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ABOUT US

Luton Irish Forum (LIF) promotes Irish identity, culture 
and heritage and improves the quality of life of local 
people in and around Luton by providing welfare 
advice and support; social, cultural and volunteering 
opportunities; and employment support.

LIF is a registered charity and limited company formed in 1997 that has grown 
to 10 staff with some 100 volunteers involved during the year. The organisation 
is based in Kathleen Connolly House on Hitchin Road, Luton, and is used also 
as a community centre and event space for hire.

Our services were adapted primarily to phone and online help during the 
various Covid lockdowns but as restrictions eased in the year April 2021 
to March 2022, we returned to face-to-face advice and in-person groups, 
activities and events. 

LIF’s welfare team provides information, advice and advocacy relating to 
benefits, housing and health to all communities living locally. We are a vital 
agency in the local advice-giving sector and the only culturally specific 
organisation in the area working to AQS (Advice Quality Standard).

People of all ages, backgrounds and cultures enjoy our assorted social groups 
and activities, in a welcoming and safe environment. LIF’s befriending service 
enables people who are unable or who don’t go out much to have company 
and social interaction.

Traditions such as Irish music, dancing and language are kept alive through our 
social groups and wider cultural activities. These activities appeal to people 
of all heritages, not just the generations of Irish living both locally and across 
the Irish Sea. St Brigid’s 2022 celebration was a hybrid of an online event and 
afternoon tea in LIF while live entertainment returned in force to Luton St 
Patrick’s Festival in 2022.

Our digital skills project provides practical support to people looking to get 
back into work. Jobseekers are supported to improve their online skills and 
they receive practical advice and support on the many aspects of finding and 
securing paid employment.

We offer volunteering opportunities in different roles across almost all our 
services which enables people with a diversity of skills, knowledge and 
experience to be part of our award-winning volunteer team. Volunteers use 
their existing abilities, develop new skills, and build their confidence and 
self-worth while providing valuable help and support to local people from all 
communities.
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OUR MISSION, AIMS AND VALUES

Vision
To support the Irish community in and around Luton to reach 
their full potential.

Mission
To provide welfare, social, cultural and volunteering opportunities 
and employability skills for Irish people and all local communities.

Aims
To relieve people in 
need, poverty or distress, 
particularly, but not 
exclusively of Irish 
descent, through the provision 
of advice and information 
concerning health and benefits 
as well as other support. 

To advance the education of the 
public, particularly in Irish music, 
drama, arts, the Irish language 
and through the holding of an 
annual St Patrick’s Day festival. 

Other charitable purposes, 
particularly the provision of 
facilities for the benefit of the 
public, particularly but not 
exclusively for persons of Irish 
descent, in the interests of 
social welfare with the object of 
improving the conditions of life 
for those people.

Values

Caring  
Compassionate  
and considerate.

Committed  
To quality and 

innovation.  

Candid  
Honest and  
transparent. 

Connected  
To Irish identity and 

traditions.

Champion  
Of communities  
and volunteers. 
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WHO’S WHO

Noelette Hanley 
Chief Executive 
Officer

Nicola 
McLaughlin 
Welfare Case 
Supervisor

Janet Brennan 
Volunteering 
Officer 

Liz O’Halloran
Office Manager

Heather Roy 
Welfare Case 
Officer

Lucie O’Donnell 
Welfare Case 
Officer

Kauser Ahmad 
Welfare Service 
Support Worker
To April 2020

Staff

Jackie Humfrey
Welfare Service
Support Worker

Sue Curran
Project Manager
and Tutor  

Fahim Qureshi 
Cultural Officer 
From November 2021

Skye Gough 
Trainee Kickstart 
Programme
From November 2021

Pat Wallace 
Cleaner

Najiyah Ali
Degree Student  
To April 2020

Patience 
Tagarira
Degree Student 

Trustees 

Tom Scanlon 
Chair

Mary Winter
Vice Chair

Marion Curtis
Secretary

Luke Kitching
Treasurer

Pauline Sylvester 
Assistant 
Treasurer

Dee Drennan
Trustee

Gill Grant
Trustee

Noreen Kellett 
MBE
Trustee

Mick Maguire
Trustee

Elleesa Rushby
Trustee

Denise Sadleir
Trustee

Tawanda 
Chiweshe
Trustee 

Siobhan Rooney
Advisor to the 
Board

Tawanda 
Chiweshe 
Degree Student 

Adiqa Farooq 
Degree Student 
From November 2021

Trustees
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Tom Scanlon 
Chair of Trustees

Fáilte roimh go-léir – Welcome to you all 

I’m delighted to report that after a couple of very difficult 
years with the Covid pandemic and associated effects, Luton 
Irish Forum was able to return to providing near normal 
services by the end of the year April 2021 to March 2022.

Throughout the pandemic and working with the NHS and Public Health 
England, we supported people to make informed decisions. In April 2021 we 
hosted a pop-up vaccination centre in our car park where some 500 people 
had their Covid vaccination over the three days.

When restrictions eased in the summer, we were honoured to host HM The 
Queen’s representative, Lord Lieutenant of Bedfordshire Helen Nellis, who 
presented our volunteers with their QAVS badges at an outdoor awards 
celebration delayed from 2020.

Our popular socials returned and the autumn, Christmas and St Patrick’s 
events were all well attended. It was wonderful to see so many members and 
friends enjoying lunch, live traditional Irish music and dancing to some great 
tunes.

We organised two workshops on behalf of Safe Home Ireland where anyone 
thinking about returning to Ireland received practical information and support.

In January we marked St Brigid’s Day with an Afternoon Tea and a 
presentation about the many Irish women in the film industry over the 
years, both in front of and behind the sceen. We were delighted to be able 
to welcome a limited number of members to the Forum with many more 
members, friends and families joining the online celebrations.

Luton St Patrick’s Festival returned in style this March after 2020 events 
had to be cancelled at a few days’ notice and 2021 celebrations were online 
and at home. Thank you to all our funders, sponsors and the great team of 
volunteers who worked very hard to make this year’s Festival such a success – 
and to everyone who came along and enjoyed the different events. We were 
thrilled to see the crowds back and especially delighted with the introduction 
of a GAA Blitz featuring local youth teams and the huge audiences at the 
Afterparty, another new addition to the festival.

Our digital skills project continues to grow and support local people back into 
paid work, some of whom have been unemployed for several years.

Also very exciting is a Future Leaders Programme organised by Co-operation 
Ireland. This involves supporting young people aged 16 and above from the 
local area to take part in learning and development that will help grow and 
strengthen social and civic connections on an east-west basis across our 
islands in this post-Brexit world.

Now with the effects of Covid reducing, local people are accessing high 
quality face-to-face welfare advice and support from LIF and our members 
are enjoying social groups and activities in person and in greater numbers. I 
am particularly pleased to see that the spirit of kindness, caring and coming 
together that came to the fore during Covid is still flourishing as we look 
forward to brighter times.

Thank You – Go Raibh Maith Agat    

CHAIR’S REPORT 2022
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WHAT WE DO

Welfare Service “ We improve the quality 
of life of people through 
high-quality, independent 
information, advice and 
support alongside provision 
of social and cultural 
opportunities. People are 
empowered to access local 
services and to take up help 
and training available to 
improve their employment 
prospects. Our social and 
cultural activities include 
volunteering opportunities 
and have a positive effect 
of people’s wellbeing while 
contributing to a stronger 
sense of community, 
understanding of and 
feeling of Irish identity.”

Noelette Hanley 
Chief Executive Officer

Advice and support on 
a range of issues, from 
welfare benefits and related 
housing to accessing local 
services

Irish Passport Applications: 
information, help with 
online applications and 
witnessing service

Social Activities
Ù  Groups and activities providing social interaction and opportunities to take 

up new hobbies or discover unknown talents

Ù Befriending project to help prevent social isolation

Ù Volunteering opportunities

Culture
Ù  St Brigid’s Day celebrations

Ù  Luton St Patrick’s Festival

Ù  Cross cultural community and school projects

Ù  Intergenerational work

Employment Skills
Ù  Digital learning opportunities

Ù  Advice and support to secure paid employment

How we helped

1,115 
welfare people benefitted 
directly from our services

868 
the number of welfare 
cases we have worked on 
– 64% of those helped are 
Irish or Irish Traveller 

5,103 
attendances at our social 
groups – 66% of whom are 
of Irish heritage

5,024 
hours given by volunteers

57,000 
people reached on social 
media in March 2021

41 
participants joined our 
employment support project

360 
people helped to secure 
Irish passport
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Our team of experienced welfare workers provides advice 
and support on subjects including entitlement to benefits 
and making a claim, housing issues, Irish pensions, coming to 
Luton, moving back to Ireland and Irish passport applications.

Half of all work in the year was related to welfare benefits and more than half 
of that was around sickness and disability benefits. Also worth noting that 
close to three-quarters of the work on each case, such as telephone calls, letter 
writing and preparing for appeals, takes place without the client present.

How our clients feel
In December 2021, 50 clients gave feedback on LIF Welfare Service. Prior to 
engaging with LIF welfare service, 68% felt that the issues were causing them 
to visit the GP more often, 44% said they were drinking or smoking more, 
89% were losing sleep, 89% said it was causing them to be anxious, irritable 
or stressed, 85% were feeling down or depressed, 82% said the issues were 
causing them to stay indoors more than they would like and 91% said they felt 
on their own and unsupported.

After engaging with the service 82% reported that they felt they visited the GP 
less often and 91% found it easier to sleep. Mental well-being improved with 
91% feeling less anxious, irritable or stressed and 89% feeling less down.

The majority of people felt more supported following their interaction with LIF, 
a massive 98% which is a higher percentage than said the issue was causing 
them to feel unsupported before engaging with LIF. This might indicate that 
people are not always aware of the impact an issue is having on them. Isolation 
was reduced as 89% said they leave home/go out more often since they had 
received support from LIF. Interestingly 78% said they drank or smoked less as 
a result of engaging with LIF services despite less than half believing that the 
issues were causing them to drink or smoke more. This is a good indicator of 
the impact LIF has on overall wellbeing.

Everyone interviewed said they could deal with the issue and felt more in 
control after support from LIF and everyone indicated that they acted on the 
advice to resolve the issue. Some 96% said they were better able to meet their 
basic costs following support from LIF. An impressive 91% said their health had 
been maintained or had improved as a result of engaging with LIF and 98% 
said it helped them remain independent.

WELFARE ADVICE AND SUPPORT

100% 
felt more in control

96% 
felt better able 
to meet their 
basic costs

91% 
found it easier 
to sleep

91% 
felt less anxious, 
irritable or stressed

89% 
felt less ‘down’

82% 
said they visited 
GP less often

78% 
said they drank 
or smoked less

£1,008,777 
financial gains 
secured for  
our clients
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Case Studies
Mrs P is a widow. Prior to her husband passing he brought in the only source of 
income to the home and had taken care of everything. Following his passing 
Mrs P made a claim for State Pension but there was an issue with proving her 
marriage as they were married outside this country.

We helped her complete the forms sent by the Pension Service and to gather 
evidence which we felt would prove her marriage was legitimate. While she was 
receiving help with this issue, we undertook a benefit check and highlighted 
that she might be eligible for Attendance Allowance. We completed a claim 
with her and an award was made.

When her State Pension and Attendance Allowance payments were made, 
a further review of her circumstances showed that she would be eligible for 
help with her council tax and Pension Credit Guarantee which as well as extra 
income would enable her to access free dental treatment and similar services.

We secured financial gains of £15,386 for Mrs P and the peace of mind to know 
that she could afford to keep living independently.

Mr S was a previous client of our service and came back when he needed help 
with his PIP (Personal Independence Payment) review form. He was turned 
down initially for PIP on review. Mr S has some challenging mental health 
issues which meant he was not good at communicating his needs and required 
someone to advocate for him.

We assisted Mr S with completing a Mandatory Reconsideration prior to 
the pandemic but when lockdowns were instigated the case was delayed 
repeatedly by the DWP. As such an appeal hearing did not take place until 
July 2021. With our representation the appeal was allowed and Mr S received 
backdated benefit of more than £20,000 as well as an ongoing financial gain 
of nearly £8,000 a year.

Now Mr S has had his faith in the system restored and he can meet all his 
household bills without falling behind.

Miss R is a young woman from the Traveller community who found herself 
ostracised from her family when she became pregnant outside of marriage. 
Having previously been supported by her parents and now having nowhere to 
live she required support with benefits and housing.

Miss R wanted to make sure that nothing she did further alienated her from her 
family and community. She needed our support to communicate her cultural 
and religious needs to social services and the homelessness team, as she was 
offered unsuitable temporary accommodation where she would be living in 
mixed gender accommodation.

We supported her to access a mother and baby unit, with making a claim for 
Universal Credit and navigating her way through all the requirements until her 
benefit entitlement was agreed.

Miss R is now in a position to look for a permanent home for her and her baby, 
she has a regular income from Universal Credit and is beginning to rebuild 
relationships with her family.

WELFARE ADVICE AND SUPPORT

What our clients say
“ I just wanted to say a 
massive thank you for 
helping [my daughter] 
and I through this long 
and stressful process”

“ Supportive, without 
them would not 
know what to do” 

“ Amazing help received, 
went above and beyond”
“ Felt more financially 
stable after receiving 
extra money”

“ Turned my situation 
around”

“ Provide the best care, 
wish more funding for 
[LIF] to keep doing 
what you are doing”

“ If it wasn’t for LIF, I 
would be struggling”

100% 
achieved the 
outcome needed
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Thinking of moving to Ireland? 
During the year we hosted two online information and advice sessions from 
Safe Home Ireland, in May and November 2021. This Irish charity is a must for 
anyone thinking about moving to or returning to live in Ireland and wanting the 
opportunity to make a fully informed decision.

Safe Home Ireland provides practical information and guidance relating to the 
most important considerations when looking to settle in Ireland.

Covid restrictions reduced the number of people considering such a major 
move at the time with only 13 people attending the sessions. Matters the 
groups were advised about included the following:

Ù  Health Care

Ù  Housing

Ù  Social Welfare – Pension, Benefits,  
PPS Number, PSC Card

Ù  Employment – Recognition of Qualifications or Trades

Ù  Brexit

Ù  Documentation required

Ù  How to access further information

Safe Home Ireland’s Head Office is in Mulranny, Co. Mayo, outreach offices are 
located in Galway and Kerry.

Dedicated support for under 30s 
The Irish Youth Foundation (IYF) helped fund our welfare service from June to 
August 2021, enabling us to focus resources specifically on supporting clients 
under 30 years old.

This funding meant we were able to open some 31 new cases and along with 
half a dozen existing ones, resulted in help for 35 people, with the knock-on 
benefit to families in many instances. The vast majority of the welfare benefit 
work was related to sickness or disability benefit (87%). We were delighted 
to achieve 53 positive outcomes including two successful benefit appeals, a 
decision changed at reconsideration and £6,240 recouped in financial gains for 
clients.

The work with IYF led us to attending a round table discussion with Colm 
Brophy TD about the needs of younger members of the diaspora and the 
benefit of recognising the Presidential Gaisce and Duke of Edinburgh Awards 
as equivalents, and also to working with Co-operation Ireland on the Future 
Leaders Programme, see page 16 for details.

WELFARE ADVICE AND SUPPORT
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The variety of groups and activities at LIF attracts 
people of all ages from different communities in and 
around the town. Almost all our social groups are lead by 
brilliant volunteers with support from the staff team.

In April 2021, most of our groups were meeting by Zoom but in May as our part 
of the country moved to ‘Step 3’, groups began to return to meeting in person 
as and when members felt safe to do so and following best practice guidelines, 
we operated a ‘Covid Safe’ building. We continued to support those who were 
cautious about going out and mixing in groups, and/or who were vulnerable 
due to health conditions and at risk of social isolation, with ongoing befriending 
and wellbeing phone calls.

We ran one coach trip, in the first week of September to Clacton, and were 
delighted to have a lovely warm day for it. Our socials which returned in the 
autumn, at Christmas and St Patrick’s Festival, were as popular as ever.

Numbers attending our groups increased over the year as Covid cases fell and 
more people were confident to socialise in groups but attendances have not 
yet returned completely to pre-pandemic levels. Some members have reported 
still feeling nervous about socialising in groups and not going out as much as 
before Covid. 

The very real benefit of social groups to people’s wellbeing and mental 
contentment is highlighted by the responses in our survey of club attendees in 
January 2022, see page 11 for comments from attendees. 

Art Class
The art class are so enthusiastic that they continued to paint together 
by Zoom on Tuesdays throughout the year in addition to meeting (when 
permitted) in LIF on Fridays. Art from the group decorates the Boyle Family 
Room in the Forum and the group displayed its work and sold several pieces at 
Luton St Patrick’s Festival market this year.

Baby & Toddler Group
The Baby & Toddler Group met for a picnic in the park in June 2021 
before returning to LIF in September. Back in the Forum, they’ve 
enjoyed visits from Pudsey Bear and Father Christmas; made calendars, 
Mother’s Day cards and St Patrick’s decorations; planted hyacinth bulbs and 
sunflower seeds; had a go at Irish dancing and generally had lots of fun while 
parents/carers enjoyed a cuppa and a natter. 

SOCIAL GROUPS AND ACTIVITIES

Befriending
Our befriending service 
provides social contact for 
locals who do not go out much for 
whatever reason and are at risk 
of social isolation. Throughout the 
pandemic, volunteers kept in contact 
by regular phone calls and visited 
recipients when possible to do so.

Calligraphy Group
The Calligraphy Group 
continued to meet weekly 
by Zoom until November 2021 
and then moved to monthly 
meetings due to the group leader’s 
other commitments. The quiet 
contemplative process of creating 
something beautiful has been a 
welcome diversion from everyday 
worries for members. Examples of the 
group’s work can be viewed on the 
group’s Facebook page and on the 
walls of the Boyle Family Room in the 
Forum.

Choir
Our choir made a most 
welcome return in August 
2021, in preparation for LIF’s 
Memorial Mass, after Covid 
restrictions had prevented them 
singing together for more than a 
year. They have performed at several 
religious services by request as well 
as the traditional Seán Ó’Riada Mass 
with hymns sung in Gaelic prior to the 
parade at St Patrick’s Festival. 

Gentle Exercise
This class returned in 
January 2022. Focussing 
on stretching and exercises 
that can be done standing or sitting, 
this class is ideal for anyone wanting 
to maintain or improve mobility 
in a friendly and encouraging 
environment. 
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Irish Language
This mixed-ability group continues to meet by Zoom, enabling 
learners from across the country to join in. The group has focussed on 
conversational Gaelic in the past year – a perfect way to learn this lovely 
language that is growing in popularity.

I.T. Help (One-to-one)
The pandemic highlighted how excluded someone can be if they’re 
not able to get online – and how social contact can be affected 
so dramatically. These sessions enable people with no experience 
whatsoever to learn how to send a text, send and receive emails, open photos, 
find friends on social media and more, and all at their own pace.

Pipe Band
Covid restrictions prevented our Emerald Pipe Band practising 
together for more than a year, during which time a sole piper played at 
the weekly ‘Clap for the NHS’. The band returned to regular practice in 
June 2021 and have since performed at the Wardown Park bandstand,  
Burns Night celebrations, memorial services upon request and were a very 
welcome inclusion back in the parade again at this year’s Luton  
St Patrick’s Festival.

Socials
Members and friends were thrilled to be able to enjoy a meal, trad 
Irish music, dancing tunes and more with the return of the popular LIF 
Socials. Prior to our Christmas event in early December, numbers of Covid 
infections were rising fast. Consequently, we asked all helpers and attendees 
to ensure they had a lateral flow test on the morning of the event and we 
supported many to take a test in a side room prior to admittance. Our socials 
have proved to be a calendar highlight with attendances reaching 200.

Tuesday and Wednesday Social Clubs
Covid restrictions in April 2021 meant we began the year by staying in 
touch and playing bingo on the phone but in May we were delighted 
to be able to welcome club members back into the Forum albeit in limited 
numbers and with other Covid-Safe precautions in place. Members  
have returned in gradually increasing numbers over the year to near  
pre-pandemic levels.

Tea and Chat
Our Tea and Chat group has had the pleasure of different speakers 
and visitors many weeks in the latter part of the year to March 2022. 
These included entertainment in the form of live traditional Irish music 
and a local country singer; presentations about Irish people who work on 
the buses when they came over and on British Sign Language; information 
and advice from a Fire Safety Officer, PCSOs and local service providers; 
discussions with a local author; and LIF members fundraising by having their 
heads shaved! 

SOCIAL GROUPS AND ACTIVITIES
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Extract from a survey carried out in January 2022 of 95 
individuals who had attended social clubs or activities 
in person or via Zoom during the previous year.

Ù  Coming to the LIF has made lockdown more tolerable, fantastic social and 
mental benefits.

Ù  LIF is my lifeline. 

Ù  The art group is helping my mental health. It is my first time out this week. 

Ù  The forum is one of the few organisations to stay open when possible to 
support during lockdown.

Ù  The LIF has been a godsend to myself and my wife. 

Ù  Everyone has been supportive through the Covid Pandemic. Enjoy the tea 
and chat. 

Ù  This service is fantastic and so welcoming to everyone.

Ù  I couldn’t possibly miss my club it’s run so well.

Ù  We are so grateful for LIF for giving us support and assistance to get out.

Ù  I came as a carer and we both enjoy our time here. 

Ù  I have anxiety and depression so therefore have to take meds etc... I love 
the Irish Forum, (group leader) is amazing & kept me going when she rang me 
(volunteer and staff member) are fantastic.

Ù  I really appreciate the phone call in lockdown to check that I was ok and the 
newsletter.

Ù  It’s a great help to people living alone and everyone very helpful.

Ù  I’ve learned a lot from other people as a result of mixing.

Ù  LIF was one of the few organisations that continued to offer support and 
opportunities to socialise in the pandemic, making sure people knew how to 
use technology to attend online events. 

Ù  LIF is essential for those in the community who have little or no contact 
outside. 

Ù  Thank you for all you do. We love coming to the baby and toddler group. 

Ù  LIF is part of my recovery from drug/alcohol addiction and plays a part 
in my positive mental health. They are very understanding of my physical 
disabilities. 

‘A LIFELINE’ - ONE OF FEW ORGANISATIONS THAT 
CONTINUED SUPPORT DURING THE PANDEMIC 

No-appointment 
Covid Vaccinations
We hosted a pop up Covid 
vaccination centre in the shape 
of a specially adapted bus 
located in our car park in April 
2021. 

The initiative offered local 
people from eligible groups 
to walk in and get their first 
Covid vaccination with no 
appointment needed. Some 542 
people took advantage and 
had their vaccination over the 
three days. 

As soon as home test kits were 
widely available, the Forum 
became a collection point for 
anyone to pick up tests. 
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St Patrick’s Festival returned to the streets of Luton after 
a two year break with the 2020 Festival cancelled just 
days before parade day and reduced online celebrations 
in 2021. New for this year was a GAA Blitz featuring 
local Gaelic Football youth teams and an Afterparty 
that introduced new musical genres to the Festival.

In addition to the Festival events, LIF also ran culture sessions in local schools 
and supported a local care home to run a craft event.

This year’s Festival events included 
Ù Children’s Craft Session in The Mall

Ù GAA Blitz at St Joseph’s

Ù Seán Ó’Riada Mass

Ù Parade including local organisations and live entertainment

Ù Market Hill Outdoor Stage featuring stars of country

Ù  The Mall Indoor Stage showcasing local Irish Dancing schools and other 
community groups

Ù Market and Children’s Crafts

Ù Afterparty in The Hat Factory featuring Folk-Punk and Pschyo-Ceilidh

Ù St Patrick’s Day celebrations in The Celtic Club

Ù Festival Guide 

CROWDS CELEBRATE AS ST PATRICK’S FESTIVAL 
RETURNS TO LUTON
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How many?

CROWDS CELEBRATE AS ST PATRICK’S FESTIVAL RETURNS TO LUTON

FESTIVAL GUIDE
Saturday 12th to Thursday 17th March 2022

60 volunteers 
involved in planning and 
helping at Festival events

31,494 
people attended events  
on Parade Day

500 
participants in the Parade

300 
people came to pre-Festival 
craft stall in The Mall

90% 
said they enjoyed the 
Festival ‘Very Much So’

‘Music’ followed by ‘Irish 
Dancing’ were the most 
popular Festival highlights  

What the crowd said
“Amazing day for the community”.
“ Is all brilliant. Great entertainment. All wonderful 
volunteers & love the dances on stage.” 

“ Very accessible and inclusive. High level of participation 
- community performing, wearing green.”

“Lovely Welcoming Family Atmosphere!”
“Great taste of Ireland!”
“ Amazing after the pandemic for everyone to 
be together celebrating this festival.”
“ It was fantastic. I am third generation but my da 
lives in Ireland I’m proud to have Irish blood.”

“ Big thank you to all organisers and all the volunteers 
it was lovely to celebrate a bit of Ireland.”
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More than 30 Members got together in the 
Forum with another 50 joining online to watch 
a presentation on ‘Irish Women in the movies’ 
and enjoy an optional Afternoon Tea. 

Attendees learnt about Irish stars such as Maureen O’Hara from 
the golden age of Hollywood, through Brenda Fricker whose 
career has spanned six decades so far, to current and upcoming 
actors such as Saoirse-Monica Jackson and Demi Isaac Oviawe.

Gerry Molumby, Director of the Triskellion Irish theatre company, 
shared his special memories of meeting Maureen O’Hara and 
her autographing a copy of The Quiet Man poster for him. 

IRISH WOMEN IN THE MOVIES

Part of our cultural work is capturing and recording the stories of Irish 
emigrants who came to England. We have many stories and old photos, 
mainly from first generation Irish people who settled in Britain since the 
1950s, and we want to develop this further with more accounts from all 
generations of Irish people and their descendants.

The project includes talking to the person to be featured and/or their family 
and gathering relevant images. Original photos and relevant paperwork is 
scanned in the Forum, so participants don’t need to even lose sight of their 
valuable family photos, before being posted on the LIF Archive site.

Some of the people featured on the LIF Archive website are very well known 
and others less so, but all have interesting stories to tell. Included are, for 
example, Sister Eileen who started the Irish Advice Bureau (which later 
became Luton Day Centre and then Noah Enterprise), Mary of The Moulders 
Public House, and former LIF trustees such as Joe Ward and the late Frank 
Horan and John Hutcheson.

One member decided to make her story into book so LIF assisted her with 
the technical aspects of self-publishing. ‘A Woman of Cork’ by May Lilley is 
available for purchase from May and in The Forum.

STORIES OF THEIR LIVES

1

By Mary Lilley

A woman 
of Cork
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Luton Irish Forum is supporting residents at HMP 
Bedford, primarily from the Irish Gypsy and Traveller 
community, to develop a sense of pride and ownership, 
both in themselves and in their cultural identity. 

This innovative project includes regular Gypsy, Roma and Traveller (GRT) 
forums, participation in events celebrating GRT culture and opportunities to 
get involved in creating murals celebrating the different cultures of prisoners in 
HMP Bedford.

The Forums provide a ‘safe space’ for Traveller prisoners to talk to staff on 
issues they need to be addressed and to hear from and speak with staff from 
different departments and outside speakers. The benefits of engaging with 
education was actively promoted and Traveller culture was celebrated to help 
break down barriers and misconceptions. 

Events included celebrations of GRT Month in June 2021 with Irish food 
and music, short videos of respected people from the GRT community, a 
motivational video message from newly turned professional Irish boxer and 
coach (making a name for himself), plus viewing of and discussion about GRT 
memorabilia.

The first mural prisoners were involved in was a representation of GRT culture. 
Supported by the art tutor from LIF, they first agreed on a sketch, one which 
cleverly incorporates imagery from the flag of the Romani people. Then the 
prisoners worked together to paint in the image, creating an exciting and 
relevant mural in the visitors’ area.

Four more murals are planned, providing opportunities for prisoners from other 
ethnic minorities to create art representing their cultures.

BUILDING PRIDE IN GRT CULTURAL IDENTITY 

“ Over the last reporting period, 
HMP Bedford and Luton Irish 
Forum has been working with 
us in a consistent manner. 
This relationship didn’t just 
increase our engagements 
with our GRT prisoners and 
families but also worked 
towards our rehabilitative 
culture. Luton Irish Forum 
has been leading many 
consultation focus groups 
and forums with GRT 
prisoners, and have been 
heavily involved in the GRT 
History Month planning 
where it involves GRT families 
in the community, traditional 
snacks to increase awareness, 
but also to improve our staff 
and prisoner relationship. 
Luton Irish Forum has 
assisted, supported and 
guided us through the very 
difficult time of pandemic.”

Sev Bikim MBE,  
Diversity and Inclusion, Health & 
Social Care, Families and Care 
Experienced Lead
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Typical is this 
comment from 
one of the 
young people: 
“ I thoroughly enjoyed my 
trip to Belfast! Not only 
was it an eye-opening 
experience learning 
about the history of 
Northern Ireland, but 
I was able to build 
friendships with other 
people from a different 
country and learn about 
their perspectives on life.”

Luton Irish Forum is partnering with Co-operation 
Ireland on the Future Leaders Programme. This venture 
is designed to develop and strengthen social and civic 
connections across our islands in this post-Brexit world 
by providing pathways for young people aged 16+ to 
learn from each other and to develop leadership skills. 

Through a combination of online platforms enabling participants to work 
independently and collaboratively in facilitated workshops, the young people 
get to meet and work with peers from different backgrounds including 
partnerships across the island of Ireland, Great Britain, and the United States 
of America.

Three Year 13 pupils from a Luton High School along with a LIF staff member 
and volunteer took part in Co-operation Ireland’s Future Leaders Connect 
Day at Queen’s University Belfast in March this year together with other 
potential young leaders from Ireland and Great Britain. The group enjoyed 
a keynote speech from Permanent Secretary for the Department of Finance 
(NI), Professor Neil Gibson, and took part in a series of leadership workshops, 
focusing on negotiation, conflict resolution, lobbying, effective communication 
and public speaking skills. 

The trip to Northern Ireland also included a tour of the Peace walls in Belfast, 
the City wall walk and Bogside History Tour in Derry and a visit to two local 
youth projects.

INSPIRING THE NEXT GENERATION OF LEADERS 
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Luton Digital Skills Project gives practical advice and support 
to unemployed local people looking for paid work. 

A shared project with Luton Irish Forum, CYCD and the Bangladesh Youth 
League working together, the service is free to participants who can get help 
with many different aspects of finding and securing a job. Support is available 
both on a one-to-one basis and in a group setting. 

Help is provided with the following:

HELP TO GET THE RIGHT JOB

• CV writing 

• Learning and/or improving digital (online) skills 

• Searching online for jobs 

• How to make your application the best it can be

• Hints and tips for interview and interview practice

•  Over the past year to March 2022, some 41 participants have joined to date 
with six having gained employment.

Luton Digital Skills project is part funded by the European Social Fund.

40
participants

3
sessions a week

6
participants supported 

into employment
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419 
average volunteering  
hours a month

38 
average number of 
volunteers a month

98 
number of volunteers 
helping in March 2022 
including St Patrick’s 
Festival

35 
average number of people 
befriended each month

£58,000 = 
value of volunteers  
to LIF in a year

*April 21-March 22

Volunteers are involved in almost every aspect of LIF’s work and 
are essential to the charity being able to offer the number and 
range of social and cultural opportunities that are available. 

Volunteering doesn’t help only LIF and our service users, volunteers benefit in 
lots of ways too. Volunteering is a reason to get out of the house, meet up with 
friends and new people, build confidence, feel part of something worthwhile, 
helps keep brain and body active, you retain existing skills and learn new things 
– all while helping others!

Below are just some of the ways Volunteers have helped over the past year:

•  Ambassador – representing LIF at events and meetings,  
online and in person

• Befriender – staying in touch by phone and/or visits; emergency shopping
•  Club Leader & Helpers – Welcoming attendees, running clubs, organising 

and calling bingo, managing raffles
• Data collection – collating statistics and entering data into LIF systems
•  Digital Skills – helping unemployed people to improve computer skills and 

to job search
•  Event specific – planning, promoting, setting up, serving refreshments, 

stewarding, clearing away 
•  IT Enabler – teaching people one-to-one to use their phones and access 

the internet safely
• Fundraising – having their head shaved, acquiring prizes for raffles 
•  Preparing and serving refreshments – buttering bread, prepping snacks, 

making teas/coffees in clubs and at events
•  Publicity and writing articles – spreading the word on activities and news 

from LIF 
• Reception – answering enquiries by by phone, in person and online
•  Research and presenting at events – such as St Brigid’s, St Patrick’s  

and to visitors 

VOLUNTEERING BENEFITS ALL THE COMMUNITY

Pictured are LIF Trustees in July 2021 with their QAVS, left to right: Tom Scanlon (Chair), Mick Maguire, Noreen Kellett MBE, Siobhan 
Rooney (Adviser to the Board), Marion Curtis (Secretary), Gill Grant, Mary Winter (Vice Chair), Pauline Sylvester (Asst Treasurer), 
Elleesa Rushby, Dee Drennan, and Luke Kitching (Treasurer).
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• Trustee – overseeing LIF operations, finances and business planning 

Well-deserved QAVS for all LIF volunteers 
LIF Volunteers were recognised by being named as recipients of the Queen’s 
Award for Voluntary Service in 2020 but the award ceremony was delayed due 
to Covid. However, we were honoured to host the ceremony in July 2021 when 
the volunteers received their well-deserved QAVS badges and certificates from 
HM The Queen’s representative, Lord Lieutenant of Bedfordshire Helen Nellis, 
pictured above in pink jacket.

Congratulations to Mary Winter, Trustee and Clubs Volunteer, pictured above 
right, who was named Runner-up in the Best Volunteer category in Luton Best 
Awards 2020 which were also delayed until summer 2021.

VOLUNTEERING BENEFITS ALL THE COMMUNITY
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STATEMENT OF FINANCIAL ACTIVITIES

(Incorporating an Income and Expenditure Account)
For the year ended 31st March 2022

Unrestricted 
Funds £

Restricted  
Funds £

2022 Total  
Funds £

2021 Total  
Funds £

INCOME AND ENDOWMENTS FROM

Donations and legacies 6,284 - 6,284 5,636

Charitable activities 

Grants received 60,641 294,892 355,533 376,064

Other trading activities 50,639 - 50,639 7,610

Other income 39,733 - 39,733 25,890

Total 157,297 294,892 452,189 415,200

EXPENDITURE ON

Charitable activities 

Direct charitable expenditure 80,168 333,643 413,811 379,125

Other - - - 3,000

Total 80,168 333,643 413,811 382,125

 

NET INCOME/(EXPENDITURE) 77,129 (38,751) 38,378 33,075

RECONCILIATION OF FUNDS

Total funds brought forward 191,808 375,818 567,626 534,551

TOTAL FUNDS CARRIED FORWARD 268,937 337,067 606,004 567,626

A full set of accounts is available on the Charity Commission and Companies House websites, or from LIF office.



WORKING TOGETHER

We work with a range of both local and national statutory, 
community and charitable organisations in order to provide the 
most comprehensive service for our members and service users.

LIF is proud to hold the following 
quality standards
AQS – the only culturally specific agency in the local area working to the 
nationally-recognised Advice Quality Standard (AQS) and one of only two Irish 
organisations outside London to hold this quality mark.

Trusted Charity Mark

LIF is a member of
•  Luton Access – working with Citizens Advice Luton, Luton Law Centre, 

Luton Rights and Luton Borough Council to continually develop the local 
advice-giving sector.

•   Luton Community Forum – founder member, group increases the 
connectivity of different communities in the town through identifying gaps 
in resources, raising issues with the local authority and piloting a community 
mentoring initiative.

•  Community and Faith Leaders Group
•  Luton Strategic Events Forum
•  Luton 2040 Poverty Focus Group

LIF partners with
•  The Irish Chaplaincy
•  Irish Counselling and Psychotherapy
•  Leeds Irish Health and Homes
•  Irish Community Care Merseyside
•  Irish Community Care Manchester
•  Irish Community Services London
•  Irish in Birmingham
• Irish Network Stevenage

During the year to 
March 2022, we 
worked with the 
following agencies 
and organisations
Bangladesh Youth League
Bedford HMPS
Bedfordshire Police
Cambridge Community Services
Citizens Advice Luton
CYCD (Centre for Youth and 
Community Development)
East London NHS Foundation Trust & 
other NHS Trusts
Friends, Families and Travellers 
national charity
Gaelic Athletic Associations and 
Teams – Luton based and in 
Hertfordshire
GP Surgeries
Hospital Consultants
Housing Associations
Irish Dancing Schools
Irish in Britain & affiliate organisations
Jobcentre Plus
Luton Borough Council – multiple 
teams
Luton Community Action Group
Luton Culture
Luton Law Centre
Luton Rights
Luton Turkish Community Association
NOAH Enterprise
Penrose Trust
Ramda (Refugee Migrant 
Development Association)
Roma Trust Luton
Safe Home Ireland
Safer Luton Partnership
Shri Guru Ravidass Sangat
TOKKO Youth Space
Traveller Movement
UK Centre for Carnival Arts
University of Bedfordshire
University of Hertfordshire
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