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Ashton started in the Eighties as a small community organisation in the New Lodge which launched a share drive in the local community. Over seven hundred people purchased shares which allowed the group to purchase the land on which the Ashton Centre now stands. It has since developed where it now has a turnover in excess of £3million and employs over 120 people in some of the most deprived wards in Northern Ireland. It owns five centres across North Belfast and is seen internationally as a model of best practice.

It has won a BURA Award for best practice in regeneration, Best Social enterprise 2011 in Belfast Business Awards, Enterprising Britain Award, first community/ Voluntary sector organization to be part of OFMDFM Best practice scheme, highly commended in Irish News best place to work 2011.

Ashton’s mission, as defined in its 3 year strategic plan, is 

‘To promote positive change and improve the quality of life of the North Belfast community’. 

Ashton Community trust (ACT) operates in without doubt one of the worst urban areas in Northern Ireland.  This part of Belfast, as well suffering the severe social and economic demise of many communities found in old industrial centres, was doubly hit throughout the period of the conflict with the highest rates of violent deaths and destruction.  This bold initiative took place in the pre-Good Friday period and was an enormous risk, but one that paid off and was to be the beginning of the transformation of the area.  Since then they have remained in community ownership and continued to build in an extremely entrepreneurial way a large and successful Community Trust with major assets and job creation.
Over the last three years Ashton has developed three new Centres in North Belfast at a cost of over £4 million and it now employs over 110 people. This has been done by re-investing surpluses and managing its income.

Some other areas of the added social value of Ashton’s work would include:

· Last year £1.75m went back into the North Belfast economy from Ashton’s salary costs alone

· Employment of local people -over 80% of 120 employees are from local wards and we proactively work to give the skills to access our employment opportunities

· Developing skills of those furthest from the labour market- 70 people gained employment last year from ACT’s LEMIS project, the best performing in Belfast
· Providing training opportunities for local people. Over 700 people achieved training qualifications through ACT last year and there is a great focus on giving people the skills to access employment

· Direct investment of surpluses back into community provision- Ashton surpluses are invested into the community especially through the provision of community facilities such as the McSweeney Centre and the Duncairn Centre. ACT contributed £600,000 towards the development of the McSweeney Centre where it now employs over thirty people and provides office space to let

· Providing top quality at reasonable cost- All of ACT’s services are quality proofed and acknowledged as leaders in the field. Kinderkids Daycare is one of the largest And most successful in Belfast and our ratings from Social Service inspections are acknowledged as among the best.

· Providing Services for local people- Ashton provides a base for essential community services such as a doctor’s surgery, Surestart, a corner shop, a car mechanics and a sewing group

· Physical Regeneration of the local area- Ashton has 5 Centres in North Belfast, regenerating derelict or vacant land or properties. On Duncairn Gardens we replaced a Peace Wall with shared services (including Surestart) and high quality apartments

· Raising of local expectations and aspirations- Ashton was started by local people and stands as a shining example of the power of local people to regenerate their area. Through all our programmes and provision we encourage and promote that sense of community self help. Our Arts projects are shining examples of this and we organize celebration events across North Belfast to showcase the talent of local people

There is no doubt that the Trust has made a powerful and real difference to the neighbourhood they work in.  ACT has taken calculated risks, through which they have been extremely successful often against serious odds and so with tremendous energy releasing great confidence in community spirit on the way.
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