in
sight

YMCA IRELAND

reflective practice journal

DEVELOPING GLOBAL LINKS

Insight 7

Introduction
By Ivan McMahon

Welcome to Insight 7 - YMCA Ireland’s reflective practice journal. In this
edition the theme is YMCAs international work, exploring how our
international values and connections can impact on practice and
thinking in our local YMCAs in Ireland.
Over its long history, the YMCA movement
has shown itself to be a truly “international”
organisation. Its history bears witness to
an organisation which, while rooted in the
realities of local communities, strives to
work in solidarity at an international level.
Yes, the organisation can take pride in the
fact that it is represented in over 123
countries world wide, that it has
permanent observer status at the United
Nations, that it played a role in the
formulation of the Declaration of Human
Rights, that it has been awarded Nobel
Peace prizes for its work in rebuilding
communities after conflict and that it
works with over 35 million people
worldwide. But of what value are these
unless they can inspire action at a local
level in our work with young people in
Ballymena, West Tallaght or Bantry?
This edition of Insight tries to capture
some of the ways in which local YMCAs
have begun to take seriously the value of
“internationalism”. A value which helps
to contribute to the distinctiveness of the
YMCA, alongside its other core values of
applying Christian thinking to practice
and having decision making vested in
local communities.
This Journal will give you an insight into
the journey that we have been on as an
organisation, particularly over the past 10
years. It’s a journey with a beginning at an
AGM in Greystones in 1998.
From the articles you may get glimpses of
the final destination where justice, peace
and righteousness are the defining
characteristics of international
relationships, where the sword will be
turned into a ploughshare and where the
lion will lie down with the lamb. As a faith
based organisation, rooted in a Christian
world-view, we believe we are called to
be actively involved in building that new
era, in the here and now, through
challenging behaviours and attitudes
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which seek to take from the dignity and
value of people created in God’s image.
Alongside tracing some of the tentative
steps in this journey, the Journal explores
why the YMCA has adopted the
methodologies and assumptions behind
“global youth work” as a concept and
model which makes sense to our
practitioners on the ground.
It goes on to look at the ways in which we
have seen global issues become
embedded into the woof and warp of our
programmes, so that they are not seen as
an optional extra, but rather as an
essential component of existing work.
The Journal also provides an important
perspective into how the theory and models
have begun to inspire and motivate
volunteers/staff and most importantly
young people to believe that they can
make a difference both in their own local
communities but further afield as well.
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Foreword
By Mary Cunningham, Director of National Council of Ireland, Dublin
I am delighted to be invited to write this
brief foreword for YMCAs Reflective
Practice Journal on the theme of Global
Youth Work. Global Youth Work
encourages critical thinking about the
world around us, it challenges us to not
just accept at face value the messages
we receive from the media or from
politicians. It reminds us that our daily
lives are connected with the lives of
others throughout the world and as
members of that global society we have
global rights and responsibilities.
Global Youth Work enables us to respond
to some of the most important issues
facing humanity today, environmental
issues such climate change,
international wars, asylum seekers and
refugees, trade and the global jobs
market, poverty and injustice, identity
and culture. Many of these issues are
felt here as well. The way it is made real
for young people will depend on your
skills as a youth worker, in finding local
examples to demonstrate the issue in a
way that stimulates young people’s
imaginations and helps them to make
informed choices about how they live
their lives now and in the future.
As with good youth work practice, global
youth work needs to start from young
peoples’ everyday experiences and they
should direct the learning as much as
possible. In this way global youth work
can be easily incorporated into existing
youth work activities and programmes
and instead of feeling that you need to
be an expert on global issues, you can
develop your knowledge alongside young
people. You just need the passion to
deliver good youth work that aims to
raise awareness of the globalised world,
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its history and the rich diversity of its
people.
Global Youth Work is not a new topic to
get your head around, but it is a new
dimension to add to the good work that
you are already doing with young people.
It can be incorporated into almost any
conversation you have with young
people. Health, employment,
participation, rights and responsibilities,
arts, music or sport all lend themselves
to the introduction of global themes.
Youth workers can be hesitant about
introducing global youth work into their
practice – some may think it isn’t
relevant for the young people they work
with, or they may feel it is for those
workers with a personal interest, or they
may lack confidence. However
publications like this offer examples that
illustrate what global youth work can
mean in practice. I hope that it
encourages you to think about how you
can introduce a global dimension into
your work with young people.
So what is the difference between global
youth work and good youth work? The
answer I believe is not much. Youth work
supports young people’s understanding
of the world around them and the crucial
issues facing the planet. All youth
workers can engage in global youth work
with all young people, empowering them
to know how they can personally play a
part in helping shape the future.
I want to congratulate YMCA on this
excellent publication and on its focus on
global youth work. I hope it encourages
youth workers to think about how their
current work with young people could
support them to think globally.
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Foreword
By Stephen McCloskey, Director of the Centre for Global Education, Belfast
We are living in an increasingly
globalised society and every day we are
reminded of the cultural, economic,
political and social links we have with
other countries and communities in the
developed and developing worlds.
Accelerated globalisation has increased
the volume of trade around the world
which has resulted in the greater
movement of people toward markets and
jobs. One of the significant outcomes of
globalisation has been improved
communication and learning
opportunities through the internet and email which has helped to support
learning about other societies in a way
never previously considered possible.
More negatively, rapid globalisation has
exacerbated poverty levels and
inequalities in many of the world’s least
developed countries, particularly in subSaharan Africa. Almost 20 years after
the end of the Cold War many poor
countries continue to be beset by
preventable poverty-related problems
which the wealthy countries claimed
could be addressed by the free market
and increased trade. Moreover, poor
countries now face the additional
problems presented by climate change
which threaten the lives of many already
subject to vulnerable lifestyles. The
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs),
agreed by the United Nations in 2000
toward eradicating by half the number of
people living in extreme poverty by 2015,
signify the considerable ground we still
need to travel to bring about meaningful
development in poor countries.
Education has a crucial role to play in
mobilising the public toward action that
will tackle the underlying causes of
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poverty and inequality in the developing
world. Global education can provide
learners with the values, skills,
attitudes, knowledge and understanding
needed to effect lifestyle changes and
underpin action toward social change.
One of the most significant
developments over the past decade has
been the increased level of public
engagement with development issues
across the world and young people have
been right at the heart of this process.
The youth sector in Ireland has
experienced an increase in training
opportunities for youth workers and
young people in Global Youth Work
reflecting the sector’s level of interest in
development issues and the extent to
which international development is
informing youth work practice. In 2003,
the Centre for Global Education
introduced an accredited training course
under the auspices of the Open College
Network (OCN) to provide training in
Global Youth Work content and
methodologies. The take up of this
programme over the following three
years exceeded our expectations with 40
youth workers completing the training
and 23 achieving OCN Level 3 in Global
Youth Work.

global education to young people.
This issue of Insight carries articles on
YMCAs linking programmes with
partners in the developing world, its
involvement in One World Week, its
partnership with YCare and anti-poverty
work in Ireland. These articles
collectively reflect YMCAs commitment
to and interest in Global Youth Work and
signal the youth sector’s increasing
involvement in activities with young
people that have a local and global
resonance. This issue provides a
welcome opportunity to learn more
about global youth work and strengthen
the work of practitioners interested in
bringing a global dimension to their
activities with young people.

Youth workers have also enjoyed the
opportunity to participate in One World
Week events organised by the National
Youth Council of Ireland throughout the
island and every year support activities
relating to an international development
theme chosen by young people. There
are also global youth work programmes
delivered by youth organisations like
YMCA that support capacity-building in
the sector and strengthen the delivery of

INSIGHT VOL .7

Irish YMCAs global youth work journey!
In this article, Ivan Mc Mahon (Deputy National Secretary), charts some of the key stages in the Irish YMCAs journey in
global youth work over the past 10 years.
Historically, the YMCA in Ireland has had
many international links over the years.
In the 1980’s these links tended to be with
the YMCA in the USA through the Bridge
of Hope programme and then with YMCAs
in England and Germany as the
organisation struggled to deal with the
issue of youth unemployment in both
parts of the island. In the 1990’s new
international linkages were developed
with YMCAs who had experience of
dealing with the effects of civil and
sectarian unrest eg Sri Lanka, Palestine.
In terms of the current focus on
developing links with YMCAs in the global
south, the foundations for this were laid
in 1998 within the context of the National
Forum/AGM when time was given to
reviewing the relationship between the
YMCA and Y CARE International, the
overseas relief and development agency
of the YMCAs of England, Scotland, Wales
and Ireland. From the perspective of a
decade later, it is interesting to note the
perceived strengths and weaknesses in
the relationship at that time. (See Fig.1)
The following were identified as key
priorities in 1998:
• to promote development education
within existing programmes eg Pakt,
STEP, fitness etc so that its not just
seen as an additional programme
• to promote global links and to explore
the setting up of sustainable links with
partner YMCAs in the developing world

Strengths

Weaknesses

World-wide YMCA network

Low level of interest by most local YMCAs
and local volunteers

YMCA partners in developing countries
Y Care International’s renewed emphasis
on local YMCAs / young people
Professional expertise of the Y Care
International staff in London
Quality of Publications and Training
Materials produced in London

Feeling of distance from Y Care centrally
in London

Lack of integration of Y Care or
development education into mainstream
youth and community development work
of the Irish YMCAs.

Fig.1
identified as a key source of potential
funding and preliminary discussions led
to a number of relatively small
applications being made.
In the following few years there were a
number of Y CARE road-shows in Ireland
which provided an opportunity for YCI
staff to meet with local YMCAs in Ireland
and to undertake some basic awareness
training. A feature of these visits were the
opportunities they created to identify
issues within the Irish context which had
international or global dimensions.

• to stimulate and support local association
fundraising for Y CARE though this is
secondary to ensuring that development
education becomes firmly embedded in
our youth work practice
One of the main outcomes from the 1998
review was the commitment to identify
resources within Ireland which would
help the organisation exploit the potential
of international linkages as a way of
enriching programmes. Ireland Aid was

This led to an application being made to
the NCDE/Ireland Aid Development
Education Grant Scheme for a small
grant to develop a training module “Y
Share our World” for inclusion in the
STEP programme. A small working group
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Information circulated appears not to
make the desired impact

No staff person responsible for the
development of Y Care Ireland at Irish
National Council

In 2001 at a meeting in Cork YMCA with
vocational trainers involved in YMCAs
STEP (Support, Training and Enterprise
Programme), the issue of racism was
identified as a key concern for staff
arising from the changing economic
environment which saw for the first time
in recent Irish history a net in-flow of
immigrants, particularly from Africa and
eastern Europe.

• to access funding for partner YMCAs in
the developing world through grant aid
available from Ireland Aid (now Irish Aid)

Lack of ownership of Y Care as part of the
work of the Irish YMCA Movement

was set up with local and national staff
and a representative from YCI to develop
the module, pilot and evaluate it. This
proved to be a successful first attempt at
working in a collaborative way with YCI
and led to other tangible benefits as well.

“The feedback from the trainers showed
that there had been a significant growth
in their awareness of both Y Care and the
work of local YMCAs in the developing
world. From an organisational
perspective this is an important outcome
as it helps to enlist the energy and
enthusiasm of this group of staff in the
ongoing attempt to make connections
between the local YMCA and their peers
in the developing world.” Report to
NCDE/Ireland Aid May 2003
An important driver in the process of
incorporating global perspectives/links
within the Irish YMCA movement was the
YMCA Standards Process which saw the
movement adopt in 2000, 5 core standards.
While it could be argued that all of these
Standards have had an impact on the
organisation’s growing International
linkages, Standard 5 has been seen as
particularly important viz YMCAs will
support the YMCA family and play their
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part in its development, locally,
nationally, and internationally.

existing programmes such as health,
family youth work and vocational training.

This Standard linked to Standard 4 which
committed the organisation to Building
Equity, making the most of diversity, and
promoting interdependence in the movement
and in communities has provided the
philosophical framework within which
much of the current developments in
global linkages have taken place.

This led to a successful multi-annual
funding application being made in early
2005 to Ireland Aid which saw the
secondment of two existing staff on a
part-time basis from September 2005 to
August 2008 and tasked with achieving
with the following objectives:

The next phase in the development of
YMCAs global journey involved
consultation with key stakeholders within
the organisation ie local general
secretaries in order to gauge their levels
of awareness and interest in the
development issues. With a further grant
from Ireland Aid in 2003, Gef Dickson
Cork YMCAs General Secretary was
seconded to carry out this consultation.
Following on from this work and feedback
from Ireland Aid, an outside consultant
(John Byrne) was engaged in 2004 to look
at a number of issues including
• To describe existing attempts to
incorporate a global youth work
perspective into YMCA programmes,
including links local projects may already
have with YMCAs in the developing world.

• To integrate a global youth work
perspective, within existing YMCA
programmes eg family youth work,
vocational training and Health etc so
that its not just seen as an add on
• To promote global links and to explore
the setting up of sustainable links with
partner YMCAs in the developing world,
particularly around common
programme areas
Over the past three years, as documented
elsewhere in this journal, the
organisation has seen global issues
become more embedded in many of our
existing programmes. Alongside raising
awareness of justice and poverty related
issues among staff, volunteers and young

people, it has also led to an increased
involvement in campaigning and lobbying
around issues such as youth justice, fair
trade etc. This has seen young people
involved in many creative actions to bring
awareness of issues to the wider public in
their local communities. Another
important by-product of this process has
been the opportunities it has provided for
local YMCAs to engage in collaborative
actions with other agencies both within
and outside the youth work sector. The
past three years have also seen the
relationship with Y Care International
grow significantly as YMCA Ireland
staff/volunteers and young people have
become involved in various issues and
working groups. Again, as documented
elsewhere in Insight 7, the organisation
has seen a growing awareness of the
opportunities which exist for meaningful
engagement with YMCAs in the
developing “south”. While these have
been tentative, there is a recognition that
these will become more important in the
next phase of our global journey.

Table1.

• To identify, with practitioners,
opportunities and processes within
three programme areas where it would
be possible to incorporate a global
youth work perspective among all the
stakeholders involved in those programme
• To identify a management structure
which would facilitate and support the
ongoing development of this strategy.
Among the outcomes of this research was
identifying a number of push factors in
relation to change and a number of
constraining factors as Table1.
The research also helped the
organisation to reflect on the tensions
between the traditional development
education approach versus global youth
work. Based on the feedback from
practitioners it was suggested that the
organisation appeared more comfortable
with the global youth work approach as it
emphasised action.
One of the main recommendations from
the 2004 report was that the YMCA should
seek funding to allow for the employment
of a dedicated Global Youth Work officer
to embed global perspectives within

PA G E 6

INSIGHT VOL .7

Fixing Africa?
Towards good practice in YMCA
International Relationships
Brian Murtagh (Greater Dublin Development Officer) reflects on the need for ensuring a solid foundation on which to build
international partnerships if the YMCA is to be a part of the solution and not part of the problem.
A recent email from an African nongovernmental organization (NGO)
working with aids orphans, contained a
real cry for help, to its Irish partner
group who are supporting the African
project with finance and a regular flow
of short term volunteers. It wasn’t a cry
for more money for the orphans, more
volunteers to build more shelters, or
indeed medical assistance for the
orphans. It was an unexpected and
perhaps unusual plea from the African
NGO to its Irish partner to slow down on
an Irish proposal to expand the project.
The African volunteers were becoming
overwhelmed and over stretched. They
felt they were “moving beyond their
stated vision” and drawing unhelpful
interest from some local political
leaders as a result. Whatever local
equilibrium had existed in terms of the
project working to its constitution within
a local context, was now in danger of
being disrupted. Fortunately in this
instance the Irish partner invited an
experienced development worker to
begin a process of critical reflection on
the nature of the support that was being
offered. However, without the cry to
slow down, the Irish partner might well
have focused its efforts on what was to
them a logical and much needed
expansion of the services to orphan
children. With the new phenomenon of
regular short term visits to Africa by
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groups of Irish volunteers bearing
considerable cash and often with little
preparation or real understanding of the
local environment, there is a real need
for critical reflection and training on
what makes for good practice in this
field of development, aid and
international partnership.

Public Debate
The level of public debate on overseas
development in recent times, rather
than holding to the vastness and
complexity of the issues may contribute
towards simplistic, often polarized
thinking. A recent debate on the Irish
radio between John O Shea, CEO of Goal
and Dr.Brian Mukandi an African
Development expert was a case in point.
Dr.Brian Mukandi from Zimbabwe
argued against the tendency of foreign
NGOs, to dominate in decision making.
He made a plea that, by and large,
foreign NGOs ought to seek guidance
from locals. Mukandi argued that many
local NGO agencies are over shadowed
by western NGOs. He attempted to
argue against an assumption abroad
that Africans are incapable of ‘fixing
Africa’ and for western NGOs, rather
than paternalistically making decisions,
to try to find out how to assist.
Challenged with the reality of corruption
Dr Mukandi argued for greater effort at
‘systematic analysis of the complex

issues affecting a nation including
reference to recent repressive
colonialism.’ His, was a plea that Africa
not be ‘treated like a child’ by the
western NGOs. John O Shea,
preoccupied with the need to get help
quickly and effectively to those who
need it most, went on to defend his
organizations policy of keeping aid away
from certain central governments in
Africa on the basis of “millions starving
and millions gone missing”. He
defended traditional aid delivery
through projects that avoid government
systems and are not aligned with
government structures and policies.
Extreme views and emotive sound bites
currently abound again as the media
now debates the challenges facing the
people of Burma.
Irish Aid has over recent years been
strengthening its approach to the
relationship on the one hand between
human rights, democratisation and
better governance, and poverty
reduction and economic and social
development on the other. Suffice here
to refer to the fact that Irish Aid is
engaged in serious analysis and
unpacking of the proposition that the
best aid is that which helps countries to
assume ownership of their
development. Their experience suggests
that donor agencies need to be
persuaded to back off and become less
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control-orientated when delivering
financial aid, but to become more
actively as well as more intelligently
engaged when it comes to both policy
and governance. Irish Aid has a
growing body of excellent research
material which guides strategic thinking
on the government’s programme of
assistance to developing countries.1
I will try here to succinctly present just
some pointers on thinking around good
practice in the field of international
partnerships with projects in the
developing world. It might be important
firstly to allude briefly to some of the
principles of the Irish Government’s
2006 White Paper on Irish Aid:

“Poverty reduction, to reduce
vulnerability and increase opportunity is
the overarching objective of Irish Aid.
Ireland will support the promotion of
human development, human security
and justice, the building and
strengthening of democracy, the
promotion of gender equality and
the promotion and protection of
human rights.” 2
Ireland’s stated goals imply a focus on
poverty reduction and cooperation with
the poorest countries, response to
emergencies and disasters, and
promotion of sustainable development.
The 2006 White Paper sets out a
number of guiding principles
including partnership, public
ownership and transparency,
effectiveness and quality assurance,
coherence and long term sustainability.
Poverty reduction is the overarching
objective and the criterion against which
evaluation of Ireland’s development
assistance will be measured.
The YMCA movement in Ireland will only
access a very tiny percentage of the
annual budget available for
Development from Irish Aid (currently
standing at some €800 million). We will
however, have an opportunity, not so
much to contribute to significant
alleviation of poverty, as to forging
meaningful links with YMCAs in the
developing world while contributing in
some small way to poverty alleviation.
While we need to be operating under
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some of the over arching principles
alluded to earlier, our preoccupation
must be in playing to our strengths as a
youth work organization with a real
grounding in, and commitment to,
global youth work.
In this article I propose to pose two sets
of questions. Firstly, just a couple of
over arching questions which may help
a local YMCA in Ireland as it considers
some of the vast and complex issues
involved in overseas development, and
secondly examine a number of more
specific questions of particular
relevance to a local YMCA.

Over Arching Questions in relation
to Development Aid:
The following are a series of
fundamental questions a local
YMCA needs to consider if they are
proposing a partnership with a YMCA in
the developing “south”:
• Have you access to information
regarding what other western
organisations/donors and local NGOs
may already be involved?
• To what extent will the partner be
enabled to take leadership and
ownership in formulation of
development policies and strategies
and co-ordinating and sustaining
development actions?
• To what extent is there a
commitment to inclusion of or
enabling of local consultants or
counterparts in monitoring and
evaluating outcomes?
• How does the intervention or
partnership keep an eye to the
broader development outcome of
reduction of poverty? Is what we are
facilitating in any way contributing to
the larger agenda of restoring
livelihoods and reducing vulnerability
of young people, families and
communities?
• Will there be mutual accountability
for development results amongst
partners?
• How will partners substantiate that
development will happen as a result of
an intervention?

Specific questions for local YMCAs
• How rooted or embedded is your
current commitment to building global
awareness within all your youth work
programmes?
• Are you willing to offer on-going
training and support to your young
people, volunteers, and board
members in addressing motivation
and the best thinking in the complex
field of good development practice?
• Is your YMCA ready to commit to
work in partnership with YMCAs and
with young people, with the assistance
of Y Care?
• Are you creating links which will be
meaningful to both yourselves and
your partners on the ground and of
benefit to both parties?
• Are you willing to embark on the hard
road of fund raising?
• Is your partnership committed to
trying to strengthen your partner
YMCAs so that they are better able to
respond to the needs of their most
disadvantaged young people?
• Are you alert to any creation of
dependency and to having possible
paternalistic values challenged in
the process?
• Are you committed to mutual learning
and mutual accountability?

Learning from existing YMCA
international partnerships.
As an organisation we are on a steep
learning curve in the field of
international partnerships. The next six
months will see Dublin YMCA’s
partnership with the diocese of
Shyogwe in Central Rwanda continuing
to grow and develop, partly due to an
Irish Aid grant which will seek to lift the
community out of abject poverty through
the provision of a community water
scheme to 123,000 people in Gitarama.
While another partnership between
YMCAs in the Cork area and Zambia is
still only at a stage of conception, an
existing partnership between Belfast
YMCA and Yambio YMCA in southern
Sudan is moving from strength to
strength. The aim of this project is to
build the capacity of the Yambio YMCA
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to enable it to contribute effectively to
improving the quality of life of one
thousand orphans and other
vulnerable/war affected children and
young people in Yambio province.
This partnership is already providing
some valuable learning for the
movement in Ireland. While the
summative evaluation is still some time
away, nevertheless, insight and
learning is already emerging. The link
was facilitated and is being monitored
largely by Y Care International, the
international relief and development
agency of the YMCA in the UK
and Ireland.
The partnership originated in a desire
within the Board of Belfast YMCA to
share a proportion of any operating
surplus with young people in the
developing world. The Board maintains
a very active interest in the link as do
many of the young people in Belfast
YMCA. Interestingly the hoped for
participation of young people in Yambio
is not happening as envisaged. Belfast
YMCA is asking itself if the goal of youth
ownership and youth participation is
quite “western” and could be an imposition.
In Sudan a fourteen year old is expected
to be performing useful adult roles/jobs
and hence participation as we
understand it may not be an option.
Primary School aged children at Belfast
YMCA have probably engaged more in

the link than teenagers; raising over
£1,600 on a number of their own fund
raising initiatives. The greatest barrier
to the partnership developing further at
present is the difficulty in travel and
communication. With very poor roads
and telecommunication infrastructure,
it is only possible to communicate with
satellite phone and this is an expensive
way to build a relationship between the
partners. This is a recurring issue that
inhibits the much desired linking of
young people in YMCAs participating
in partnerships.
Y Care has been able to ensure right
from the beginning that the project’s
aims are closely aligned with what the
local YMCA needs and wants to
achieve for its orphan children. Both
have been involved from the beginning
in monitoring and evaluating outcomes
with Y Care. It is hoped that this
partnership will consolidate as time
goes on and that the local YMCA is
developing the required technical
skills through co-working with Y Care
staff. A possible weakness is that the
goals of sustainability while set from
the beginning are really only to be
addressed at phase 2 of the project.
Another interesting learning from
Belfast is that a deeply rooted
commitment to global youth work
over a number of years has probably
done far more than the partnership
per se in engaging staff and young
people in global awareness.

Above all we need to tell the new
good news stories emerging
from Africa, remembering that
we in the developed world...

Conclusion
The complexity of the field of
international partnerships and aid
could put us off engaging and this
would be a great pity. YMCAs in Ireland
have been working with the challenges
of good practice in youth and
community work for many years and in
some ways the same type of
engagement is what is called for.
Openness to critical thinking;
examination of motivation; readiness
to be challenged on paternalistic
thinking and a commitment to yield to
the guidance and leadership of the
local YMCA, will all help to ensure
good practice in international
partnerships.
Above all we need to tell the new good
news stories emerging from Africa,
remembering that we in the developed
world, often have too narrow a view on
the huge continent of Africa, with its
54 nations and 2000 languages. The
new stories can at least help to
challenge the one dimensional
negative image of this infinitely varied
and vast continent. This “new story”
has been eloquently put by Her
Excellency Mary Mc Aleese:

“A new generation who have the
chance to go to school, a new
generation of doctors and nurses, a
new generation of farmers,
entrepreneurs and industrialists, a
new generation of political leaders,
these are the men and women who
are attempting to build an egalitarian
and ethically based peaceful civic
society that is about poverty and
disease elimination, job creation,
underpinned by fair and just
government.” 3
While this new story will not be easy to
write, it should not stop the YMCA at
least trying to make its contribution!

1

Good governance, aid modalities and poverty reduction; from Better Theory to Better Practice (April 2008) and Research Findings Volume 1 Governance,
Trade and Aid Effectiveness (2008). 2 White Paper on Irish Aid (2006) p9. 3 President of Ireland Mary McAleese’s address to the Tanzanian Parliament 2006)
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Acting Local but
Thinking Global
In this article, Michele Taylor, YMCA Ireland’s Global Youth Worker based in Northern Ireland outlines the development of YMCA
Ireland’s Global Youth Work programme over the past 3 years. In it she attempts to draw out some of the challenges YMCA
Ireland has faced during this process and the learning which will form the basis of any future strategy for the Irish Movement
Introduction
Following a successful application to
Irish Aid in 2005, YMCA Ireland
embarked on a three year Global Youth
Work (GYW) programme aimed at:
• Integrating global perspectives into all
aspects of its programme delivery, and
• Promoting global links and the
exploration of developing sustainable
links with partner YMCAs in the
developing world, based on common
programme areas.
As you will read in other articles in this
journal which outline the historical
development of GYW in the YMCA
(Please refer to the article entitled ‘The
Journey of the YMCA’), this was not a
move driven by available funding, or just
because it was the ‘in-thing’ to be doing.
For practitioners within YMCA Ireland, it
is important that GYW aims to
fundamentally reflect all youth work
practice towards the global context that
young people live in. It is not enough for
GYW to become one of the many
curriculum themes which practitioners
can chose from. Although there are
many examples from the work over the
past three years which have been about
specific global interventions, such as
those supported through One World
Week or NGO annual campaigns - such
specific pieces of work are a way of
complementing YMCA Ireland’s overall
aim of providing a global dimension to
its work.
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YMCA Ireland is the supporting
organisation for local YMCAs or
associations which focus on young
people through the use of youth work
methodologies. It is therefore important
that any YMCA Ireland programme,
including that of Global Youth Work,
recognises and supports this local
autonomy.
The work of local associations
emphasises the voluntary participation
of young people based on a commitment
to working with them from their own
personal agendas and then engaging
with them in various contexts to explore
this. Within the YMCA Ireland GYW
context this is about raising the capacity
of local staff to engage with young
people in a global context and to support
young people’s ability to reflect the world
in which they live in. To do this effectively
the process must start from the young
person and their local context.

Acting Locally
The programmes supported through
YMCA Ireland have all been developed in
response to local needs. The key
programme areas are in that of
Vocational Training, Family Youth Work,
Health Promotion/Education, Community
Relations and general Youth Work.
It was important that in order to fully
support local staff, a key area of work
would be to build their capacity and
understanding about what it is we mean

when we talk about working in a global
context. In other words supporting staff
to explore the area of Global Youth Work
for themselves.
Initially this was achieved through
specific introductory training sessions
either facilitated internally or in
partnership with other agencies such as
YCare International or NYDEP. Examples
of practice include, an induction module
developed for new staff based on the
Why, What and How? of global youth
work within the YMCA and introductory
workshops held with staff at All-Ireland
staff conferences. As the programme
has evolved there has been a recognition
that staff and volunteers often want or
need more than Introductory Awareness
Raising workshops.
Accredited OCN training was accessed
by a few YMCA staff, through the Centre
for Global Education’s ‘Introduction to
Global Youth Work’ course. In recent
months YMCA Ireland has also been
working with The National Youth Council
of Ireland, to develop a FETAC Accredited
course which will further support the
capacity of staff and volunteers to
explore this area of work whilst
developing key skills and knowledge.
Another key aspect of YMCA Ireland’s
GYW Programme was that of the sharing
of Good Practice, and as such staff and
volunteers were facilitated to come
together to build an effective support
network. One method of how this has
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been achieved has been through local
staff and volunteers participating on
YCare International’s Global Youth
Workers Network. This is a support
network for those engaged with global
youth work across the UK and Ireland,
and acts as a medium for practitioners
to share practice and resources.
A second example of this was through
the development of the YMCA Ireland
International Committee comprising of
local association representatives,
following a day conference based on the
theme of ‘Developing Effective
International Partnerships’, where
good practice issues were discussed
and debated.
A further key aspect of developing local
capacity was around supporting staff and
volunteers to experience an International
dimension to their work. Several staff
where able to participate in International
study visits related to their own key
programme areas through partner
agencies. On return from these visits
they were supported through the GYW
programme to share their learning. Very
often this personal experience was the
catalyst for them to fully engage in the
work and invigorate those around them.
The first example of this to occur was
when the YMCA Ireland Health
Promotion worker was able to
participate in an HIV/Aids and Health
awareness study visit to India through
YCare International. On return, the
worker was able to take the learning
from the projects she had engaged
with and develop specific resources
which would assist staff and volunteers
from local YMCAs to explore HIV/Aids
with young people in a much more
global context.
In order for global youth work to become
part of local association strategy, it was
important that local YMCAs were
engaged as a whole organisation to the
process and that the ‘vision’ did not just
lie with one very energised and
passionate worker or volunteer. An
example of how this was achieved
effectively can be illustrated through the
work of Belfast YMCA, who developed a
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strategy at management committee
level which was influenced by all
stakeholders including staff, volunteers
and young people.
The implementation of this strategy
which included the development of a
partnership with Yambio YMCA in Sudan
was then ‘owned’ by many people
throughout the association. (Please refer
to the Developing Partnerships article
for more detailed information).
The integration of global perspectives at
local level varied greatly across local
associations because of the differences
in local needs and capacity. The
exploration of the global context could
have been as simple as the local girls
project at Londonderry YMCA,
researching into what girls their own age
were involved in across the world, as
part of their programme, or the local
PAKT programme in Bantry holding a
Slave Auction in the town square as part
of a series of events in order to raise
awareness about Modern Day Slavery.
In YMCAs that were involved in delivering
programmes in schools, we were able to
work with the staff involved in order to
integrate global themes. This was
evident in the schools programmes
delivered through Carrickfergus YMCA.
Originally packaged as Citizenship
programmes, they were revised to
become Global Citizenship programmes
aimed at raising the awareness of young
people about how global issues can
impact on their lives locally. After
successfully delivering these
programmes and receiving good
feedback from the schools involved, the
model was shared with other YMCAs.
Belfast YMCA, was able to adapt the
model and further develop it as a 10
week course for young people, called
‘Globus’, which supported their
exploration of global issues in their lives.
The capacity of the young person to
engage in global issues has been
continually highlighted as a priority area
for YMCA Ireland. When developing our
GYW strategy local staff felt that the
capacity and skills of the young people in

terms of campaigning and lobbying
should also be prioritised. The
participation of local associations in One
World Week campaigns and YCare
International Campaigns has been
supported and encouraged through the
additional support of YMCA Ireland GYW
staff. This has led to a more cohesive
approach by local YMCAs to engage with
these campaigns.
There have been examples of local
YMCAs participating with each other in
campaigns through the support and
facilitation of YMCA Ireland. One
example of this was when young people
from North Down, Lisburn and Bandon
YMCAs joined together, with YMCAs
across the world in YCare International’s
Youth Justice in Action Campaign.
Locally each of the YMCAs looked at
what Youth Justice meant to them and
developed a project with young people. In
Lisburn YMCA they looked at the impact
of Gangs on them as young people,
whilst in North Down, young people
developed posters which highlighted how
young people are stereotyped by the
media both locally and nationally. Young
people at Bandon YMCA were involved in
research which outlined the Justice
System in Ireland. As part of this
campaign young people from these 3
YMCAs participated in a YCare
conference in London and whilst there
facilitated a workshop for other young
people across the UK and Ireland. At
present we are in the process of
developing a strategy with our local
associations to further develop their
participation in this campaign.
One of the most important events that
has been facilitated through the YMCA
Ireland GYW programme is that of our
own Irish Campaign (Anti-Poverty
Campaign 2007) which came about
through young people participating in the
International MAKEPOVERTYHISTORY
campaign. The learning from this event
has already been outlined elsewhere in
this practice journal, however it is
important to note that for many of the
local YMCAs their participation
highlighted a key shift in how they would
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engage with global issues in the future.
As a means of engaging with young
people in a global context, local YMCAs
in Ireland are able to avail of the
London-based YCare course. Irish
YMCAs have participated in this
programme in various ways. For
example Carrickfergus YMCA brought a
group of young people to London to
engage in the programme which was
facilitated by YCare staff. Every Year,
Belfast YMCA integrate the programme
content into their own Youth in
Government programme, with the
Changing Your World element being codelivered by YMCA Ireland and YCare
staff. Donegal YMCA have facilitated the
course locally in Ireland using YMCA
Staff. The evaluation and feedback from
all three methods was that although the
programme was a useful tool to engage
young people, it was felt that both the
course and the materials used in its
delivery needed to be placed in an Irish
Context. As a result YMCA Ireland are at
a stage of developing a FETAC
Accredited course called Campaigning
and Lobbing, which will be rolled out to
local associations through YMCA Ireland.
There are many more examples of how
local associations have started the
process of embedding the global context
into their practice - far more than we
have space to record. However
throughout this document you will have
the opportunity to read about some
further ways local YMCAs have engaged
in the process.

Thinking Globally
The second element to the GYW strategy
was to develop effective partnerships
and links with our International
partners. Again there are many
examples of how this has been achieved
and some of the learning again has
already been recorded through the
articles in this journal. However there
are a few key stages that may be worth
repeating. The Irish Movement is part of
a world-wide organisation and therefore
has the ideal network to engage in
partnerships. However in light of what I
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have said previously it is not just enough
to ‘link up’ with another YMCA in the
Developing South. We have been
challenged to think through the why’s in
a much more meaningful way to ensure
that any partnerships are equitable. It is
important that there are common
strands between partners that will allow
each to share and learn from each other.
‘Thinking globally’, however is not just
about developing International
Partnerships. Local associations have
been challenged and supported to
‘Think Globally’ in the broader sense.
Some of the questions that we need to
be reflecting upon are - How are we
affected by global issues in our everyday
lives and how do our actions impact
upon the wider global community?
How do we learn from the experiences
of others?

Challenges
Journeying through the past 3 years,
YMCA Ireland has been faced with many
challenges– some of which were overcome,
but many of which are still in debate!
A few of these challenges have included:
• Starting from where Young People
are at – When analysing YCare
International's Global Youth Work
Programme in 2005, Tom Burke noted
that although staff and volunteers may
be driven by a want for social change
and social justice, young people may
not share this vision. There have been
examples when local staff and
volunteers were lead to work with
young people who held different values
from their own. This has often been
illustrated when we have engaged with

young people through the Changing
Your World programme. But our
challenge is to create an environment
whereby young people can critically
reflect on their own beliefs, thoughts
and actions, and not to ‘convert’ young
people towards our own beliefs.
However it is important that we have
boundaries as to how much we can
support young people through this
process – especially if the values held
by the young person are in direct
opposition to those which YMCA
Ireland as an organisation believes it
must disassociate itself with (for
example, discriminatory behaviours)
• Catching the Vision – it has not always
been easy to engage people from all
aspects of local associations in
catching a unified vision for engaging
in this work. However as a movement
the Irish YMCA has recognised and
prioritised Global Youth Work as a
means of gaining an understanding of
the global context within which young
people live. We are committed to
further developing and supporting this
area of work and as such GYW will
remain a key priority in any future
YMCA Ireland strategy.
• Capacity building - a further challenge
is about building the capacity of our
local associations, not only in terms of
knowledge and skills, but in developing
an effective support network through
which we can all be challenged and
hence grow. It is important that we
remain faithful to supporting the
development of Global Youth Work in
the local context, based on local needs
and aspirations.

Conclusion
DEA 2002)
As PJ White (Ref The Improving Practice Series: Global Youth Work,
young
on
s
activitie
ional
highlighted, the impact of Globalisation and internat
that there
deny
to
difficult
people’s lives can be direct or indirect, but it would be
a daily
on
world
is an impact. We all live in a society connected to the rest of the
to
people
basis, and it is these influences which create opportunities for young
gain new experiences of different people, places and cultures.
context and
It is these opportunities which have and will continue to form the
focus for Global Youth Work within the YMCAs in Ireland.
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Developing partnerships
with YMCAs
- lessons from Europe and Sudan
Gef Dickson, General Secretary of Cork City YMCA, reflects on his own personal as well as the organisation’s learning
following a seven year partnership with the YMCA in Georgia. Howard Davey General Secretary of City of Belfast YMCA,
shares some of the learning from Belfast’s association with the YMCA in Yambio, Sudan
Cork City YMCAs partnership with Kutaisi
YMCA, Georgia arose out of an European
Alliance of YMCAs (EAY) initiative to
support the development of new YMCA
work in the former Soviet block. I was
asked to represent the Irish YMCA on a
newly formed “Field Group” (FG) for the
Republic of Georgia, Caucasus. A series
of “field groups” were set up under the
aegis of the European Alliance of YMCAs
(EAY) to assist emerging YMCAs in a
number of East European countries.
While this was probably not your average
starting point to an international
partnership, it did have the huge benefit
of enabling me and Cork YMCA to be
become acquainted with the National
YMCA movement in Georgia and to
eventually seeing two local YMCAs
emerge and take shape.
The initial seeding process, involved us
advising and assisting the National Board
and the National General Secretary in
various areas of strategic development
including financial control systems. This
also allowed adequate time to assess the
situation and become acquainted with
significant individuals in the Movement.
At about the end of year two of our
involvement a new YMCA in the second
city, Kutaisi, was to be registered. Shortly
after this it was suggested to me by one
of the other field group members that
Cork YMCA should consider a partnership
with this YMCA. This was not really
something I had contemplated as part of
our involvement.
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So it required some thought and the
consideration by our own Board of
management before we were able to
commit to this type of relationship.
Some of the issues that we considered
before embarking on the partnership
included:

1. Why should we get involved in this
type of partnership?
With the strategic interest of the EU
Youth Programmes and the EAY there
was a positive environment to support
partnerships with Eastern Europe and
beyond. Cork YMCA also had a bit of a
track record in trying to build
relationships with YMCAs overseas to
broaden our horizons and take
seriously other approaches to the
YMCA mission: e.g. Ecuador and Sri
Lanka. These relationships petered out
over time and with the departure of a
key staff person. An additional
dimension for me (though this would
not have weighed heavily with the
Board!) was the Orthodox Christianity
of that part of the world, of which I
knew almost nothing. It was learning
time again!

2. What was the minimum period
required to adequately develop the
relationship?

3. Could we sustain it over that period ie
commit the necessary staff and time
resources?
We needed to factor in flight costs plus
a contribution to basic local costs (rent,
utilities and the like). This seemed doable within our main budget as long as
our contribution was pitched low and
was not seen as essential to the
partnership. As I was already
committed to the FG for at least
another 2 years the partnership could
be developed on the back of this at
little additional cost. So personal
contact could be maintained annually
at least.

4. What would make it a partnership as
opposed to a donor-beneficiary
situation ie What could we contribute
other than funds and what could
Kutaisi contribute?
This was probably the trickiest
analysis. On the face of it Kutaisi and
Cork YMCAs had little in common as
far as programmes and priorities were
concerned. However, we felt it would
be good to challenge each other with
our different approaches; the main
issue for us turned out to be solidarity.
We took the principled view that
differences should not disbar Kutaisi
from our support and friendship.
Thus the partnership was born!

Three to five years considering contact
was already established, a local Board
in place and an active programme of
activities. The basics seemed to be there.
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What have been the challenges?
The differences mentioned above have
always been my greatest difficulty! It’s
great to be enthused and amazed by the
energy, enthusiasm and creativity of large
numbers of young people who are
naturally motivated by dance, drama
and song. It’s equally great for them to
hear and be challenged by our work in
second chance education and more. But
were we connected enough? That was
always the question.
We were happy to help with basic costs to
enable a YMCA to function for the benefit
of young people with few other
opportunities; we are delighted to see
them become very strong and probably
the most vibrant YMCA in Georgia now.
They are also currently looking at their
social outreach now that they are well
established with a sound user-base, a
large group of committed volunteers and
not too outrageous financial needs. We
like to think we made a small
contribution to that.

Have we benefitted in any way from
this Partnership?
I’d like to think that some of our
emphasis on creativity and fun has been
inspired by the example of Kutaisi. We
have also hugely benefitted from the
three Kutaisi EVS volunteers who have
each done 9 month placements with us.
Some of their learning has been
transferred back to the Georgian YMCA,
though not unfortunately to Kutaisi.
For me it has been a considerable
personal journey full of challenges and an
acceptance that my role on the FG is
bringing a local perspective. Cork YMCA
has shared in this journey by giving a
helping hand to a local YMCA in Georgia
and seeing the progress and by hosting
and valuing our young Georgian
volunteers and hearing their stories. We
have also continually challenged
ourselves about having a wider remit and
incorporating some club style work not
related to social exclusion.
Perhaps we are just now getting to that
point 7 years on!

Learning from City of Belfast’s links
with Yambio YMCA, Southern Sudan
YMCAs rarely have the funds and facilities
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that they believe would enable them to
carry out their mission in the way they
would like. Sometimes it can come as a
rebuke to us to realise that in the
developing world there are many YMCAs
carrying out their mission with a tiny
fraction of the resources that we have in
Ireland. As we learn through Y Care
International (YCI) of such associations
and the work they are carrying out, we are
challenged at how much can be achieved
with so very little, and how far a single £
or € can go in the developing world.
From their perspective we are rich and if
we can see ourselves through their eyes,
we are compelled to share some of what
we have with them. This response is not
limited to a Christian perspective – many
people respond very generously without a
Christian basis of faith – but it is a
requirement of the Christian faith to
respond to those in need. There are many
more bible references and exhortations to
give than to pray!
Belfast YMCA believed that we had a
responsibility to help in this way and took
a decision to donate a minimum of 10% of
any surplus generated to YMCAs in the
developing world. Believing this may
amount to as much as £5,000 in a good
year, it was thought to be a useful amount
to support a project, and donations were
to be made to YCI accordingly.

Turning Vision into Reality
Following a number of donations to YCI
for this purpose, Belfast YMCA wanted to
identify a specific project that could be
supported over a number of years and
relationships developed with the YMCA
involved. YCI were approached and after
some consideration of current projects,
they proposed that it would be better to
identify a new project and use any funding
from Belfast YMCA to leverage other
agencies to support the project.

A very important part of the partnership
for Belfast YMCA was understanding the
needs of Yambio YMCA, and a visit by the
YCI’s Africa Programme Manager was
critical to the project. A short video taken
during his visit communicated who the
people involved in the YMCA were and the
local needs in a very effective way.
Based on this snapshot, and a belief in
the value of the project, the members,
staff and volunteers at Belfast YMCA
proceeded to raise over £30,000 in an 18
month period with a wide variety of
activities and programmes. This money
then leveraged additional donations from
Irish Aid and other Trust Funds accessed
by YCI and YMCA Ireland.
The greatest barrier to the partnership
developing further at present is the
difficulty in travel and communication. With
very poor roads and telecommunication
infrastructure, it is only possible to
communicate with satellite phone and
this is an expensive way to build a
relationship between the partners.
It is hoped that improved mobile phone
networks may become available in Sudan
in the near future allowing the YMCA to
access email and low cost phone calls.
This would also become an opportunity
for Yambio YMCA to become a
communication hub for the area and
provide internet services to the local
community and providing an additional
means of sustainability.
Plans are being out in place to visit Yambio,
and start to build personal relationships
with the staff and volunteers involved in
the project. It would be our long term
objective to continue to provide support to
Yambio YMCA in ways that would help
them to grow stronger and build skills,
resources and impact the huge range of
needs in their community.

Yambio YMCA in southern Sudan was
identified as the partner project, and a
proposal was prepared by YCI and Yambio
YMCA to develop the care they currently
provided from about 100 orphan children
to a target group of about 500 children.

There is no doubt that being involved in
such a partnership changes how we see
the world. Given a choice of spending a
pound in Belfast or in Yambio, I would
choose to spend it in Yambio as the
multiplier effect it can have in people’s
lives is enormous.

Belfast YMCA undertook to fund raise a
minimum of 50% of the £50,000 needed to
support the Sudan project over the first
two years. YCI undertook to raise the
balance of the funds needed.

When we see how generous the
community in Yambio are to share what
they have – when it is so very little – it is a
very small part for us to play to give a
little that can achieve so much.
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Global Youth Work:
Stepping out of our comfort zone
In this article, Matthew Jackson, (Director of Campaigns and Global Youth Work with Y Care International), explores the
reasons why the methodologies associated with “global youth work” are very much in vogue within YMCA.
So what exactly is “global youth
work” that we are always hearing so
much about?
While there are many definitions, there is
no definitive one. It is therefore no
surprise that many of us are still
confused about what exactly it is!
Definitions are further blurred in the
YMCA movement, as the international
nature of our movement has given YMCAs
international opportunities, volunteering,
international partnerships and
fundraising initiatives for many years.
How does our international work fit with
global youth work?
So what’s so new about global youth work
and how is it different? By its very nature
global youth work provides a perfect
opportunity for us all to step out of our
comfort zones when we think of
international work in our YMCAs. Global
youth work, as I will go on to argue, is
based on empathy and action. It is based
on looking at what we share and what we
have in common with people in the rest of
the world. It is not based on sympathy, or
on the more traditional perspective of
‘helping’ people in poor countries, that, if
we are honest, has in the past driven
much of our international work - our
inherent need to help others and support
those YMCAs and young people in the
developing world we consider to be less
well off than those in our own YMCAs. We
have done this extremely well in
European YMCAs for a long time.
Yet global youth work forces us to step
out of this comfort zone. A comfort zone
in which we have for too long seen the
‘International’ from the perspective of our
own needs- how it makes us feel and how
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it reflects on our YMCAs. Young people in
our own YMCAs can all too easily get
missed out in this equation. The story of
the YMCA CEO who decided that he wants
to donate 200 footballs to a YMCA in
Africa, goes out and visit the YMCA with
the chair of trustees to present the YMCA
with the balls, was sadly all too familiar.
Yet the needs of the young people with
whom we work with in Ireland can
themselves be served in this project, if
the YMCA steps out its comfort zone and
introduces global youth work into its
thinking. In Ireland, this is now very much
the case as global youth work has been
establishing itself within how the
organisation works with young people.
For Y Care International too, Global Youth
Work, has forced us to step out of our
comfort zone and move beyond the
boundaries of a traditional international
development organisation. Our YMCA
identity forces us to do this. Our mission
statement says that we work “in
partnership with young people worldwide

through the YMCA movement to help
them enrich their lives and to build a
more just world, free from poverty”. So
unlike most development organisations
that just focus on the global south, we are
working with marginalised young people
everywhere, not being confined by
traditional post-colonial boundaries. In
the global south, we do this through
supporting YMCAs to implement
development programmes aimed
specifically at young people while in
Ireland and the UK we can do this by
supporting YMCAs to incorporate global
perspectives into existing programmes.
This is the added value we bring and how
we support YMCAs to enrich the lives of
young people in Ireland and the UK.
Global youth work provides the perfect
opportunity for us all to step out of our
comfort zones and deliver creative and
innovative global programmes that are
relevant to all the young people involved.
So what exactly is it?

In partnership with young people
worldwide through the YMCA
movement to help them enrich
their lives and to build a more just
world, free from poverty
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Putting some clothes on
the Emperor.

which to then go onto analyse their own
lives and communities.

While in many ways global youth work
has always gone on, it is only relatively
recently that it has been seen as a
discipline or distinctive methodology
within youth work.

This much we all know and agree on, but
as global youth work develops and
establishes itself we have a responsibility
to ensure we do it well: to ensure it
remains grounded in the youth work
principles that define our work and in a
creative and innovative view of how we
see the world. In many ways this is a
critical time for the global youth work
sector as it establishes itself, not by what
it isn’t, development education or
traditional international work, but by what
it is.

Development education was established
as an important part of the formal
sector’s education provision, introducing
global issues and themes into the school
curriculum. It was all too often unable to
make the step into the non-formal sector
and reach those young people for whom
formal educational processes don’t work.
Wanting to introduce the global into their
work, the youth work practitioner was all
too often left to try and adapt
development education resources to
make them relevant to their young people
and to a setting outside the classroom.
So global youth work began to develop
and define itself, not as development
education for the non-formal sector, but
as a discipline or a methodology in its
own right that was a synergy between
non-informal education approaches and
global issues.
Global youth work provides an opportunity
to explore the issues that dominate the
lives of the young people we work with
and can be used across all areas of youth
work provision. In recent years Y Care
International has developed global youth
work through looking at the issues of
poverty, homelessness, crime, gangs,
youth justice, HIV and AIDS, identity,
conflict and community relations amongst
others. We have supported global youth
work in a whole host of different youth
work settings, such as outreach projects,
residential projects, prisons, sports,
schools-based work and community
youth centres. A global perspective to
these programmes can provide the
catalyst to encourage young people to
reflect on and learn about these issues.
Young people are often far too ‘close to
the coal face’ to analyse and reflect on
their own lives straight away, but by using
examples, stories and stimulus from
young people in other countries they can
provide the trigger for conversation and
discussion and a perfect prism through
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Our head is well and truly above the
parapet now and with that comes
responsibility.
So how do we do it well?

Doing it out of the comfort zone
It is essential that whenever we introduce
a global element to our work, we do so,
not to provoke sympathy out of young
people, but empathy. For too long some
in the development education and global
youth work field have used global issues
to ‘guilt’ young people into feeling
sympathy for those abroad. This is based
on a dangerous, almost colonialist
attitude, that our only relationship with
those in developing countries should be
one of paternalistic sympathy. Too often I
have heard the phrase “If they learn
about life for a young person on the
streets in Africa, they will realise how
good they have it over here…they’ll feel so
lucky to get their housing benefits and
realise at least they have a roof over their
heads”. This also makes dangerous
assumptions about young people,
insinuating that they will become ‘happy
with their lot in life’ and seeking to limit
their development and ambitions, instead
of striving to give them opportunities and
spaces to develop and grow.
Instead global youth work should always
be used to provoke empathy. The issues
that affect young people in Ireland with
whom we work are the same issues that
affect young people across the globe. Yes,
the different socio-economic and political
frameworks in individual countries mean
they affect young people in differing ways

and to differing extremes, but essentially
they are all the same. This is never more
so the case than in the YMCA, where we
work primarily with marginalised young
people. Back in 2005, when we worked
with young people on the
MAKPOVERTYHISTORY campaign, there
was no need to inspire young people to
get involved (a major priority at the time
for other organisations). This was one of Y
Care International’s first large-scale
global youth work projects, and it came to
underpin so much of the global youth
work that we now support. For young
people in YMCAs, they themselves had
experienced poverty and injustice in their
lives, so they could empathise almost
instantly. It made them angry and they
wanted to get involved in the campaign,
but not to appease their ‘western guilt’
but because they genuinely wanted to
take action to effect change for fellow
young people around the world. After
reflecting on the issues behind
MAKPOVERTYHISTORY, they also wanted
to take personal action too. They wanted
to change things about their own lives,
such as looking to develop their own
educational opportunities, buying fairtrade goods and looking at issues of
personal debt. This must be central to
global youth work, that the young people
involved look at the personal changes
they can make, before asking policy
makers to change things for others.
Global youth work (GYW) must also be
based on action. What fundamentally
distinguishes GYW from the more formal
education approaches of Development
Education is that it encourages young
people to take action through
empowering and enabling them to make
a decision to do something positive about
the issues they learn about. This action
can range from making personal changes
to their perspectives and lifestyle, such as
buying ‘Fair-trade’ goods, becoming
involved in campaigning and advocating
on issues at local, national or
international levels, or getting involved in
fundraising activities.
Therefore when doing global youth work
we encourage young people to make
informed personal decisions to change
their lifestyles, to campaign on the issues
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Young people must be given a framework and support to
make changes themselves, but also to call and agitate
for others to make those changes they want to see.

they learn about so that positive action on
change can happen.
It is not enough to simply provide a space
to learn and explore these issues. Young
people must be given a framework and
support to make changes themselves, but
also to call and agitate for others to make
those changes they want to see.
The principle of ‘association’ that has
been so much a part of youth work over
the last century, can find new expressions
through facilitating young people who are
mutually informed, inspired and
motivated to campaign on issues that they
have identified and that they feel strongly
about. Youth work is never about
indoctrination, but about creating spaces
for young people to identify and develop
passions of their own, not mimic those of
their youth leaders. There is a real sense
of apathy amongst young people about
their ability to make political change
locally, but often adding global issues to
their thinking inspires them to take
action. The phenomenon of the 2003
anti-war protests in the UK with large
numbers of young people and school
children involved was a graphic
illustration of this. Similarly,
unprecedented numbers of young people
were involved in the
MAKEPOVERTYHISTORY campaign in
some way, from wearing a white band, to
marching in Edinburgh and lobbying their
politicians. The issues of gangs and
crime, so firmly rooted at the top of the
media and politicians’ agenda presents
another similarly important opportunity
through our Youth Justice in Action
campaign to give young people a voice to
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be heard on issues that have such a
direct impact on their lives and the lives
of their peers around the world.
But global youth work must also not see
young people used, as they so often are
by campaigning organisations, as
‘campaign fodder’, and used to increase
the number of people involved in a
campaign or issue. What global youth
work must offer is a refreshing
alternative to this. It can give a safe
informal framework in which young
people can explore these issues and the
underlying causes, and make informed
decisions to take some action to change.
It is about what young people can gain
from the process of being involved in the
campaign, the new skills and confidence
they achieve and not necessarily the
quantitative outputs of the campaign
itself. Campaign objectives and youth
work outcomes are not necessarily easy
bedfellows, yet if managed creatively can
live side by side with powerful results.
You have to be sure that you are not only
making young people aware of global
interdependences in their lives and giving
them the opportunity to take action, but
that you also allow them to decide for
themselves, what that action is.
Campaigns rooted in global youth work
should aim at achieving change. However
they must not set young people up to fail
from the start, and only seek to achieve
purely youth work outcomes.
Campaigning can not only have a massive
impact on young people’s own personal
and skills development, but this can be
complemented for them, by seeing and
making a demonstrable difference in their

world. This allows it to remain firmly
rooted in the principles of ‘association’
and the historic roots of youth work,
where young people were encouraged to
take political action to make their world a
better place.
Some people have said to me there is
sometimes a little of the ‘emperor’s new
clothes’ in the way people often talk about
global youth work. It is clear that more
work needs to done to systematically and
creatively evaluate global youth work and
its impact on young people, in particular
documenting the added outcomes for
young people from introducing a global
perspective into programmes. Y Care
International, YMCAs and others in the
global youth work sector have firmly put
our heads above the parapet in
supporting and advocating for a global
youth work approach, so it falls to us to
also take responsibility to properly
document and evaluate it.
I have hopefully illustrated how it can be
done well and why we should be proud of
all we have achieved in promoting this
approach within the youth work sector.
Global youth work, if done well, and if
based primarily on empathy, action and
good youth work, can provide the perfect
complement to existing YMCA youth work
provision and have both powerful and
meaningful outcomes for the young
people we work with. Global youth work
allows us to show that as a movement we
can step out of our comfort zone and still
continue to lead the way in emerging,
exciting and innovative youth work
methodologies.
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YMCA Ireland and
Y Care International
- growing through partnership
In this “conversation” Stephen Turner, (National Secretary of YMCA Ireland) and Chris Roles (Chief Executive of Y Care International)
reflect on the learning from two organisations working together to share their expertise for the benefit of young people.

Introduction
Y Care International grew out of the
YMCA movement, an international
association of indigenous youth
movements from more than 120
countries, and the oldest international
voluntary organisation in the world.
YMCAs work within their communities
for the personal, health and vocational
development of men and women,
irrespective of religious, racial or
cultural background. In addition to
assisting refugees and displaced people,
in many countries YMCAs participate in
movements for social change and
justice.
YMCA Ireland has been linked to Y Care
International since its inception in 1984
when it was a department of YMCA
England. In 2005 Y Care International
became an independent charity and both
organisations decided to develop the
partnership to a higher level for the
benefit of young people in Ireland and for
those in developing countries. This
involved YMCA Ireland nominating a
Trustee of Y Care International, YMCA
Ireland staff working as part of the Y
Care team and close cooperation in
developing action plans for the two
organisations.
Stephen Turner is the National Secretary
of YMCA Ireland and serves as a trustee
on the Y Care International Board. Chris
Roles is Chief Executive of Y Care

PA G E 1 8

International and has spearheaded the
new partnerships with YMCA Ireland, as
well as with the National Councils of
England, Scotland and Wales.

The conversation
What follows are extracts of a
conversation being both Chief Executives
about the benefits and difficulties of
partnership.

Partnership
Stephen: Defining partnership is always
difficult. In the modern charity world
partnership often exists to enable the
accessing of funding but I feel our
partnership benefited from not having
that agenda. In crude terms we wanted
to make global youth work real for Irish
young people, by relating to real projects
in the developing world and Y Care
International wanted effective linkages
with YMCAs so both goals were
complementary. It was a genuine
coming together of organisations which
had needs that fitted each other’s
constituency.
Chris: When Y Care International
became independent in 2005 we had to
re-think our relationship with a range of
stakeholders, including the National
Councils of the UK and Ireland. We did
not want to continue with the old model
– an English organisation with links into
the other nations of UK/Ireland. Nor did
we want to take our YMCA identity for

granted. We wanted to make intentional
strategic choices that defined our
identity – a youth-focused development
agency, rooted in the YMCA movement,
acting in the name of the YMCA, that
sought to belong equally in each of the
four nations. So we put a lot of energy
into building our partnership with YMCA
Ireland, conscious that people’s
perceptions of the ‘former’ Y Care would
continue to influence how we, and the
partnership, would be perceived.

Costs
Stephen: Probably the biggest cost to
YMCA Ireland has been the investment of
time. We had two main obstacles:
geographical proximity, and
organisations with similar but different
cultures.
Y Care International is London-based
and although it makes every effort to
work against being London centric the
staff are mainly English and their
knowledge of YMCA is mainly from the
English movement. Ireland has its own
culture and outlook and sometime
prejudice against its big neighbour.
YMCA Ireland is a small intimate
organisation which benefits from lack of
regulation from government (compared
to the United Kingdom) focussed on
youth work. The operations and staff
dynamics of both organisations are quite
different, so time was needed to listen to
each other, filter out irrelevant
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differences which was not helped by
being an air flight from each other.
A major similarity was the passion of the
workers. Both teams have strong value
bases but different cores; YMCA Ireland
has very committed youth work devotees
while the Y Care International is
necessarily Development centred. Time
is beginning to erode and demystify this
difference and in an interesting way may
be some of the most important learning
for both organisations.
Chris: It is true that Y Care International
often ‘speaks with an English accent’
(though anyone observing our Board
might not think this!) . I hope we are
sensitive to this, just as we seek to be
sensitive to the ways our relationships
and partnerships with YMCAs in the
global South – in Africa, Asia, the Middle
East, Latin America – are shaped by
unequal power relations.
So one of the skills we need in order to
work effectively is to understand and
manage the relationships we have with
YMCAs in different parts of the world. It
is a core competence, and a key
objective for Y Care. And it is as
important in South Africa, or Sri Lanka,
or Lebanon or Colombia, as it is for Y
Care in Ireland. To be effective, to foster
mutually-respectful and productive
relationships, we have to be sensitive in
understanding others, and also have a
good understanding of our own identity
and the impact we have on any
partnership (which, being English, brings
particular historical dynamics into play).
All this takes time, but a partnership
organisation must invest time in
developing and nurturing such
relationships, and in understanding itself
and how it is perceived by others.

Benefits
Stephen: Working together has
genuinely extended YMCA Ireland’s skills
and knowledge base. Having a
relationship with Development
professionals has allowed us to learn,
grow in confidence and vision. Receiving
project feedback has enabled our staff to
feel truly connected to the Projects.
More importantly many of our young
people have had the opportunity to
participate in work and it has created a
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sustainable solidarity between Irish
young people and those from other
nations.
The exchange and debate around values
and organisational cultures has
promoted new understanding of different
ways of working. Certainty the very
professional manner Y Care organises
its Trustee engagement has raised the
bar for the Irish movement in this area.
Chris: The benefits for Y Care are
substantial: We have been able to
engage with young people, youth
workers and YMCAs with a distinctive
YMCA Ireland culture. I believe we have
learned about some of the many social,
political and cultural contexts in which
YMCAs in Ireland do their work, and in
which young people are journeying.
Where we have been able to link such
groups with some of our international
partners, we have witnessed powerful
encounters and learning between young
people. And Y Care’s understanding of
our international partners, as well as
youth development in Ireland, has grown
at the same time.

Learning & Change
Stephen: As staff and volunteers Irish
YM ers have learned a considerable
amount about development work
principles and also international cultural
difference. The partnership has helped
to fulfil our mission to build global
values into our organisation and this has
penetrated our Trustee, senior and local
staff teams and reached through our
young people in many YMCAs.
The process has not been
compartmentalised but has affected
each division of our work. A whole
organisational approach as in Belfast
YMCA has meant global values are
understood from Day Care to the fitness
suite, from 3 year old through to the
young adult volunteers.
Managing the various connections has
taught the importance of effective
communication and establishing
personal trust.
Chris: We have learned how timeconsuming partnership work in the UK
and Ireland can be, and that it doesn’t
start with a blank page – there are
preconceptions, and expectations of who

Y Care is and what we can contribute to
the partnership. Sometimes these are
unrealistic, and sometimes we may
encourage such expectations by offering,
in our enthusiasm to encourage our
colleagues in Ireland, more than we may
be able to deliver in terms of
information, support, linkage with our
international partners.
We have some way to go in sharing our
approach to Development - and the way
this influences how we see young people
and the YMCA, and our approach to the
design and support of programmes –
with YMCA Ireland. Perhaps this is an
opportunity for coming closer to YMCA
Ireland - by more explicitly exploring our
differences together. I am sure there are
many ways in which Y Care can be shaped
by the distinctive culture, approaches
and outlook of the YMCA in Ireland.

Hopes for the future
Stephen: Our close working relationship
is now in its third year. I think we
understand each other now. I hope we
will continue to learn, to criticise each
other and ourselves, to share to jointly
plan and jointly discover new truths.
Partnership is always demanding on our
time, it is hoped we will become more
efficient as our trust grows and our
interdependence is stabilised we will see
improved productivity for our local young
people and those in other lands.
Chris: It’s always useful to step back and
assess the achievements, not just for
learning, but to gain encouragement and
new motivation. Maybe it’s time to do
this together – to realise how much we
have strengthened each other by
working more closely together, and to
count the ways in which young people
have benefited. In doing so I’m sure we
will also be challenged to work with
more understanding of our differences
and each other’s strengths and
weaknesses.
Y Care aspires to speak with a younger
voice, and this is another important
challenge for us – to encourage and
enable the effective participation of
young people in Y Care’s life and work, at
all levels. YMCA Ireland’s experience and
skills in working with young people could
really help us.
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YMCA year of action on poverty
Young activists help to mainstream
global youth work in YMCA programmes
In this article TJ Hourihan (Global Youth Work Development Officer) explores the impact which young people, through
the YMCAs year of action on poverty, have had on the organisation.
In December 2005 a group of young
people from Irish YMCAs travelled to
London to attend Y Care International’s
(YCI) annual conference entitled ‘Beyond
the white band.’ Their participation in
this event inspired them to make a
commitment to campaigning against the
injustice of global poverty. This promise,
combined with a determination to involve
others in the cause, helped focus the
attention of the Irish YMCA movement on
taking action. It also acted as a catalyst
for YMCA Ireland to further the
mainstreaming of global youth work
within the organisation’s programmes
and services.
2005 presented a series of exceptional
international opportunities with the G8
taking place in Scotland; the UK
Presidency of the European Union, the
UN’s review of the Millennium
Development Goals and the World Trade
Organisation ministerial in Hong Kong.
MAKEPOVERTYHISTORY, a coalition
representing all aspects of civil society,
was launched to challenge these
decision-making bodies to take global
poverty seriously as an issue.

‘One of the most powerful sounds of 2005
was the sound of fingers clicking. A stark
illustration of a shocking fact: that a child
dies as a result of poverty every three
seconds. It was a reminder of the
vulnerability of billions of people living a
life of poverty perpetuated not by chance
or nature, but by human decisions.’
(MAKEPOVERTYHISTORY coalition,
www.makepovertyhistory.org)
MAKEPOVERTYHISTORY was a campaign
organised by a coalition representing all
aspects of civil society that included YCI,
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the YMCAs international relief and
development agency.

‘Y Care International works in partnership
with young people worldwide through the
YMCA movement to help them enrich
their lives and to build a more just world,
free from poverty.’ (Y Care International,
www.ycareinternational.org)
Y Care International (YCI), through its
programmes of global youth work, works
with young people from local YMCAs by
engaging them in campaign issues,
actions and events. At the end of 2005, as
the MAKEPOVERTYHISTORY campaign
came to a close, with six young people
from YMCAs in the Cork and Dublin areas
travelling to YCI’s annual conference. At
the ‘Beyond the white band’ conference
young people celebrated the activists’
campaigning throughout the year,
explored how it had made a difference
and heard presentations from young
people in YCI projects in the global south
on ‘what poverty means to me.’ They also
considered how they, as a group of young
people from YMCA Ireland, could take
action so that we could have a world free
from poverty and injustice. At the end of
the conference they pledged to run a
campaign to raise awareness of global
poverty in 2006.
On their return to Ireland the group were
very upbeat, motivated by the words of
young people who live with poverty
everyday and the knowledge that global
action can make a difference to those who
need it most. They were also enthused by
their first agreed action, i.e. sending a
letter that they drafted together at the
conference to The Taoiseach Bertie Ahern
TD. The combination of being involved in

such grassroots activism along with being
associated with the popular campaigning
associated with MAKEPOVERTYHISTORY
and the support from likeminded people
encouraged them on.

‘Poverty is not the future, it needs to be
history, and you’re the only ones that can
make it happen. As young people with a
real interest and passion in this issue, we
are asking you what you are going to do
in 2006. We look forward to seeing you
put your promises into action’. (Letter
sent to The Taoiseach in December 2005)
While each of the young people involved
in this campaign were very well known by
the staff in their respective local
associations, they didn’t know each other
prior to the YCI conference and had very
limited opportunities for meetings. Because
the group was made up of members from
a large geographical area and from a
variety of YMCA backgrounds meant it
was difficult for the group to meet.
The group did meet four times in the
early months of 2006 to discuss agreed
tasks and to brainstorm and agree the
shape of their campaign. Whereas a
campaign concept was agreed at the very
beginning of this process – i.e. to take
action so that the Irish government would
demonstrate an improved level of political
commitment to tackle poverty through
action and not words – there was little
consensus around how they would carry
this out. On the whole, the group said
that they felt supported by the staff at this
point but felt frustrated with what they
experienced to be an unconventional
process of support. They struggled with
the non-directive approach adopted by
staff but from this they understood that
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they needed to own the process and its
outcomes from the outset. While they
had many ideas of possible campaign
actions, this time it wasn’t up to staff to
decide what was the best course of action.
Frustrated that six months of 2006 had
passed by without an agreed campaign
action, the young activists were however
stimulated by the challenge of the journey
they were on. Every meeting helped them
to understand the global justice issues
affecting the world’s poor as they
explored the connections between young
people in Ireland and the Global South.
They felt that they had a fuller grasp of
the causes and consequences of global
poverty and inequality and felt they
understood how our actions as consumers
can affect young people and their choices
in the Global South. They also felt
listened to and being reminded that the
Irish YMCA movement valued and wanted
their involvement helped contribute to a
growing sense of confidence.
During this time most of the group got
involved in other global youth work
activities in their respective local YMCA.
These activities were often initiated by
their own interest, but were quickly
recognised as projects with significant
added value for their YMCA. One such
example involved a member organising a
successful awareness and fundraising
event in her local association. This
Fairtrade event was helpful in terms of
raising the public profile of the
association, showing that the
organisation’s values require a proactive
stance on global justice. It also provided
staff and management volunteers with

the confidence to build on this experience
which it did in very significant ways within
the following 12 months. Another
became a member of the National Youth
Development Education Youth Advisory
Committee where, apart from enhancing
his own skills and the capacity of the
campaign group, he was able to
participate in tasks including piloting the
2006 One World activity pack which was
on the theme of global health. These and
other activities played an important role
in helping to make global perspectives
real in the YMCA movement.
In September the campaign group
achieved a breakthrough. While
discussions ever since the ‘Beyond the
white band’ conference often featured
questions of how to maximise the
community connections within their local
YMCA, the group just weren’t sure how
this could be done. Some of the group
noticed how young people in England who
wanted to do something about the
HIV/AIDS pandemic, as a result of a
participating on a YCI sponsored visit to
Mumbai India, were able to influence
YMCA England to organise a ‘Year of
Action on HIV/AIDS.’ The group quickly
reached a consensus: their campaign
would now concentrate on influencing the
key stakeholders of the YMCA family in
Ireland to take action on global poverty.
In November, these young volunteers
brought a resolution to YMCA Ireland’s
AGM seeking action on making poverty
history. In their presentation to the
Assembly they called on each of the 20
local YMCAs to make a commitment to
take at least one action over the coming 12

months that would either raise awareness
of poverty as an issue in the majority
world or would bring about a change that
would help towards greater justice.

‘As we plan our respective local
associations’ activities for the coming 12
months, we are challenged to look honestly
at our ability to respond effectively to
tackle poverty. This assembly calls upon
all local associations to:
• commit to a year of action to reduce
poverty starting 26 November 2006
• be engaged locally, regionally,
nationally and globally in issues around
poverty and commit to undertake at
least one action that will
- raise awareness about poverty,
- bring about change towards greater
equity and justice for all.’

(Resolution proposed and adopted at
YMCA Ireland’s AGM, 25 November 2006)
The resolution made to the YMCA
assembly was met with unanimous
approval and all local associations
present signed up. Throughout the year
all local associations who signed the
resolution got involved in a range of
activities that included themes on:
Modern day slavery; Fairtrade; HIV/AIDS;
Peace & conflict and Child labour. While
activities included some fundraising, the
main focus of all actions was, in keeping
with the MAKEPOVERTYHISTORY
campaign, on ‘justice not charity’.

‘Like slavery and apartheid poverty is not
natural: it is man made and it can be
overcome and eradicated by the actions of
human beings.’ (Nelson Mandela, Trafalgar
Square, London – 03 February 2005)

‘Like slavery and apartheid poverty is not natural: it
is man made and it can be overcome and eradicated
by the actions of human beings.’
(Nelson Mandela, Trafalgar Square, London – 03 February 2005)
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For its part in the ‘Year of action on
Poverty’, Bantry YMCA decided to focus
on modern day slavery as 2007 would be
200th year anniversary of the abolition of
slavery in Great Britain. Activities
included the erection of a ‘Freedom Wall’
in Bantry Town Square which enabled the
general public to participate in the
campaign through being invited to make
comments. Bantry Town Council
endorsed the campaign, agreed to provide
the wall, and gave permission to host it
outside their premises. Town Councillors
were very supportive throughout the life
of the campaign and attended a mock
“slave auction” in March 2007. Young
YMCA programme participants and
members of the general public were
auctioned off in a public awareness event
that also witnessed a further 500
signatures being added to the freedom
wall. In April, Bantry YMCA staff also
organised a special screening of the
‘Amazing Grace’ movie which tells the
story of the campaign to have transatlantic
slavery abolished in Britain. Throughout
the year of action staff and volunteers
involved programme participants from
STEP and PAKT in the process.
With global poverty and modern day
slavery as their overarching themes,
Bantry YMCA also engaged in a range of
other global youth work opportunities
including staff signing up to YCI’s new
support mechanism for youth work staff
interested in global issues; being involved
in One World Week training. This in turn
led to a substantial local action when
young people from the PAKT (Parents &
Kids Together) programme with their
parents support participated in the Oxfam
‘Grow a garden for Africa’ activity.
Experiencing the benefits of engaging
young people in global youth work
methodologies also helped programme
staff to understand that it can be an
effective tool for working with young
people with fewer opportunities. A clear
upshot of Bantry YMCAs commitment to
this campaign was that it provided all
concerned with a new experience of
applying good youth work principles.
Throughout this process the starting point
has been the young people’s own
experience and they are then facilitated to
explore and take action around the issues
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that are important to them. Many of the
key global youth work principles have
also become an integral part of PAKT and
STEP (Support Training & Enterprise
Programme) activities. This consolidation
would not have been reached as quickly
without the opening that the ‘YMCA Year
of action on Poverty’ has provided.
One of the main aims of the
MAKEPOVERTYHISTORY campaign
included for policy change around trade.
• ‘Action to ensure that governments,
particularly in poor countries, can
choose the best solutions to end poverty
and protect the environment.
• An end to the export and other subsidies
that damage the livelihoods of poor
rural communities around the world.
• Laws that stop big business profiting at
the expense of people and the
environment’. (MAKEPOVERTYHISTORY,
www.makepovertyhistory.org)
Trade justice is crucial to making poverty
history and it wasn’t a surprise when
several YMCAs decided to take action to
raise awareness of the need to work
towards ending unfair trade practices. As
part of it’s commitment to the campaign,
Bandon YMCA decided to get involved in
supporting community efforts to make
Bandon a Fairtrade town. Throughout the
year staff, volunteers and programme
users all got involved to help complete a
number of key tasks needed to achieve
this goal. YMCA young people received
special recognition for these efforts when
Bandon eventually acquired Fairtrade town
status in October 2007. This achievement
was the strongest evidence yet, to the
group, that youth participation in the form
of campaigning does actually work!
Trade justice was probably the theme
closest to the hearts of the campaign
group participants. The momentum
gained by successfully identifying a
workable method for the ‘Year of action
on Poverty’ created a buoyancy and a new
confidence to take on more. It reminded
them of the initial feeling of celebration at
the end of 2005, when they knew that they
had achieved something. At that point
they were part of the biggest ever antipoverty movement and in doing so they

made history. Success in their own
campaign was even more personally
satisfying. Each member of the campaign
group’s respective local YMCA undertook
to undertake one action promoting
Fairtrade. For some of them their
participation developed a new dimension
when they had an opportunity to meet
some young people from Nicaragua
during a co-facilitated global youth work
session with Trocaire. These young
people, who were the same age, as the
YMCA group, had been able to break free
from the shackles of child labour in their
own country. With the help of a translator
the young people from very different parts
of the world were industrious in their
questioning, keen to find out what life was
really like for the other. They were so
engaged that it didn’t seem like
translating was going on! They found
themselves to be in solidarity with people
their own age who were being adversely
affected by trade issues. When the
subject of education was discussed
between the groups, the Irish young
people pointed out afterwards that it
helped them to understand their own
situation in Ireland in a new way. This
was another key moment for those
present as, by having real examples of
young peoples’ experience of child labour
and how it linked with Fairtrade, they
were motivated to persist with their
campaign so that their action would lead
to a better and more just world.
One year later and all YMCAs, who had
made the commitment to the year of
action on poverty, were present again for
the organisation’s AGM. It was time to
reflect on the year and to evaluate the
effort. All local associations who signed
the resolution had honoured their
commitment. A short movie was
prepared in advance of the assembly to
help summarise this hugely significant
effort across the movement. The movie
acted as an evaluation tool and provided
all stakeholders with a means to
celebrate this all-embracing effort to
raise awareness of global poverty. Young
people, volunteers, staff, management
and friends of the movement had all
participated and the educational
outcomes were clearly visible. The series
of campaign actions ensured that there
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was a general increase in awareness of
global justice issues, while some spoke of
an attitudinal change. For some staff in
particular, they expressed a newly gained
confidence in dealing with justice issues–
thus breaking down another invisible wall
i.e. “I’m not an expert therefore I can’t
engage in the topic”.

‘As a result of meeting young people from
around the UK and Ireland we felt that we
could do something practical that would a
difference in local YMCAs.’ (Setanta
Grannell, West Dublin YMCA)
The six young people who travelled to the
“Beyond the White Band” conference have
been an inspiration to many within the
Irish YMCA movement. They also made a
contribution to realizing a strategic goal
of the organization in mainstreaming
global issues within local programmes.
Other outcomes included
• More people, from the various internal
stakeholder groups, got involved having
heard their call to take action. Their
action has also ensured that more
people are now participating in YMCA
Ireland’s global youth work activities in
an ongoing way than ever before
• Activists have become more aware of
their “power” to bring about change and
there is clear evidence of an ensuing
confidence
• There has been some evidence of
positive changes in practices through
the movement. This is particularly
evident in the increased use of
Fairtrade products
• The desire has grown for young people
and all key stakeholders to take action
in solidarity with young people in the
global south.
Possibly the greatest achievement of all
has been that every local YMCA got
involved. It is encouraging that the key
stakeholders demonstrate an
understanding of what global youth work
is and want to be involved in ensuring
that global perspectives become a reality
in all areas of the YMCAs work.
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List of actions...
The majority of local associations took more than one action –
the following highlight just one example from each:
• Cobh – PAKT hosted an Indian evening with feedback from a study
visit
to Indian YMCAs work with children orphaned after the tsunami
• West Dublin – Organised Fairtrade week
• Ballincollig – Created a mural highlighting child labour issues
• Donegal – hosted an India evening with meal
• Greenhill – hosted an awareness raising session for local men on
Yambio YMCA in southern Sudan
• Bantry – took actions to raise awareness of modern day slavery
• Cork – organised fundraising events for ‘stop the trafficking campa
ign’
• Bandon – developed interactive ‘global justice’ activities as part
of its
youth information service
• Dublin – organised fundraising events to support Shyogywe water
project in Rwanda
• Larne – delivered poverty awareness raising sessions with youth
club &
afterschool projects
• Carrickfergus – developed and delivered a global programme with
local
schools & youth groups
• Belfast – developed ‘Globus’ a global education development
programme for 16-18 year olds
• Lisburn – fundraised to support YCI projects with street children
in
Northern Thailand
• Antrim – hosted a Fairtrade evening with youth club
• North Down – co-host workshop as part of YCI’s ‘youth justice in
action’
conference in London
• National Council of YMCAs – facilitated two global youth work
conferences for young people
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One World Week
Lucy Hill and Johnny Sheehan from National Youth Council of Ireland’s National Youth Development Programme share
their experience of One World Week as a tool in helping young people engage with global issues
This article presents One World Week as
a model of development education in
youth work. It explores the origins of One
World Week, outlines its aims and
explains how the different components of
this initiative reflect good youth work and
development education practice. In
addition to this it explores some of the
challenges arising from One World Week.

Origins of One World Week
One World Week is a week of youth-led
awareness raising, education and action,
during which young people learn about
local and global justice issues and take
action to bring about change. One World
Week is co-ordinated by the National
Youth Council of Ireland, the representative
body for national voluntary youth work
organisations in Ireland. It takes place
throughout the country during the third
week in November every year. The dates
for the week are chosen to coincide with
Universal Children’s Day which falls on
20th November each year. The aim of One
World Week is to encourage youth
organisations to explore global justice
issues, in order to increase awareness
and promote youth-led action. It is a
priority of the week to address these issues
from a local and a global perspective,
serving as a reminder of the interconnectedness of the world we live in.
The origins of One World Week date back
to the early 1980’s, when development
NGOs, throughout the UK, began to
express concern that development
education wasn’t finding its way onto the
agenda of major youth organisations. In
response to this, an article in Youth and
Society, September 19831, proposed to
focus on the upcoming International
Youth Year, in 1985. This was an
opportunity to promote One World Week,
an initiative already established in the
youth work sector. Around the same time,
similar developments were taking place
in Ireland and the International Youth Year
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also acted as a necessary catalyst here.
‘One World, Our World Week’ became One
World Week in 1990 and has gone on to
become a feature of the development
education calendar in Ireland for the last
18 years.

One World Week Process
The One World Week process involves
selection of an appropriate theme,
development of education materials,
delivery of training to youth workers,
planning for a common action, the week
itself – with local and regional events, and
a visit by youth workers from the Global
South to share their experiences. All of
this activity culminates in a central event
where young people have the opportunity
to showcase their work.
The planning process for One World Week
begins in February when NYCI, in
consultation with its advisory structures
and other development NGOs, identifies a
number of potential themes. A critical
aspect of the theme is that the
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs)
serving as an overarching framework.
This is essential in light of the fact that,
according to a recent survey, 82% of EU
citizens have never heard of the
Millennium Development Goals2. Themes
could include global justice issues that
are currently emerging in youth work or
international development, as well as,
relevant international events or themes
that were previously considered. The
theme selection is then sent out to youth
and development organisations and the
theme with the greatest number of votes
is selected. Previous themes have
included global health, peace and
conflict, globalisation and trade and
young people participating for global
change. The process of consultation in
choosing the theme has ensured, in the
past, that levels of ownership are high
among youth organisations and that the
theme is relevant to the young people

they work with.
Based on the chosen theme, an education
resource is developed, aimed at youth
workers, youth leaders and other
educators. The idea is to make the
resource as accessible to as many groups
as possible. One World Week largely
takes place in non-formal educational
settings, although not exclusively,
therefore, this means putting
consideration into the level at which the
material is pitched. The strength of the
material, however, is that it is usually
adaptable in a variety of settings.
Some key features of the One World Week
resources that allow for this accessibility
and adaptability are:
• Activities are based on principles of
good youth work practice and
simultaneously good practice in
development education. Going Global
highlights that “quality development
education shares many of the same
principles as good youth work. These
include starting with and valuing young
people’s own views, learning through
participation and promoting equality,
responsibility and mutual respect”3.
Activities are largely participatory and
experiential with the aim of developing
young people’s skills, attitudes and
values. Many of the activities are based
on methodologies that suit the nonformal context such as art, sport, drama,
games, quizzes and role plays and that
ultimately lead to a greater understanding
of issues of inequality and justice.
Another significant aspect of the resource
is the use of personal perspectives
through case-studies. This, we feel, is an
important feature as it provides
perspectives from the Global South and
ensures that the information provided is
not purely based on our own assumptions.
When developing One World Week
resources, we also consider the dual
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agenda of both local and global issues.
The Development Education Association
(DEA) reports that research has shown
that, “in order to gain the skills and
confidence to take action to create a
better future, young people need not only
an understanding of their local
circumstances but of how the global
community functions and of how
inequalities are perpetuated, locally and
globally… Youth workers needed guidance
on how to develop local-global links and
perspectives in their work with young
people”4. This guidance on developing
local-global links is a core component in
the One World Week educational resource.
Training is provided nationally to youth
workers, youth leaders and other
educators between September and the
beginning of November. Local
coordinators are identified to host
trainings; these coordinators are staff or
volunteers in youth organisations or One
World Centres (and occasionally
teachers).They provide a venue and invite
participants either within one youth
organisation or open to practitioners from
a range of organisations in a particular
area or region. Both approaches have
their merits since training can be adapted
to suit a particular organisation or
practitioners can be exposed to different
challenges and ways of engaging with the
issues and methodologies.
The training aims to encourage youth
organisations throughout Ireland to
participate in the week by highlighting the
theme, exploring the use of the education
resource in particular youth work
settings, examining possible action ideas
and highlighting a common action for the
week. Training is aimed at trainers who
will multiply their training with young
people. Emphasis is placed on the skills
that youth workers (and others) already
have and fostering confidence in
participants’ own abilities to adapt the
activities and action ideas to make them
appropriate in particular settings.
One World Week presents an opportunity
both for new organisations as an
introduction to development education,
and for more established programmes
providing them with an annual
development education focus. Following
on from the week, NYCI encourages
organisations to build a global justice
dimension into their ongoing work with
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young people. A significant challenge for
NYCI is to foster the commitment within
youth organisations to see the week, with
its associated resources and training, as
a springboard for integrating a global
justice dimension into their core work. A
practical way this is addressed is to
remove or minimize specific references to
One World Week or a particular year from
the education resource produced in order
to lengthen its shelf-life.

countries around the world at a meeting of
the UN in Washington. The methodology
of an arts-based action caught the
imagination of groups in Ireland and the
action emphasized the value of young
people taking action in solidarity. In order
to progress the work started with the
action, NYCI joined the Irish Coalition of
the Global Campaign for Education5,
which has allowed us to continue to work
on this issue on a long-term basis.

In the past the focus has tended to be on
the resources and training, yet a key
aspect of the process is the week itself.
Throughout the week, some youth groups
organise public events, quizzes and
debates, invite guest speakers or have
themed evenings. Many groups publicly
display the work they have done in
preparation for One World Week, or lead
other people in doing a public action.

Another new dimension was introduced to
One World Week in 2005. It was becoming
increasingly clear that Southern
perspectives weren’t being integrated into
the week in a strategic way. While at a
local level, some youth groups invited
guest speakers from the Global South
who were living in Ireland, this was only
happening on a limited basis. NYCI
recognised this as an opportunity and
decided to bring youth workers from the
Global South to Ireland to share their
youth work experiences with youth groups
around the country. One World Week was
seen as the ideal time for this, as it could
give a focal point for local activities
during the week. Initial visits took place
with youth workers and young people
from Colombia and Zambia, and this has
since been developed into a longer term
link with Zambia. This has proved to be a
very successful initiative based on the
positive response of youth organisations;
however, there are significant costs
involved which could limit the long term
sustainability of this aspect of the week.
One way to address this challenge has
been to frame the visit in the context of a
bigger exchange programme between
Ireland and Zambia, with a particular
focus on youth organisations in both
countries developing their own links.

Groups are encouraged to take action at a
local level to raise awareness and
highlight issues in solidarity with people
in the Global South. General action ideas
are highlighted in the education resource,
while a common action is promoted for
the week itself through specific action
materials. NYCI is not defined as a
campaigning organisation and does not
have the capacity to lead a range of global
justice actions in the medium to long
term. In light of this we work in
partnership with different agencies in the
fields of youth work, civil society,
environmental and development
organisations to promote common actions.
In recent years actions have focused on
workers’ rights in the banana industry,
peace forums, the right to education,
climate change and tackling stigma and
discrimination around HIV and AIDS.
In 2004, the theme for One World Week
was young people and stress, with a
specific focus on education, sexual health
and the world of work. NYCI linked in with
the Irish Coalition of the Global Campaign
for Education to promote a common
action called ‘Send a Friend to School’.
The action involved creating life sized
body maps and decorating them with
images and messages highlighting the
importance of education locally and
globally. The resulting ‘Friends’ were
showcased at a local level and at a
national level at an event with the Minister
for Overseas Aid. They finally joined
thousands of ‘Friends’ from over 150

Conclusion
Overall One World Week aims to increase
the capacity of youth organisations to
explore global justice issues and in
particular it hopes to compliment existing
work being done with young people. It is
our hope that ultimately One World Week
serves a greater purpose, which is to
open the door to long-term, meaningful
engagement with development education
by young people across Ireland. By its
nature One World Week can act as a
stand alone event/ week but the
challenge is to avoid this one-off gesture
and allow the issues to become fully
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integrated in the work being done on an
on-going basis with young people. Part of
the challenge with this is our
understanding around development
education and the role it can play in youth
work. Perhaps a shift in thinking is
needed, moving away from a simplistic
view of development education as just a
one off opportunity to find out more about
the Developing World, and rather to see
that development education holds at its
core an emphasis on the personal and
social development of the young person.
Irish Aid highlight that development
education “is about supporting people in
understanding, and in acting to transform
the social, cultural, political and
economic structures which affect their
lives and the lives of others at personal,
community, national and international
levels”6. Surely at the heart of all youth
work is working to create young people
who are agents of change be it local,
national or global. One World Week is
one, amongst many other models that
can contribute to achieving this goal. In
order to strengthen the future of
development education in youth work
there is a need for ongoing learning and
sharing of experiences amongst these
different models of development education.
If you are interested in getting involved in
One World Week contact NYCI at
deved@nyci.ie or go to our website for
further information – www.youthdeved.ie.

Minister for the Environment, before he
departed for the UN Summit on Climate
Change in Montreal, Canada. Some young
people from Ballincollig were present as
the Minister was asked to use Ireland’s
influence to demand urgent action on
climate change and to follow the example
set by young people in prioritising the issue.
Paving stones were also placed on the
streets of Cork and the Lord Mayor of
Cork, was invited to walk along the path
of sustainable development. One World
Week participants from the YMCA
(Ballincollig & Bandon) organised this event
with other Cork based youth organisations.
Bantry & Ballincollig YMCAs each
received a once off small grant for art
projects that were part of the ‘pave the
way for action on climate change’
campaign. Young people in Bantry
designed and assembled a permanent
mosaic which is on display in the Attic
youth café, Bantry. Ballincollig YMCA
completed a mural with assistance of
young people from Guatemala
2006 Theme: ‘Global Health’.
Central Action: ‘Tackling Stigma and
Discrimination around HIV/AIDS’
Youth workers from YMCAs in the Cork &
Belfast areas attend NYDEP training on
the ‘Drinking from the Well’ resource (on
global health & justice).

Youth workers from YMCAs in Cork city &
country attend NYDEP training on the
‘Making a Difference activity pack in
Bandon YMCA.

Cork city, Bandon & Ballincollig YMCAs
took action to highlight the need to tackle
stigma and discrimination surrounding
HIV/AIDS locally and globally. With others
they organised a creative dance on Cork’s
main shopping street which was attended
by a TD from the Green Party. This event
was re-created in UCC in co-operation
with the department of Food Business &
Development on world AIDS day on 1st
December. The performance was also
presented to the Minister of State for Irish
Aid & Human Rights in the Chester
Beatty Library, Dublin Castle as part of
the NYDEP OWW showcase event.

YMCAs produced a number of paving
stones with images and messages calling
for action on climate change. These
paving stones were presented to the

YMCA PAKT participants from Bantry,
Cobh & Cork city organised local events
in association with Oxfam’s ‘Grow a
garden for Africa’ campaign.

The following are some of the actions
local YMCAs have initiated as a result
of One World Week.
2005 Theme: ‘Making a Difference:
Young People Participating to Change
their World.’
Central Action: ‘Pave the Way for Action
on Climate Change.’

2007 Theme: ‘Global Power and Justice’
Central Action: ‘The Writing’s on the Wall’
Youth workers from YMCAs in the Cork
area attend training on ‘Power to Youth’ a
resource that explores what power is,
who has it and how it is used along with
looking at how walls and barriers such as
those in Northern Ireland, Israel and the
Occupied Palestinian Territories affect
young people.
Bandon YMCA runs workshops for postprimary school students in the Funky Fish
youth café, Bandon focusing on trade &
global trade.
Dublin City YMCA organise a creative
photography project as part of OWW. This
looked at the ‘invisible walls’ that young
people in Ireland experience today.
Young people from Cork city YMCAs
Newcomers project participate in two
workshops on ‘power’.
Cork city, Bandon & Ballincollig YMCAs
organised a OWW event in Cork city with
other local youth organisations. This
event was also attended by a YMCA
Zambia staff person.
Cobh YMCA organise a Zambia evening
(attended by a staff person from Zambia
YMCA who was a NYDEP guest for OWW).
The evening included making and tasting
a Zambian meal. Prior to this meal
PAKT young people explored the issue of
power and created a wall with their
messages of solidarity to young people in
the global south.
Young people from Bandon, Cork, Dublin
city YMCAs together with students from a
local post-primary school in Bandon
attended the OWW showcase event in
Dublin where they presented “walls”
containing messages, illustrations,
images and photographs to express
solidarity with young people. In addition
young people displayed “walls” which
tackled invisible barriers to youth such as
gender and trade. At the event the
Minister and young people were invited to
contribute a brick to a wall of solidarity
created by NYCI. This event was also
attended by Y Care International staff.

1 DEFY, The DEFY Tenth Anniversary Conference Report, (Dublin, 1999), p.11. 2Special Eurobarometer 280, Europeans and Development Aid poll, (2007). Available online:
http://ec.europa.eu/commission_barroso/michel/speeches/docs/ip/2007/EurobaroEN.pdf. 3NYCI, Going Global - Good Practice Guidelines for Development Education in
Youth Work, (Dublin, 2005), p.8. 4Development Education Association, Global Youth Work, Training and Practice Manual, (London, 2004), p.22. See www.dea.org.uk for more
details. 5See www.campaignforeducation.ie for more details. 6Irish Aid, Development Education Strategy for the Voluntary Youth Sector 2004-2007, (Dublin, 2004), p.9.
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