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Introduction
On Monday December 6th 2021 the Cork Equal and Sustainable
Communities Alliance (CESCA) hosted their annual equality day, as part
of our commitments to progressing equality within the city under the Cork
City Local Economic and Community Plan- Pure Cork. This annual event
always takes place on or near World Human Rights Day on December
10th. The CESCA Equality Day represents the strength of collaborative
and interagency working across the City and the powerful commitment to
human rights and equality within the City. Each year has a theme and this
year we wanted to take a moment to pause, acknowledge and celebrate
all that the community and voluntary sector has done to support
marginalised communities during the Covid-19 pandemic. We also
wanted to take the opportunity to consider what actions we need to take
to ensure that communities and the sector that supports them can be
stronger together to address inequality and social injustice.

Welcome
CESCA Co- Chair Brian Kelleher of NICHE opened the morning and
welcomed everyone to the event. He introduced the audience to CESCA
and our theme for the day, Communities Together for Change. Brian
shared a piece from one of the NICHE Community Health Workers which
gave a real insight into the thought that goes into the support CESCA
members provide to their communities and just how much it means to
communities in Cork.
"

“The first few days of lockdown were surreal. I couldn’t believe this
was happening myself. I think I was in shock for the first few days
but once I was able to cope myself I then started ringing our
participants to see how they were coping….
I was constantly hearing how fearful people were of contracting
COVID. Participants were stressed and isolated from their families
and friends.
As the weeks went by the amount of problems arising from the
lockdown became more and more apparent; fear of getting
COVID, death, stress, anxiety, loneliness, loss of family, loss of
seeing friends, loss of mass and prayer.
I contacted a colleague, who was a massage therapist and asked
her to make up bottles of aromatherapy oil for people. I asked if
Frankincense oil could be added to the bottles of aromatherapy oil
as I know frankincense oil is a spiritual reminder of peace, stillness
and contentment….
Weeks later I got a phone call from one woman. She thanked me
for the oil and said she could smell the Frankincense the minute
she opened the bottle. She said she was so grateful that she didn’t
have words to explain what giving her the oil meant and had done
for her."

We were delighted that the Lord Mayor of Cork, Cllr. Colm Kelleher was
available to officially open the morning. The Lord Mayor recognised the
importance of the CESCA annual equality day as an opportunity to come
together and reflect back on the social justice issues of the year gone by and to
recognise and celebrate all that can be achieved on equality issues when we
work together.
The Lord Mayor paid a special tribute to the leadership played be the City
Council in leading the Covid response across the City and also to the community
and voluntary sector including the CESCA membership, who had responded
innovatively and energetically to support communities across the city during the
past two years. The Lord Mayor said "I’ve seen first hand the ongoing collective
effort of both public services and community sector representatives, working
together to respond to the needs of the citizens of Cork during this challenging
pandemic. I’m proud of the leadership role played by Cork City Council in
continuing to lead this Covid response."

CESCA Members and the communities they support
Following the Lord Mayor we moved to hear from many CESCA members and
the communities they support. They spoke of the impact the pandemic had and
the vital support provided by CESCA members. The words and videos on the
day highlighted the impact isolation and loneliness had on many communities
but also the novel ways community organisations responded to the needs of
communities when they needed them most.
Tian Herbert from Shine shared the words of people who had accessed their
services during the pandemic, the toll of the pandemic on people's mental health
but also what Shine's support had meant. Ireland has one of the highest rates of
mental illness in Europe (ranked 3 out of 36 countries) with at least 1 in 4 people
experiencing a mental health difficulty in their life. The Covid-19 pandemic has
had a significant negative impact on people's mental health with almost 60% of
people living in Ireland stating it has negatively affected their mental health.

Tian’s words were accompanied by a slide show of images from their recent
'Steps of Hope Cork' campaign. This is a collection of creative works by people
who have experienced mental illness. The pieces of art and writing express
messages and images of hope about something that many people don't think is
possible - living well with and recovery from severe mental health experiences
Steps of hope was borne out of the COVID pandemic and the need to
accomplish things in an innovative way. Images can be viewed on Instagram
stepsofhopecork.
John
COVID shone a light on mental health in this country and helped me feel not as alone
in my mental health it was great to see the government budget reflect that, but
mental health needs more. Not just in money but in the different support people are
offered. Art, music, nature, friendship, education, medication, meditation, exercise,
rest, health food, junk food, TV, movies, take away coffee, click and collect, family, all
off these things and so many more helped me to manage my mental health during
the last 2 years and will again. Sometimes you need a prescription for medication
sometimes you need a prescription for life I want a health service that offers me both.

Poem by Anne
Imagine how my life would be like if I ended it all in June 2018
I would have missed so many milestones,
Missed so much learning and growth,
I discovered a way to end my pain,
Is not by ending my life,
But to go through it.
Some days it can feel like a wall,
10 feet tall,
But other days, I am able to break it down, brick by brick
And realising I have the resources within myself to assist me
I have learned so much about myself,
In the last 3 years,
And there is still so much to learn
I am ready to ride the next emotional wave
Who is with me?
I am so happy to be alive.
Looking to the Future" by GK

Next we were joined by the Traveller Visibility Group TVG.
who highlighted the stark inequalities that still exist in
Cork and the importance of the community sector in
advocating for and supporting marginalised communities.
We heard from Traveller Health Workers Eileen Burke and
Biddy McDonagh, Jordan O'Driscoll, TVG student placement and Tehmina
Kazi Traveller Health Co-Ordinator.
Eileen and Biddy provided an insight into the many challenges faced by the
Traveller Community during the Covid 19 pandemic. Travellers are more likely
to have underlying health conditions, and this can make them more vulnerable
to Covid 19. Additionally serious overcrowding and an absence of facilities such
as running water, electricity, adequate washing facilities were unavailable for
many Travellers, making basic hygiene and self-isolation impossible.
The TVG worked with the HSE to put in place an emergency response for all
Traveller organisations in Cork and Kerry. TVG also supported communities by
making numerous requests to the City Council for temporary accommodation
for Travellers who were at greatest risk. The response from the Council has
improved as time has progressed but initially left TVG and the Traveller
community very disappointed.
Despite the challenges TVG still managed to deliver a successful and well
received Traveller Pride Week in 2021 giving Travellers a sense of hope and
pride. Social Media promotion helped to connect with the Traveller community
and ensured that many felt less isolated. Community Health Workers worked
on delivering Covid 19 information and provided support across the City of
Cork.
TVG also worked with many others to deliver timely and culturally appropriate
public health information including videos relating to receiving the Covid 19
vaccine while pregnant or breastfeeding. Available here and here.
TVG’s biggest achievement over the past two years has been destigmatising
Covid 19 symptoms. The full video of Eileen and Biddy is available here.

YMCA’s John Russell, shared two videos highlighting the
ways in which the community sector and its supports
continues to respond to the needs and ambitions of our
young people. First we heard from April Tambling introducing
us to Rainbow Folx, an initiative which provides supports for LGBTI+
young people and another on the work of the YMCA on climate
justice. Both videos can be found here

April’s video provides background to the Rainbow Folx initiative
which started in 2020 and aims to support LGBTI+ young people,
providing a safe space for young people to figure out and become
more confident in who they are. The initiative has a number of
projects including slam poetry, theatre making and citizenship in
partnership with the Everyman Theatre, a weekly meet up in West
Cork and a studio for recording music. The initiative has had much
support from BeLonG To. Their Instagram page as well as their
service is a source of information and support for people of all
identities.

John also shared a video headed up by
YMCA’s COP2026 delegate Mair Kelly.
The video highlighted the importance of
Cop26 in being a 5 year assessment on
the progress of the Paris Agreement,
agreed at Cop21. The young people in the
video speak to the importance of the
climate justice movement and the need for
there to be a clear focus on a just
transition with everyone standing together
and in solidarity with communities who are
most affected by climate change.
Kate Moynihan from LINC shared an insight into the ways in which the
community sector adapted their supports during the pandemic. LINC’s key
aim is to improve the quality of life and health and wellbeing of all women who
identify as lesbian or bisexual in Ireland. LINC do this in four ways through
education and training, health supports, social supports and policy and
legislation work.
Some of the work in these areas include work on raising awareness of issues
arising for the community they support in cervical screening processes,
fitness groups, WorkLinc (empowering and supporting lesbian and bisexual
women in the workplace or to return to the workforce or education), Queer
Seomra, diversity awareness training, social groups and supports and
involvement in local and national policy and influencing task forces.
The pandemic meant that LINC moved their services and supports online and
adapted LINC to the times we were in. This broadened the support they could
offer to people and also broadened their reach. The powerful video
highlighting all that LINC have achieved during the past two years can be
found here.

Providing an insight into lived experiences of the pandemic and the supports
the community sector offers in Cork, we were joined by Siobhan O Dowd of
Ballyphehane Togher CDP and Evelyn Wainwright.
Evelyn spoke of her experience of the Covid 19 pandemic as an older person
with a disability, living alone. Evelyn spoke of the many challenges she has
faced over the past two years including caring for her husband, mourning his
passing and also the passing of her son in law. However, Evelyn spoke of the
true importance of the connection and support offered to her by BTCDP
throughout this time. This included weekly phone calls, care packages,
computer training and supporting her to access an array of supports and
courses online via Zoom. Groups such as singing for the brain, linking in with
SHEP and the Lantern Project in Cork, meant she stayed connected,
learned new skills and all of this helped her through the toughest of times.
Evelyn appealed to us as community sector to ensure Zoom remains a
feature of our work going forward as it enhances opportunities for connection
to those who may have disconnected from supports or services. The
collaborative approach of the community organisations involved is also an
example of the benefits of working together working across the sector and the
opportunities for meeting individuals and communities holistic needs as a
consequence.

Finally in this section of the morning we were joined by Emma Bowell of
Frameworks Films who brought together this segment of the morning by
highlighting the importance of telling our stories and of keeping connected
with each other and our communities. Frameworks Films work to use film to
build a more equitable society. Their work is process based and engages with
a wide variety of communities and community organisations who want to tell
their stories via the medium of film or learn the skills to produce their own
content.
Frameworks also are involved in Medial Literacy training to enable people
identify misinformation and are working to develop this in Ireland in
partnership with Media Literacy Ireland and the Broadcasting Authority of
Ireland. Frameworks have been heavily involved in the setting up of Cork
Community TV in 2008 which is available on Virgin Media channel 803 or all
content is live streamed on corkcommunitytv.ie
All of their work has now been amalgamated into Cork Community Media Hub
which will be an opportunity for us all to tell our stories, to hear others stories
and to stay connected.
This is particularly pertinent as the Council of Europe recognises the value of
community media as a source of local content, cultural and linguistic diversity,
social inclusion and intercultural dialogue.
Emma also shared a recent example of a project entitled Stay Connected
that they had undertaken with the Westgate Foundation in Ballincollig.

Keynote Speaker- Dr Shana
Cohen TASC
In the final session of the morning Ailsa Spindler of the Gay Project and CoChair of CESCA introduced our keynote speaker Dr. Shana Cohen of TASC.
You can read Dr; Cohen’s bio here.
Dr. Cohen spoke about inequality post pandemic and the role of civil society
organisations. Shana firstly set out the current picture in terms of health
inequalities in Ireland and the challenges people on low incomes face when it
comes to accessing healthcare today. This is in the context of a health system
that has almost a million people waiting to see a consultant and where even if
the health service was operating at 105% of its capacity pre pandemic it would
take 14 years to clear the backlog.
This is particularly a concern for people with more complex needs as the
longer they have to wait the more their health and economic situation may
deteriorate We also know that there are links between low income and poorer
health literacy meaning people often do not have access to the information
they need on how to stay well and healthy.
With respect to those in low income categories, Ireland has a high rate of long
term unemployment, high proportion of people without a third level
qualification unemployed and the lowest employment rates in the EU of
disabled people.
This picture means we have increasing levels of people in low income
brackets, this population is less likely to benefit from any economic recovery
(k shaped recovery theory) and are more likely to experience health
inequality.
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Dr. Cohen then went on to consider how civil society could respond to these
issues, in particular social segregation with her main points being:
• There is no data on people waiting to access mental health services, there
is not enough data on how waiting times and barriers to accessing health
and care can impact on a persons physical ,mental and economic wellbeing.
Therefore more research/analysis is needed to show the complexity of the
situations we are working in. need CSOs are addressing to complement
health practitioners’ assessment
• We need to partner with business to assess cost to economy and civil
society of not expanding capacity of the health service to meet the needs of
marginalised communities and those on low incomes.
• We need to push for greater investment in community health projects to
increase health literacy, preventative care and self-management, and link
health (mental and physical) with social determinants of health. Shana
particularly noted the importance of social prescribing projects here and
capturing data on the work they do.
Ailsa and Dr. Cohen closed the morning discussing the importance of
focusing on local, particularly as local community organisations can struggle
to make a difference in a centralised system as is the case currently in
Ireland.. With more delegation of authority to local government we may then
be better placed to address the challenges arising post pandemic, including
climate change.

CESCA would like to thank all our speakers and attendees for joining
us on the morning of our Communities Together for Change event. We
would particularly like to thank Evelyn Wainwright and Jordan O Driscoll
for giving us an insight into the lived experiences of the communities we
support. We would also like to thank Dr. Cohen for being so generous
with her time on the morning. And our thanks as always to the HSE
Social Inclusion Team in Cork who make the work of CESCA possible.

Please do follow our work for the year on our Twitter and Facebook
pages and on our website www.cesca.ie We look forward to seeing you
again (hopefully in person) for our next Equality Day in 2022
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