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Ballysillan Youth For Christ Community
Drop-in Centre has been in operation since
1993. Standing within the heart of a
housing estate in Ballysillan the centre aims
to provide a place where young people can
meet in a safe and caring environment free
from sectarianism.
The Centre caters for over
150 young people aged
between 4 and 25 on a
weekly basis. After years of
establishing itself and finding
its place in the community
the work of the centre has
been continually growing
especially over the past
decade.
In 2005 the building was
purchased from the NI
Housing Executive (NIHE)
and by summer 2006 work
had been completed which
included an extension,
renovation and refurbishment
of the premises, bringing it
up to the required health and
safety standards and making
it more youth and community
friendly. The centre was now
more appropriately equipped
to deal with the volume of
young people attending the
programmes. However as
more young people attended
the centre and the demand
for programmes increased,
the staff and board realised
that the structure of the now
extended building still
restricted the capacity of
work that could be achieved.

In 2009 the premises next
door to the Centre
(previously used by Prisoners
Aid and also other
‘community’ organisations)
became vacant and on
approaching the NIHE and
after securing the required
funding we acquired the
premises in 2011 at a cost of
£67,500. Full planning
permission has been granted
for a new building to be
linked to our existing
building.
The total cost of this new
build/extension is
approximately £480000. To
date we have raised just over
£80,000.
We request your assistance
to partner with us and help
provide the remaining
£400,000 funding to
complete the building. With
the assistance of funders
such as yourselves we can
continue to provide an
effective response to the
needs of the young people of
Ballysillan and those of the
community as a whole.

With the
assistance of
funders such as
yourselves we
can continue to
provide an
effective
response to the
needs of the
young people of
Ballysillan and
those of the
community as a
whole.
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Who is Ballysillan
Youth For Christ?
Ballysillan Youth for Christ, known as the
“BlueHouses” is the leading provider of
informal youth work provision in
Ballysillan, an area characterised by
disadvantage, poverty and deprivation.
For 20 years, Ballysillan Youth for Christ has been dedicated to
meeting the practical, emotional and spiritual needs of children
and young people from all backgrounds and abilities.
A dynamic team of 3 full-time staff and 20 volunteers aim to
“walk alongside” children, young people and young adults to
help them achieve their potential by providing advice, love
and support.

Vision:

Aims:

To see God move and
bring about spiritual
transformation in the
lives of young people in
Ballysillan and to do all
we can to be part of
making that happen.

1. To build meaningful
and long term
relationships with
young people
2. To support young
people in fulfilling
their potential
through participation
in programmes
which meet their
social, spiritual,
educational, physical
and emotional needs
within a safe
environment
3. To promote
opportunities for
reconciliation to take
place, enabling
healing in the lives of
individuals and
communities

Mission:
‘to serve the local
community by helping
young people reach
their potential through
faith, hope and love’
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The charity provides a
comprehensive programme
of recreational, educational,
cross-community and
citizenship initiatives which
are geared towards effecting
positive change in the lives of
young people.
In the same way that the
“BlueHouses” are centred at
the heart of Ballysillan, young
people are at the heart of
Ballysillan Youth for Christ
and have an integral role to
play in the design and
implementation of the
charity’s programmes.

History
The community drop-in
centre was established in
the heart of the Silverstream
Estate, Ballysillan, in 1993,
in response to the needs of
the area.
The aims of the centre
remain the same today as
they did 20 years ago.

Programme
of Activities
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Over the 20 years the organisation has been in existence it has
built up an excellent reputation within the community and great
relationships with the people who live in it. In that time the work
itself has slowly grown, moving from a centre run by a few
volunteers to now having three full time staff and a team of 20
volunteers, each giving up a night per week to help run the
centre’s programmes. The programmes themselves have also
grown and expanded in both variety and innovation and are run
in response to the needs of the area and of the young people
attending the centre.
The current programme of activities includes:

Projects / activities

No. of people benefitting

Senior Drop-In & workshops (11 years +)

ave of 30 per evening

Junior Drop-In & workshops (7 – 12 years)

ave of 25 per evening

Boys Educational/Issue based programme (11 – 14 years)

10

Girls Educational/Issue based programme (11 – 14 years)

10

Junior Boys Group (9 – 11 years)

10

Afternoon Drop-In (11 – 21 years)

25

Young Leaders community relations project (15-17 years)

9

Individual/group support and mentoring (10 – 25 years)

20

Football coaching in local Primary School (8 – 11 years)

16

Lessons in local Primary School (6 – 11 years)

50

R.E. Lessons in Girls Model Secondary

25

Art Club (7 – 11 years)

16

Partnership with Youth justice agency & Probation Board

3

Evening football sessions (boys, 12-21 years)

22

Volunteer Management and training (18 years +)

20

International Trip (16 years +)

10

Summer Programme (4 – 25 years)

150

Premises Acquisition & Improvement Project
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As young
people call in
and spend time
in the centre
(using facilities
such as pool,
table tennis and
kitchen area) we
build
relationships
with them and
get to
understand their
needs and
interests.

The centre is open
approximately 47 weeks of
the year. Most of our work is
based at the drop in centre,
and in the first instance this
is what the centre operates
as, a drop-in. As young
people call in and spend
time in the centre (using
facilities such as pool, table
tennis and kitchen area) we
build relationships with them
and get to understand their
needs and interests.
Drop-In then acts as a
catalyst for a range of
personal and social
development programmes.
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These include single identity
and community relations
projects, young leaders
training, young mens and
young womens focus groups
(looking specifically at topics
such as drugs and alcohol,
sexual health, choices,
influences), skill based
workshops such as Dance,
DJing, Grafitting and film
making, team building and
outdoor education
residentials as well as the
promotion of citizenship
initiatives.
Each summer there is an
extended programme of
activities including camps
and residentials, an intensive
week of football coaching
and involving young people
in social action and
community initiatives, which
gives an inter-generational
dimension to the work
through community clean
ups and gardening.

Membership
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Current membership numbers
are as follows:
Age Group

Male

Female

Total

4-9

20

25

45

10 - 12

25

25

50

13 - 15

10

30

40

16 - 18

10

10

20

19 - 25

8

Total

73

8
90

163

Weekly the centre currently
runs 11 face to face
sessions. Our summer
programme, in particular our
annual football camp, would
increase the number of
children, young people and
young adults we have
contact with to over 200.

Premises Acquisition & Improvement Project
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Challenges
and Needs
Ballysillan is situated in North Belfast
approximately four miles from the City
Centre. It is on the periphery of the Belfast
urban area and was one of several areas
developed by the former Belfast Corporation
Housing Department in the housing renewal
programme of the early 1950s and 1960s.
The area has seen many
changes over the last 30
years. Civil disturbances in
North and West Belfast have
given rise to a retreat into
sectarian areas and the
realignment of community
boundaries.
“This area has suffered
significantly as a result
of the Troubles and the
related issues of
community segregation,
urban decline and
economic migration.
Many parts of North
Belfast have low rates of
economic activity, low
educational attainment,
poor health rates and
complex spatial and
environmental issues
when compared to other
parts of the city or the
region as a whole.”
Nelson McCausland
MLA, February 2013
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Ballysillan has become an
area of great social need in
North Belfast. The area
represents all the problems
of a typical inner city
environment in Northern
Ireland – broken homes,
single parents, high
unemployment rates, drug
and alcohol abuse, poor
achievement at school, low
grade housing, children and
young people with high need
for attention, low self esteem
and lower expectations.
Also many young people
come from family
backgrounds where parents
and relatives have been
involved in paramilitary
organisations.

The Young People
The young people we work
with find themselves
vulnerable to many cultural
norms which exist within an
inner city housing estate
community, and often this
leads to entrapment within a
vicious circle of
disadvantage. Low income
households (27% of post
primary pupils receive free
school meals - Dept of
Education, 2010) alongside
broken homes and single
parent families are
commonplace. With a lack
of a positive role model this
leads to young people with
a high need for attention
and low self esteem, with
little hope or expectations
for the future.
As expected unemployment
is high (in the 2010 Multiple
Deprivation measure
Ballysillan was ranked 64
out of 582 wards with
regards to education, skills
and training).
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Linked with this both drug
and alcohol abuse are
significant issues in the area
(North Belfast has the
highest prevalence of drug
use in Northern Ireland
among 13 - 25 year olds North Belfast Community
Action Unit) which then both
play their role in seeing the
young people engage in anti
social behaviour.
Paramilitaries also play a
major role, leaving many
young people living under
fear and intimidation.
Many of these problems
result in these young people
having so many issues as a
result of circumstance and
choice.
Over the 20 years the centre
has worked in the heart of
the community it has formed
great relationships within it
and as a result of these is
very aware of the needs of
area at a ground level.

On consultation with other
youth providers and other
key agencies (e.g. PSNI,
Probation, Youth Justice)
we discuss:
• the issues going on within
the local community,
• what provision we are
currently providing to
meet the needs,
• identify priorities for the
development of these
services, how we can do
it responsibly and
creatively, ensuring that
rather than duplication
there is partnership.
All agree that this feeling of
‘marginalisation’ for young
people is fuelled through lack
of opportunity, lack of
motivation and little
confidence in who they are
and what they can achieve.

Over the 20
years the centre
has worked in
the heart of the
community it
has formed
great
relationships
within it and as
a result of these
is very aware of
the needs of
area at a
ground level.

Premises Acquisition & Improvement Project
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Benefits & Outcomes
of the Centre’s work
We believe that the work that the centre offers
helps combat the issues we have outlined, not
simply as a reactive agent, but as a proactive
agent, for example through offering new
opportunities which have a positive impact on
these young people, which not only gives them
hope but aids them in reaching their potential.
The drop in setting alone
provides:
• a refreshing alternative to
being on the streets and
an alternative choice to
risky behaviour,
• a place of belonging and
community, helping
overcome isolation and
promoting inclusion and
acceptance of others,
• a climate of support,
where there are people
(leaders) to talk to with
regards to
problems/issues the
individual or group may
be facing.

By looking at the issues
identified these young
people will have a greater
understanding of who they
are, their responsibility over
their own lives and the lives
of others. Within a positive
climate of support these
young people will:
• have improved
confidence and self
esteem,
• have a greater desire to
participate,
• have improved education
and personal
development,
• embrace difference,

Through the personal
development programmes,
by working regularly and
intensely with these young
people we believe they will
learn so much about
themselves and their
community.

• learn the importance of
good positive
relationships,
• learn how to cooperate
and be accountable,
• reduce damaging
behaviour (to themselves,
each other and the
community).
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Through engaging in the
centre’s programmes the
young people have a greater
understanding of who they
are, they begin to take more
control and responsibility
over their lives, reduce anti
social behaviour and through
projects such as young
leaders become a positive
influence on their peers and
those younger than them.

Recent
Achievements
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Reconciliation and
Community Relations Work:
Through our holistic approach we find
that our programmes promote
reconciliation of young people within
themselves, their own community, their
country and also internationally.
Partnership is a key to this
and recently we have linked
in with the Youth Justice
Agency and the Probation
Board, which has been very
significant for the work of the
centre.
Young lads from the local
area who have been caught
offending have been
attending the centre to fulfil
their community service
hours and have mentoring
sessions with the staff. It has
been an amazing opportunity
for us to invest in the lives of
these people, help them
understand themselves a bit
more, the significance of
their choices and the impact
it has on themselves, their
family and their community.
Also it has opened more
opportunities to have
dialogue with the local
paramilitaries due to the
anti-social behaviour aspect,
which in turn has grown
tolerance and acceptance.

Alongside mentoring of the
individual, group work also
plays a huge role in the life of
the centre and recently we
have sought partnership
locally through community
relations projects, building
bridges between our local
protestant community and
other communities within
Belfast, including Catholic and
other cultures and faiths.
Having completed a single
identity development
programme a group of 10 girls
(age 14 - 17) began an
incredible journey with 10 girls
from St Louis House,
Andersonstown. Naming
themselves the ‘Dolly
Mixtures’ due to the mixture of
faiths, cultures, backgrounds,
interests, talents and
personalities, this group have
achieved an OCN in
Citizenship & Cultural Diversity
as well as Handling Life’s
Conflicts.
The biggest achievement for
the group was creating and
writing a drama, including
dance and singing which they
then performed to over 400
people at an awards evening.

Some of the young men
involved in recent community
safety projects have gone on
to gain young leaders
qualifications (June 2011 –
9 boys and 2 girls gained
OCN Level 1). They are
keen to develop their
leadership skills and use their
creative talents to ensure
other young people have the
opportunity they had. As
they begin to volunteer in the
centre’s programmes our
long term aim is that they
pass on what they have
learnt to those younger than
themselves, which is
beginning to happen.
We hope to see them as
leaders of projects looking at
issues of identity from a
political, cultural and religious
perspective. We know that
through this, barriers will
continue to be broken down.
See appendix for more
information about the impact
of the work of the
BlueHouses on both our
young people and the
volunteers.
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Organisation Structure
Staff
The centre employs 3 full time staff:

Centre
co-ordinator:

Senior
Youth Worker:

Youth Worker:

Worked at the centre
since 2000.
JNC qualified and holds
post grad diploma in
Youth & Community
Work.

Worked at the centre
since 2007
Currently completing
JNC qualification and
Masters in Youth &
Community Work.

Worked at the centre
since 2013 (volunteered
4 years previous).
JNC qualified with
degree in Youth &
Community Work.

Volunteers
The centre currently has 20
volunteers who give up an
afternoon or evening to
assist in the running of the
centre’s programmes. The
greatest resource needed
for this project is people,
and those committed
personnel already involved
are what gives this project
its strength (some
volunteers have been with
us for over 10 years).
Due to the layout of our
building we need at least 10
leaders per evening, so
recruitment of volunteers is
key. Investing in these
people is crucial, therefore
we offer the necessary team
building and training days.
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Management
Committee
The centre also has a
management committee, to
whom the 3 employees are
answerable.
This board meets once
every month and at present
has 8 members.
The centre co-ordinator is
supervised by one of the
committee members, while
the co-ordinator supervises
the two youth workers.

Finance
The centre is supported
through regular monthly
personal donations and
trust money, which
fluctuates from year to year.
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Income and Expenditure
Year End 31st March

Income

Expenditure

2012

£115,447

£120,451

2011

£97,523

£110,535

2010

£188,164

£107,312

2009

£90,276

£98,185

2008

£102,428

£85,025

Grant Aid
Over the past few years grants have been received
from the following bodies:
Belfast City Council
Belfast Education and Library Board
Anglo Irish Reconciliation Fund
Lloyds TSB Foundation For NI
Garfield Weston Foundation
Children In Need
Comic Relief
Sport Relief
Ardbarron Trust
TBF & KL Thompson Trust
Victoria Homes Trust
Belfast Police and Community Safety Partnership
Local Community Fund
Youth Justice Agency
Crowe Evangelical Trust
Wright Evangelical Trust
Enkalon Foundation
KitAid
Morgan Enterprises
Premises Acquisition & Improvement Project
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Premises
Prior to Extension and Renovation in 2006
The premises consisted of two former dwellings owned by
Northern Ireland Housing Executive and leased to the Drop-in
Centre at a nominal rent (if demanded) under a three – year
renewable lease.
The layout of the premises was as follows:

In the first 10 years of its
existence no improvements
had been made to the
premises and they became
no longer suitable to meet
the on-going needs of the
Centre.
The staircase in particular
was extremely narrow with
2 landings and from a
Health and Safety
perspective was
inadequate for the
numbers using the centre.
Community rooms in
particular were extremely
small.

Premises Acquisition & Improvement Project
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2006 Extension and Renovation
Having purchased the existing premises from the Northern
Ireland Housing Executive, building work transformed the
building to the following:

Premises Acquisition & Improvement Project
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Impact of Previous Improvements
• Improved facilities for the disabled with new wider entrance
doors and new disabled toilet facilities.
• Improved Health and Safety with the provision of a new
staircase.
• Improved quality of facilities with new and enlarged
Community Rooms and new Kitchen/Lounge Area.

Proposed Improvements
In 2009 the premises next door to the Centre (previously used
by Prisoners Aid and also other ‘community’ organisations),
which is in a very run down state, became vacant.
On approaching the NIHE and after raising the required
funding we acquired the premises in 2011at a cost of £67,500.
We have since obtained full planning permission for a new
building on this site which will link into our existing premises.
The proposals for the new building include the following:
1. A large multipurpose function room on the ground floor
2. A new kitchen
3. Purpose built storage facilities
4. New staff office
5. Arts and crafts room
6. Counselling room
7. A smaller multipurpose room on the first floor
8. A new front entrance
9. Renovation of existing office and store into a lounge area
10. Improved disabled access with new lift, ramps
and surfaces

Premises Acquisition & Improvement Project
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External View 1

External View 2

External View 3
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Proposed Improvements
Ground Floor

Premises Acquisition & Improvement Project
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First Floor
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Impact of Proposed
Improvements
•

Increases the capacity of the existing premises and the
number of programmes the centre can run
- A huge negative of the current premises is that it is
very difficult to run different programmes at the same
time due to the size and availability of specific facilities
and the noise created when the projects are on
- The new build will enable programmes to run both
smoothly and simultaneously,

•

Large multifunctional community room that can safely
cater for the number of young people attending the centre
- Increases the capacity and creativity of youth and
community work e.g. special events, larger games,
mini sports, fitness, workshops
- Can be hired out to other groups,

•

New kitchen enabling larger catering and greater creativity
for cookery workshops,

•

Improved storage
- Current building has very limited storage space,

•

New staff office
- Can cater for current staff team as well as potential
new staff members, interns, gap year or work
experience students,

•

Arts & Crafts room
- Space dedicated to engaging with young people
through different arts projects,

•

Counselling room
- Quiet space where people feel they have the freedom
to chat and know there is a listening ear
- Potential that a professional counselling service could
be used here,

•

Lounge
- A space for young people to relax, chill out and talk.
- The busyness of the current premises and the need for
everything to be multifunctional means this space
doesn’t currently exist
- It is hoped this area will also be used as a resource
and information space,

•

Improve access/egress to premises for all abilities i.e. new
lift, staircase, ramp and suitable surfaces and nosings,
meeting DDA, Health & Safety and Fire Safety legislation.
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Alternatives to
Proposed New Building
We have considered the following
alternatives and assessed their impact
as follows:

Do Nothing:
If we do nothing but
only minor
improvements to the
existing premises we
will still be able to run
the current programmes
but we will be unable to
expand them nor will we
be able to cater for the
increasing numbers
attending the Centre.
We will also be curtailed
in widening our
programmes to meet
more of the
community’s needs.
Nb.
At present, our largest
room has a capacity of
30 people and is too
small. It regularly runs at
full capacity.

Extend
the existing
building:
This is not an option as
there is limited space at
either the rear or to the
side of the existing
building, due to the
previous extension.

Relocate:
We have considered
re-location to larger
premises.
Unfortunately nothing is
available within the
Ballysillan estate and
relocation outside the
estate would be
severely detrimental to
the work being
undertaken. One of the
key factors to the
success of the Centre is
its location in the heart
of the community.
Furthermore, we own
both our existing
premises and the
adjacent site and these
would have to be
organised for disposal.

Premises Acquisition & Improvement Project
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Cost Breakdown
A breakdown of the budgeted cost of the
proposed improvements is as follows:

Purchase of Property from NIHE

£67,500

Estimated Cost of Proposed Improvements
(inc Contingency

£352,000

Furnishings and Equipment

£35,000

Legal and Professional Fees
(Inc. VAT)

£25,500

TOTAL COST

£480,000

FUNDING REQUIREMENTS
Total Cost of Project

£480,000

Amount raised to date

£80,000

REMAINING FUNDING REQUIREMENT

£400,000

Premises Acquisition & Improvement Project
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The £80,000 raised to date has been
donated by individuals, churches and
charitable trusts.
We request your assistance to provide the balance of funding
required.
With the commitment, generosity and vision of individuals and
organisations like you The Blue Houses can make an even
greater contribution to the growth and renewal of our
communities which includes the well-being of our youth and the
existing and future families of North Belfast.
Thank you for taking the time to consider our request.

If you would like to receive more information on the
centre, its projects or would like to come and visit please
contact us.

With the
commitment,
generosity and
vision of
individuals and
organisations
like you The
Blue Houses
can make an
even greater
contribution to
the growth and
renewal of our
communities
which includes
the well-being
of our youth
and the existing
and future
families of
North Belfast.
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Appendix
The following pieces are written by
some of the young people who attend
the BlueHouses...

Gary, 17...

The blue houses is a very special place. I have been coming to it from I
was a kid and at 17 I still go now. It has impacted on my life so much. If
I’m ever feeling down the blue houses leaders are always there to help you
get back on your feet.
I love coming to the blue houses because every leader and everyone in it
is always happy. They care for each and every
person as if they are their own family which is
brilliant. If I ever need someone to speak to I will
always turn to the blue houses because I know I
Jordan, 18...
can sit and tell them everything and they sit and
listen to every word I have to say and always have
My name’s Jordan Gribben, I'm 18 and
the right answers. For the 10 or 11 years I
from Ballysillan. My local youth drop in centre
have been coming here I have been hard
is the Bluehouses. I hang our there on Tuesday
work, often selfish, cheeky, ill
evenings and Thursday afternoons as much as I can.
mannered and destructive but
words can’t describe how
The Bluehouses has made a massive impact on my life. It's
much I love coming to the
somewhere to hang out and speak to people who you could trust with your
blues, and I know they
life. Everyone at the Bluehouses just feel like family to me. You can
love me coming.
literally feel a different atmosphere when in the Bluehouses that is
just loving and caring. The leaders do so much for the
Lately I have went through a bad
community and put all their effort into bettering the youth in the
patch in life and I was feeling down
local area.
and sad. When I was in hospital Pete
was always texting and phoning me to
I have achieved an OCN level one in youth leadership. Even
see how I was getting on and he was
though that was through youth link, I have the Bluehouses to
always there. The day after I got out
thank for that because they made it so easy and enjoyable
Pete come to my house to talk to me
for me to meet new people and friends by giving me the
and make sure everything was fine
skills to do this.
because I texted him for someone to
talk to. However when he came in I
I started going to the Bluehouses about two years ago just
didn’t really know what to say to him but
using it as a usual youth club to go to but it's became so
what he said to me made me feel a lot
much more this past year. They've helped me so much on
better and positive. When Pete left he
the faith side of things. One of the volunteers has actually
give me a card and a football book.
invited me to the church that he attends, and I've been
When I read what Peter had wrote on the
going there about a year now with Mark McFerran.
card tears had come to my eyes and my
mums! It just shows how much Pete and
I have a lot to thank the Bluehouses for and I plan to
all the blue houses staff love and care for
eventually volunteer here in the near future myself.
me and they will always be a big part of
my life.

Premises Acquisition & Improvement Project

25

Kurt, 18...
For me the Bluehouses is like a
‘second home.’ It is a place
anyone can attend. Whether they
are children, young people or young
adults, they won’t be judged. I have
seen so many people walk through the
door and just be loved and accepted on
no matter what background they have. They
do some truly amazing work for young people
in the community and it will always have a very
special place in my heart.
Me personally, I have been attending
the Bluehouses for about 8 years and
have been involved in so many
programmes over the years. Over the
years I have met some amazing
people that I will remember the rest of
my life. The love the staff and
volunteers have for the young people
is infinite. They are role models for me
and for every young person that
walks through the front door.
I first attended the Bluehouses when
it was based at the old building next
door. I attended the boys club after
primary school and I have such great
memories of spending time there.
When I was old enough I was then
able to attend Tuesday night drop in I
did so, and still do so every Tuesday
night. Over the years I have been
involved in many trips such as
residentials, summer camp and soul
survivor.

The volunteers and full time
staff at the Bluehouses are very
unique people in my life, I could tell
them absolutely anything and trust them
with it. They have helped me grow as a
person and have given me some great advice
over the years.
The people in the Bluehouses are so unique and
have let me experience things that I have
never experienced before in any other youth
club or Christian organisation.
When I first attended the Bluehouses I
looked at it as a simple youth club that
people could drop into any time they
wanted, now that I am older I now see the
real work of the Bluehouses which is
connecting young people with God. They
have changed my views and many other
peoples view on Christianity forever. All
the love and support I have got from the
Bluehouses has helped me make some
really big decisions in my life. This is
why it has made such an impact on my
life and to so many other people in the
community.

It is amazing banter and I love
spending time with the volunteers
and staff in the Bluehouses.
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Caroline, 18...

I came to the Bluehouses for
the first time a few years ago
and I just can’t leave. To say I
admire it would be an
understatement.
The people I met there when I
first started were surprisingly
welcoming and I felt a sense
of love from them when I
didn’t even know them and
they didn’t know me, so I
suppose this is why I have
continued to go. For years I
enjoyed going to the
Bluehouses on a Tuesday
night for drop-in where I
always had a good laugh!
When I was in 6th year I
got involved with
volunteering on a Monday
night with Junior Drop In.
This was my something
extra for the CV that the
teachers always went on
about, but I knew that this
wasn’t the only reason I
was drawn to the
Bluehouses. I knew that
the centre workers (Pete,
Laura and Miriam) had a
passion that flowed
towards the young people
in Ballysillan and I wanted
to see this in action as
one ‘of them’.

I started in September 2010 as
a volunteer and I loved the
thought of waking up on
Monday morning to know I had
the Bluehouses to look forward
to that night.

Problems are always listened to
and the staff and volunteers
always try to help no matter
how big or small it is. In my
eyes ‘a problem shared, is a
problem halved.’

I enjoyed watching the young
people coming into the centre
and feeling a sense of love,
happiness and excitement. It is
sometimes hard to comprehend
what goes on in the community
around us and what these kids
see both inside the home and at
school or wherever they may
be… I just love being a part of
the place where they can all feel
at ease.

One of my favourite memories
of the Bluehouses was my first
day there. It was during the
summer and the team from
Ballyholme were there. Laura
introduced herself to me and
the smile on her face was like
she’d known me for years, it
made me feel at home straight
away! We were playing
games and I only had sandals
on so she let me have one of
her shoes and she had one
of mine - we looked
ridiculous! It’s the simple
things that make you
appreciate people and for
me, it was the start of a
beautiful journey!

When I started university this
year I knew I still wanted to be a
volunteer and I was over the
moon when I got my timetable
and a Monday night could still
be devoted to the bluehouses…
so here I am two years later!
The centre for me is a place of
hope and without them the
community and the young
people would be ‘lost’. I don’t
think that they could provide
anymore love and support for
anyone. People are treated
fairly and it is clear that people
enjoy coming and spending
time here.
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Personally in my opinion I’ve been
attending the Bluehouses since I was in 1st
year of the Boys Model and I am 20 and for me it
is the best place to attend on a Tuesday night. This is
because it is such a good place to be. The people that work in
it are the best community workers that the Ballysillan area could have
ever asked for (Pete, Miriam, Laura). These 3 people have been working in
the place for as long as I can remember and not only them but also the volunteers
that turn up on a Tuesday night. Without all of these people the Ballysillan area
wouldn’t be the place it is now because they encourage everyone to go to the
Bluehouses, organise trips, run summer schemes, do junior drop ins and work in the local
schools. They don’t need to be doing this but they want to. They want to see the people from
Ballysillan have good lives and not grow up and run about the streets taking drugs and stealing
cars and vandalising the place. I’m glad I started going to the place when
I did because for all I know I could have been one of them people
doing that if it wasn’t for the Bluehouses.
I have been involved in a lot of things with the
blues, summer schemes, residentials, team
groups and one of the groups was called the
Jamie, 17...
‘trevors’. 8 or so of my mates from the
community all came together in the
bluehouses and we all agreed that we
Where to start with the blues? Hmmm.....
would create a group called the
trevors and this would take
When I started the blues it was fair to say I was a young shy
place every thursday and
guy with no confidence. I was doubting whether I would really fit in
we were doing this to
or be welcomed and right from the minute I walked through the
get us of the
door it was like a weight was took off my shoulders and a
streets on a
comforting around me! The bluehouses isn’t just a youth
thursday
night
and
get us working in
club it is like a FAMILY.
a team and learning about team
work.
We went on a number of trips
Everything about the bluehouses make it special. It is
with
the
group and we all learned a
hard to put in words what the atmosphere in the place
lot while being part of the group, like
but when you are in the place no matter how down
respect each other, everyone is equal
you are feeling you always come out feeling that little
and no one is better than anyone else.
bit better.
So for me the bluehouses has a big
place in my heart. It’s the best
Pete, Miriam and Laura are the 3 greatest people I
community centre about in my eyes if it
know. Kindness is there in abundance and nothing
wasn’t
for the place who knows where
you may ask is too much! Without the place
I would be now and for everyone
Ballysillan would not be the place it is today. The
involved
with the place I’d just like to
blues is the only thing that really puts a bit of heart
thank
them
all so much. You are all the
in the place!
best. So start funding this place - you
won’t regret it.
The Bluehouses has and will hopefully play a big
part in my life for a long time to come!
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The following pieces are written by
some of our volunteers...

Lynn...
It’s been at least 6 years
that I have been volunteering
on a Tuesday night at the
BlueHouses. During this time
there have been weeks when I’ve
felt tired, weak and just really needed
my bed never mind engaging with 30
teenagers. However more
often than not it’s been
those weeks where I find
myself encouraged and
leave feeling uplifted by the
atmosphere that
surrounds the place.
Over the recent months
especially, I’ve just been
blown away by the
openness, vulnerability
and honesty the young
people have. Hearing
their prayer requests in
the prayer room and how
ready they are to be
involved in that important
aspect of drop in is just
immense. It only takes
one night in their
company to know that
the BlueHouses is a safe
haven for them –
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a place that makes them
feel like they are worth
something.
This year for myself in particular has been
one of great encouragement as you
can feel a real sense of community
and togetherness. One of my
highlights this year alone has to be
the video “What is Love?” It showed
the banter that is had throughout the
night but on the other hand, how
valued it can make one person feel.
Our regular legend Chrissy John
summed it up perfectly when asked
how the BlueHouses made him
feel. His answer – “Special”.
This is what the BlueHouses is all
about – no judgement just total
acceptance, showing God’s love
for us through our love for others.
I would encourage people to
pray for this amazing centre, the
brilliant team of volunteers and
workers and of course the
young people who make it
worthwhile.

Andy...
This is
my third
year
volunteering at
the bluehouses. I
was first introduced
to Miriam, Pete and
Laura and their amazing
work in Ballysillan in the
summer of 2007 when a team
of us from Ballyholme Parish
spent a week working with the
young people from the
Bluehouses. Inspired and intrigued
by the experience, I took the
opportunity to volunteer on a more
regular basis with drop-in each
Tuesday night.
At first I was slightly
overwhelmed by some of
the big characters who are
never far from the
Bluehouses and instigators
of some immense banter,
but now these are the
young people I love, pray for
and look forward to hanging
out with each Tuesday. The
Lighthouse on the hill, as
Pete so aptly describes the
centre, is what I
experienced that first
summer, and continue to
witness in the Bluehouses.
Listening to the young
people I hear stories of
conflict, drug abuse,
dysfunctional families,
poor schooling and the list
goes on, however the
Bluehouses is a safe
space in which the young
people often feel liberated
to share their stories,
failures and hardships,
knowing they will always
be accepted and
welcome there.

There are many reasons why I
enjoy volunteering in the
Bluehouses, not least because of
the relentless banter and laughter
with the young people and
volunteers alike. However, what I
love most is being allowed to be
a part of the young people’s lives
and seeing them grow and
develop. It is a privilege to have a
relationship with a young person
where they trust you enough to
let you know how they’re feeling
and tell you about their personal
achievements and struggles. It’s
these trusting relationships that
the young people have with Pete,
Miriam and Laura and the
volunteers that makes way for
positive influence in their lives.
The meaningful conversations
had all round the centre and
perhaps most notably in the
prayer room, challenge and
inspire both young people and
volunteers. I myself have been
encouraged through
conversations engaging on
topics of purpose in life,
relationships and future goals to
name but a few. I believe these
interactions inspire new ways of
thinking and certainly ‘build’ the
young people up. One of my
priorities each week at drop-in is
to ask the young people who
play sport how their matches
went at the weekend. For me
growing up, it meant a lot when
my granda asked me how my
Saturday sport went, it showed
he cared. While I am certain that
many of these young people
have parents and grandparents
who ask the same question, I
am equally confident that some
do not. Though it may seem like
a trivial interaction, I like to think
that if nothing else I can be that

person,
or one of
those people,
who cares enough
to ask how they got on
in their football match.
One of the elements of drop-in
which challenges me in my own life
is the openness to faith and prayer.
Laura, Pete and Miriam foster an
environment where the presence of
God is not shied away from. Far
from deterring the young people, it
is clear that this openness makes
all the young people feel
comfortable and many, regardless
of their views on Christianity,
welcome the opportunity for prayer
for themselves or a loved one. This
declaration of faith is something I
seek more of in my own life and
seeing the benefits that result
from young people talking about
faith and participating in prayer
inspires me to pronounce my
faith in all areas of life.
Each week I come away with a
new highlight from the
Bluehouses but a couple that
stand out are Kurt’s alter ego
Calvin, an enthusiastic
American evangelical who can
often be found explaining the
scriptures and ‘leading people
to faith’, and Chrissy John’s
‘measured’ reactions when
he gets beat at pool or
connect four. I finish with five
words that for me sum up
the Bluehouses;
compassion; banter;
loving-community;
energetic, hope.
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...when I’m
there I feel I am
in a safe
environment
where
everyone
treats me as
family and
where I can
simply just
enjoy myself
without any
consequences.

Ballysillan Youth For Christ
50-52 Benview Park
Belfast
BT14 8HU
T: 028 9071 4255
E: ballysillanyfc@gmail.com
W: www.thebluehouses.org

