving community relations, and I have seen women push 
themselves out of their comfort zones and step up to make a difference 
and bring about positive change fortified by the pillar of support provided 
by their Next Chapter group. As Donna Raymond said, ‘a circle of 
women may be the most powerful force known to humanity. If you have 
one, embrace it, if you need one seek it……you will be changed, changed 
utterly.’

Yvonne

Yvonne Moynihan



I was born in Colombia where I did a degree in Chemical Engineering. 
After a few years working as an engineer in Colombia, I spent a year 
training in Germany. After that, I decided to do a Masters’ degree 

which brought me to Belfast. 

When I told people that I was going to Belfast they used to say to me 
“Are you crazy?”. After my Master’s degree, I continued my studies 
doing a doctorate. Alongside my studies I worked as a researcher for 
several years. I have made Northern Ireland my home and I started a 
family here.

Living in Belfast I always kept myself in my own safe space, as I had 
done when I lived in Colombia. I used to think: “If it doesn’t affect me 
then that is okay with me”. I was completely apolitical, as I didn’t have 
a high opinion of how politics works. As soon as I learned about The 
Next Chapter project, I really liked the idea of learning about what 
politics is like and about what had happened in Northern Ireland during 
the “Troubles”. I felt compelled to find out more and decided to join 
the project. I had the opportunity to meet lots of interesting women, 
learning a lot about Northern Ireland politics, history and culture in the 
process thanks to the training, events and meetings. One of the most 
important things we have had during the project is the networking with 
the other chapter groups.

There is a famous quote from Gandhi: “if you want to change the 
world, start with yourself first”. This quote can be applied not only 
your to closest family and friends, but also, to politics and within your 
community or neighbourhood. The Next Chapter was an eye opener for 
me about politics and how to be a community leader. Now I know that it 
doesn’t matter how big or small, there is something you can do. Even a 
little can do wonders for people.

Angela

Angela Orosco



My passion for science started at a young age, but I was actively 
discouraged by teachers from pursuing science as a career 
choice as I was female. Later in life, I found my way back to 

science, determined to be the role model for young girls that I never had 
growing up.

As the co-founder and director of Science Starz, I lead my team in 
delivering fun, hands-on science workshops for children. Female run 
and led, the aim is to ignite an interest in STEM (science, technology, 
engineering, maths) in children, particularly girls, from a young age. 
Many careers are chosen based on childhood experiences and I want to 
provide children with that experience. 

Having a role model is key and I want to be that role model. At 
Science Starz women gain work experience, acquire job skills, develop 
communication skills, and gain greater confidence in themselves, equipping 
them to apply these positive attributes in every facet of their lives.

Juggling many hats as a business director, community volunteer and 
mother of two boys, I joined The Next Chapter because I felt that I 
needed to. With a burning desire to increase my knowledge of politics, 
I wanted to find my voice and to help other women find their voice. So 
many political decisions are made by men, including on topics such as 
reproductive rights and childcare. 

I feel that it is important that women educate themselves so that 
they can speak up about issues that affect them, their families, and 
the communities around them. Being a part of The Next Chapter has 
allowed me to do just that

Elita

Elita Frid



If you want to go 
fast, go alone. If 
you want to go far, 
go together 
                   AFRICAN PROVERB 



As I start out in my career, after four years of study, I have been so 
lucky to have the support of the ladies of The Next Chapter. It is 
a disgrace that, as a young woman growing up in Bangor, I only 

learned about the role of the Women’s Coalition in the peace process 
whilst studying in England. 

I’ve always been a feminist but discovering the story of those brave 
women was so inspiring and it made me truly appreciate how ordinary 
women can make a real difference. When I returned home, I was 
determined to get involved in the women’s movement here and joining 
The Next Chapter seemed like the obvious thing to do.

Since joining, I have grown in confidence, learning from the women 
around me how to develop my voice and stand up for my beliefs. I have 
applied for jobs and taken opportunities I never would have considered 
before, losing at least some of my fear of failure.

The Next Chapter has strengthened my belief in the importance of 
women making change, and how vital our rights and voices are in our 
society. I have taken these principles into my life, researching the 
impact of welfare reform on the human rights of women in Northern 
Ireland and campaigning for reproductive rights. Even how I talk about 
women and public life has changed; if we are open and consistent in our 
expectation that women be at the table, in all aspects of our lives, we can 
help it become the norm.

The importance of women helping women has never been clearer to me. 
I would say to all young women to take advantage of the knowledge and 
strength of the ladies in your life and get involved!

Kathryn

Kathryn McNickle



I’m originally from Sweden but have lived in Northern Ireland for more 
than 14 years. I consider myself lucky to call both places ‘home’.
I’ve always been interested in peacebuilding and improving 

relationships between people. Following studies in Sweden, I secured 
an internship at the International Conflict Research Institute at the 
University of Ulster. 

What better place to explore these issues than in a society where 
peacebuilding is still actively happening? I decided to stay in Northern 
Ireland, joining local organisation Intercomm. Later, I began working 
with the Belfast Conflict Resolution Consortium (BCRC) and Falls 
Community Council. 

I’m particularly proud of my contribution to the production and delivery 
of the BCRC Anti-Sectarianism Toolkit and Training Programme 
which we rolled out across Belfast and beyond, mainly in interface 
communities. While working there, I completed a PhD at Queen’s 
University Belfast, looking at the potential link between
peace and religion, specifically faith-based peacebuilding organisations 
in Northern Ireland. I was humbled by the positive response from the 
respondents and their commitment to peace.

After almost ten years with BCRC, it was time to explore another aspect 
of peacebuilding – the link between education and peace. I now work 
as Community Outreach Officer with the Integrated Education Fund, 
focussing on putting integrated education on the good relations agenda.

The Next Chapter initiative gives women a chance to build their 
confidence to get involved in society and politics – with a small ‘p’ as well 
as a big ‘P’. In particular, networking with and encouraging other women 
is important. Speaking from personal experience, lack of confidence 
seems to be an obstacle for many women. I’m still working on building 
mine but have seen that taking a few risks can bring huge benefits.

Jessica

Jessica Blomkvist



I’m a child of the 1960s. Born to a working class Protestant family in 
west Belfast, my mum and dad both worked, as did their parents – this 
set my sister and I a good example.

I didn’t pass my 11+. I left school in June 1980 with basic qualifications, 
but have since completed a BTec in Business & Finance and IT 
qualifications and the Future Leadership programme, Women into 
Politics, at Queens University.

I’ve two children and two grandchildren, they are my world. I’m a survivor 
of domestic violence, have suffered from depression and anxiety, have 
divorced and been a single parent. I’d love to learn Spanish and I do the 
odd bit of DIY about the house – I’ve a toolbox most men would be 
jealous of!

From leaving school, I have had three full time jobs but double or even 
triple jobbing was a norm for me during the mid-1990s, so I had part-
time jobs as well. I have also been a leader, serving a term as a councillor 
on Belfast City Council, as well as sitting on the board of three local 
community groups and acting as a school governor.

At different points in my life the priority has changed – from being a 
young adult exploring education to a mother making ends meet, and now 
a woman confident in myself and prioritising my ambitions.

I have achieved much, but I have more to give with the right support. The 
fact that The Next Chapter held their meetings in the evening makes it 
so much more accessible, I couldn’t sign up quickly enough. The training, 
discussions and comraderie has been inspiring and invaluable. We are a 
widely diverse group of women - we all support and encourage each other.

What have I learned? Lead by example - reach for the stars, keep your 
feet on the ground and don’t ever give up! I would not have been able to 
do this without the support of my Next Chapter friends.

Naomi

Naomi (Spratt) Thompson



I cast my first ever vote for the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, 
weeks after my 18th birthday, but I was never much engaged with 
politics beyond a commitment to voting. However, negative attitudes 

in the political and social climate over the last few years have made me 
see that we need to speak up. Good people need to engage politically 
and in society to counter divisions. The Next Chapter seemed like the 
opportunity I’d been waiting for to see how I could get involved and 
make a difference in my community.

The Next Chapter has been transformative in building my knowledge, 
confidence and skills so that I can use my voice and be heard. It’s helped 
me see that one person can be enough to start a ripple of change and 
collective action can lead to a tsunami. 

Now, I’m having conversations with people about what I’m doing, about 
rights, equality, and political engagement and encouraging them to speak 
up for change. I’m encouraging women in my life to have courage and 
take a chance on themselves. 

I’m trying to get more involved in public and political life and work for 
change. The amazing group of friends that I’ve made and the networks 
that I’m now part of have been instrumental in helping me to have the 
confidence that it’s possible.

I love the energy and diversity of our group, which has helped me 
understand some of the experiences and barriers for other women at 
the intersection of gender with parenting, class, work, colour, disability 
and beyond. I have been so inspired by these women and I want to help 
others to help create a full and fair society for everyone.

There are a thousand ways to make a difference: choose one.

Patricia

Patricia Leathley



Growing up in Northern Ireland, I viewed politics as a mechanism 
that encouraged division and tribalism rather than a means of 
achieving common ground and resolving socio-economic issues. 

On reflection, I detect an early fascination with cross-community work 
and conflict resolution, going on to engage with this subject throughout 
my academic studies. My journey still continues through attendance at 
various events and engaging in regular dialogue with those with similar 
and opposing views to my own. While my wish is for a peaceful future, 
the challenge is to understand how I can make a difference through 
friendships and by initiating dialogue within my everyday life.

Living in London, I began to see the effect politics has on everyday 
life; particularly the positive influence of women in the political arena. 
Working as a project worker in a resettlement hostel afforded me 
the opportunity to get involved in local politics by organising political 
hustings. Through this, I was able to show clients how important their 
voice was in spite of their circumstances.

Moving to Belfast spurred a desire in me to explore my background 
and identity. Despite being brought up Protestant, I chose to learn Irish 
and developed friendships with people from “the other side”. I have also 
been learning about 'The Troubles' from multiple perspectives and this is 
something that has challenged my thinking.

Signing up to The Next Chapter has provided me with confidence in my 
skills and abilities and given me a platform to network. As a result, I have 
got involved in Promoting Reconciliation and Integration through Safe 
Mediation and have recently signed up to The Transformative Leadership 
Programme at NICVA where I hope to develop skills to collaborate locally 
to bring about positive change in my community.

My journey is still ongoing. I’m grabbing hold of opportunities and 
educating myself. I implore you all to push out of your comfort zone and 
make a difference one step at a time.

Sharron

Sharron Morrison



My early life was fairly run-of-the-mill; peppered with highlights 
and lowlights which I suspect most people have faced. I don’t 
recall having any expectations, rather life unfolded in front of 

me. A path I followed. That all changed 13 years ago when a cloud of 
darkness came to hang over my home, casting shadows for many years. 
It was a deeply challenging time in my life. One where my core belief 
system was shattered. 

I was zombie-like, functioning, like something from the ‘Living Dead’. It 
took about three years before the numbness wore off and I could bear 
to feel again. During this time, I remember having a conversation with 
myself that I had to make a choice as the situation could not continue. 

If I were going to live then I had to gain control of my life, and all that it 
could be. Those were dark days. I was empty. A complete wreck. Dark 
forces dragged me down, but there was this quiet, small voice deep inside 
calling to me.

As the days turned to weeks, and the weeks turned to months the little 
voice grew stronger and spoke more frequently. I listened. I heard. 
And I felt. I decided The Next Chapter of my life was going to be full, 
authentic and meaningful. I prepared to let the dead leaves fall from the 
tree. No longer would I be held back by fear or pain. My mantra became 
‘be the change’. I became fearless, said yes to everything, had fun, and 
took risks. 

I haven’t looked back with any regret. Life continues to throw in the odd 
curve ball, but that’s okay. Perspective is everything. My life lesson is to 
take time out and be silent; listen to that little wise voice inside for it has 
something important to say.

Karen

Karen Douglas



WHEN A 
WOMAN 
STANDS 
UP FOR 

HERSELF 
SHE 

STANDS UP 
FOR ALL 
WOMEN



Tell your own story....

These have been our stories. This book is an opportunity for you to read about the experiences 
of other women. All of us have a story to tell, which is why we have dedicated these pages for 
you. We want you to tell your story . . . 



Tell your own story....

The Next Chapter is delivered by Politics Plus, together with 
partners Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action 

(NICVA) and Irish Rural Link, as part of a civic empowerment 
project building positive relations between women from 

different communities and backgrounds in Northern Ireland 
and the border counties of the Republic of Ireland. It is funded 

through the European Union’s PEACE IV Programme, 
managed by the Special EU Programmes Body (SEUPB). 

Match-funding for The Next Chapter project is provided by 
the Executive Office in Northern Ireland and the Department 

of Rural and Community Development in Ireland.
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