MINUTES OF MAGHERA TOWN CENTRE FORUM MEETING
HELD WEDNESDAY 04 SEPTEMBER 2024 AT 12.30PM
IN MAGHERA LEISURE CENTRE

APPENDIX 1

Present:
Councillor Brian McGuigan Mid Ulster District Council (Chair)
Councillor Cora Corry Mid Ulster District Council
Councillor Paddy Kelly Mid Ulster District Council
Councillor Kyle Black Mid Ulster District Council
Ursula Marshall Mid Ulster Disability Forum
Conall McKee Department for Infrastructure
Jonathan Crawford Crawfords Retall
Una Morgan The Dugout Bar
Noel Ross PSNI
Mark Hamilton PSNI
In attendance:
Julie Anne Spence Mid Ulster District Council
James Donnelly Mid Ulster District Council
Lynn Shiels Mid Ulster District Council
Gareth Boyle Mid Ulster District Council
Paul McFlynn CivCo
Gavin Connelly CivCo

DISCUSSION ACTION

WELCOME
Cllr McGuigan welcomed each member to the meeting and advised
the Committee that the AGM did not take place due to a humber of

LS to rearrange
the AGM before
the next
meeting

apologies.

APOLOGIES

Apologies were received on behalf of

Sean McPeake Mid Ulster District Council
Michael McCrory Mid Ulster District Council
James Armour Community Representative
Gary Burns Business Representative

To receive minutes of the Town Centre Forum Meeting held on
15 April 2024
The minutes of the Town Centre Forum Meeting held on 15 April
2024 were proposed by Ursula Marshall and seconded by Clir Corr
and CliIr Kelly.

Matters arising from Minutes.
No matters were raised relating to the minutes.

Maghera Regeneration Project - James Donnelly (Strategic Project
Manager, MUDC)
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Maghera Public Realm Scheme Update

James gave an overview of the status of the Public Realm Scheme.
Mr Paul McFlynn and Gavin Connelly were in attendance from CivCo
to meet with members of the Forum and answer any queries.

Cllr McGuigan enquired about the signage at the new roundabout
installed at the Fairhill/Hall Street junction. PMcF noted that specific
Dfl signage was ordered and would be installed before the end the
week. CMcK confirmed that the signage required would notify the
public of the new road layout ahead.

JC enquired about the works towards Lower Main Street and St
Lurach’s. Gavin agreed to meet to discuss any concerns with JC
regarding Crawfords shop and itinerary for work to commence
around it.

Maghera Business Park Update
JD updated status on planning application with DFI Planning
Department. Still ongoing and awaiting outcome.

Maghera Wetland Park Update

JD gave an overview of a pre-planning open consultation happening
in mid-October. This will involve engagement with the public to view
draft plans and provide feedback on them.

UM expressed interest with the Disability Forum to be consulted on
with draft proposed plans.

CivCo to meet
JC to discuss
works

Disability Forum

to be included
in consultations
for draft

proposed plans

Update on Town Centre Projects

High Street Hero — Local Business Achievements

LS updated the success of a local business winning 2 awards at the
Retailers event — Bradley’s Centra Maghera won Best Forecourt and
Best Off-License.

Clir BMcG and CC noted the good news and recommended that
MUDC issue a letter of congratulations to Bradley’s.

Maghera Walled Garden Event — 7 September 2024
LS delivered details on the planned itinerary for ‘Party in the Garden’

Halloween Event

Halloween event to take place on Thursday 31 October and event
organisers were liaising with CivCo to ensure there were no health
and safety issues for the event.

Christmas Programme 2024

LS & JA gave an overview of proposed plans for the MUDC area
regarding Christmas planned activities. Maghera Lights Switch On
will follow a similar format to last year. New additions include a town
centre Christmas Trail, a dedicated Christmas marketing campaign
and the Small Business Saturday event on the 07 December 2024.
Further details will be emailed and letter drop to local businesses.
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Town Centre Marketing & Promotion

JA presented a new concept idea around the development of a
dedicated online promotional platform for all MUDC businesses to
get involved with. This platform will showcase all events, businesses,
good news stories and items that will interest local communities.

JA asked Forum if they were happy to proceed with scoping works
for it. All agreed.

BMcG enquired if the Council will be developing a branding
campaign for Maghera similar to the new brand created for
Coalisland. LS noted that DfC provided funding for Coalisland
following the Public Realm Scheme however DfC can not extend
funding to Maghera as its classed as a village. LS noted that she
would enquire from DfC and Council if funding could be sourced for
this element.

Mid Ulster Gift Card
JA gave an update regarding the Mid Ulster Gift Card and reiterated
the opportunities it brings to businesses with local spend for the area.

Any new updates will be relayed at next meeting.

LS to enquire
for DfC if
Revitalisation
funding would
be available
following the
Public Realm
works

Any other Business

Enterprise week — LS informed the committee that Enterprise week
was planned to take place from 18-22 November and all details
would be available on Council’s social media channels.

Membership of the Forum — LS informed the forum that there were 2
applicants from the business/retail sector who expressed an interest
to join. The 2 names are Eugene Donnelly (Glenview Gift Centre)
and Tanya Kelly (Kelly & Co). The committee agreed to add both
members due to the vacant position following the Maghera Traders
Assoc ceasing operation.

LS agreed to issue a notice welcoming the 2 new members to the
Forum as agreed by committee.

LS to issue
notices to the 2
business people
who are willing
to represent
businesses on
the Town Centre
Forum.

Date & time of next meeting
It was agreed that members will be informed of the next meeting due
in October/November 2024.

The meeting ended at 2.15pm.

LStoissue
invite.

Maghera Town Centre Forum Minutes




APPENDIX 2

MINUTES OF MAGHERAFELT TOWN CENTRE FORUM MEETING —
MONDAY 23 SEPTEMBER 2024 @ 12.30pm
MAGHERAFELT OFFICES, MID ULSTER DISTRICT COUNCIL

Present:

Councillor Clarke Mid Ulster District Council (Chair) (Via MS Teams)
Councillor McLean Mid Ulster District Council

Councillor Brown Mid Ulster District Council (Via MS Teams)
Councillor McFlynn Mid Ulster District Council (Via MS Teams)

John Keatley Magherafelt Trustees

Robin Kennedy Magherafelt Chamber of Commerce

Lorraine Moon Mid Ulster District Council

Mark Stewart Vinters Association

Gareth Thomas Meadowlane Shopping Centre

In Attendance:

Lynn Shiels Mid Ulster District Council
Julie Ann Spence Mid Ulster District Council
Gareth Boyle Mid Ulster District Council
James Gaston VSP
Jonny Magee Grahams Construction
DISCUSSION ACTION

WELCOME
The Chairman, S Clarke welcomed everyone to the meeting.

Apologies:

Councillor Darren Totten Mid Ulster District Council

Johnny Graham Transport NI

Neil Bratton Transport NI

Nuala McDaid Professional Sector Representative

To receive minutes of the Town Centre Forum Meeting held on 04 October
2023.

The minutes of the Town Centre Forum Meeting held on 04 October 2023
were proposed by Robin Kennedy and seconded by John Keatley.

Matters arising from the Minutes

R Kennedy enquired if there were any plans to carry out improvements to | JA & LS to begin

the Public Realm on Rainey Street. process of initial
discussion

Mark Stewart mentioned that the kerbing and tarmacking are in a poor state | document for

and some of the bulbs within the street lighting needs replaced. Phase 2

JA Spence and L Shiels explained that Council is exploring a Phase 2 of a
Public Realm Scheme for Magherafelt. Some of the issues raised are a Dfl
issue but like all public realm schemes it takes a lengthy period of time to




secure funding from the Department, consultations with the public plus
procurement including design, planning submissions and public
consultation.

R Kennedy enquired about the Castledawson Roundabout and if there
were any developments with the artwork or art pieces being installed.

JA Spence and L Shiels explained that roundabouts are managed and
owned by Dfl. All relevant departments within Council will look in to getting
a resolution regarding art pieces and for the local community and schools
to be involved with the idea/design process once funding has been
identified to carry out the art installation project.

R Kennedy raised concerns about the issue with local rivers and Lough
Neagh with green algae & polluted water. He enquired what Council were
doing to help resolve the issue.

Cllr Clarke expressed that Stormont departments are looking into river
guality and more so Lough Neagh. There is a public consultation. A series
of community drop-in sessions on the multi-agency work being undertaken
to address blue green algae and wider water quality issues are being held
around the Lough Neagh shoreline in the coming weeks of October

JA &LSto
investigate within
Council
departments
regarding a plan
for reinstating the
project.

Council to share
information on
consultations
regarding Lough
Neagh & water
guality.

NI Water Pipeline Update — James Gaston & Jonny Magee give an
update on the scheme.

Plans regarding the essential improvement scheme, which will upgrade
the water supply/trunk main infrastructure in the Magherafelt Area. Work
is expected underway and will be completed by Spring/Summer 2025.

Most of the work will involve pipelaying in Private lands. However, work
on the Moneymore Road, Magherafelt Bypass and Ballyronan Road will
require a road/Lane Closure in place for the duration of the work. Work
will be completed in sections to keep disruption to a minimum and there
will be traffic management and signage in place throughout the route with
local access maintained at all times.

LS to invite
Graham
Construction back
for a 6-month
update on Project

L Shiels give an update on Town Centre Projects

Christmas Programme 2024

LS & JA gave an overview for regarding Christmas planned activities.
Magherafelt Lights Switch On will follow a similar format to last year with
a couple additions such as a Gaming Bus, 4 food vendors and promotion
of a Christmas Craft market organized and located at Meadowlane
Shopping Centre

New Christmas additions include a town centre Christmas Tralil, a
dedicated Christmas marketing campaign and the enhancement of Small
Business Saturday event on the 07 December 2024. The purpose of
these efforts is to support local businesses and encourage people to
shop, dine and experience local attractions.

Festive 10p Carparking for the first 3hrs will continue in Magherafelt this
year as another initiative to encourage footfall and spend in the town
centre.

LS to share the
details with
businesses and
Councilors when it
becomes available
regarding
Christmas.




Robin Kennedy noted that the parking scheme encourages town centre
staff to move cars around and take advantage of the reduced prices.
Robin suggested that the timing should be reduced to 2 hours to stop
this.

ClIr Clarke highlighted that King Street becomes congested and
businesses can’t get parked.

LS highlighted that this was an enforcement issue by Dfl to rectify.

MUDC Gift Card will be promoted for use during Christmas period and is
also undergoing a review with improvements to help local businesses and
people avail of it.

Town Centre Marketing & Promotion

JA presented a new concept idea around the development of a dedicated
online promotional platform for all MUDC businesses to get involved with.
This platform will showcase all events, businesses, good news stories and
items that will interest local communities.

JA asked Forum if they were happy to proceed with scoping works for it.
All agreed.

JA to update forum
on revamp Gift
Card plans

JA to proceed
scoping out online
promotional
platform concept.

Town Centre Forum Membership Update

LS highlighted everyone’s obligations to the workings of the Town Centre
Forum and the commitment to meetings 4 times a year in person or
online. To date there is 22 representatives on the Forum with 2 spaces
left for an independent retailer and from the professional sector.
Agreement was made in terms of filling theses seats from local
businesses within these sectors.

LS to seek to fill 2
remaining seats.

Any other Business

Mid Ulster Enterprise Week

JA highlighted the upcoming Enterprise Week scheduled for 18" to 22
November. Mid Ulster Enterprise Week is packed with fantastic events
and webinars offering practical advice on enhancing businesses
marketing, developing leadership skills or finding out how Artificial
Intelligence is going to impact business.

Mid Ulster Business Awards

LS spoke about nominations being open for the MU Business Awards
2024 and for members to possibly nominate a local company on it.
Hosted by the Mid Ulster Mail, the awards recognise talent,
entrepreneurship and excellence that exists across the Mid Ulster area.
Entries to the awards will close on October 8, 2024

LS to share
Enterprise Week
information when
timetable has been
agreed to local
businesses

AOB

R Kennedy asked if Council had any thoughts on developing a dedicated
recreational park for Magherafelt. LS acknowledged request and will
update Forum when more information on it becomes available

LS to update
Forum regarding
the possibility of a
dedicated




R Kennedy also commented about the entrance to Meadowbank and
issues around the poor visibility as a building from the roadside. LS
highlighted that the Meadowbank site has limited options to help rectify
this issue due to limited carparking space and the current playpark.

The meeting ended at 1.50pm

Next meeting scheduled for 20" January 2025 at the Bridewell

recreational park
for Magherafelt by
Council.

LS to inform
appropriate
Council
department on
issues regarding
access to
Meadowbank




Action Sheet

Action from meeting Progress Update Completed

Magherafelt Public Realm Scheme - Begin process of initial
discussion document for Phase 2

JA & LS to investigate within Council departments regarding a
plan for reinstating the project.

Council to share information on consultations regarding Lough
Neagh & water quality.

LS to invite Graham Construction back for a 6-month update on
Project

LS to share the details with businesses and Councilors when it
becomes available regarding Christmas.

JA to update forum on revamp Gift Card plans

JA to proceed scoping out online promotional platform concept.

LS to seek to fill 2 remaining seats.

LS to share Enterprise Week information when timetable has
been agreed to local businesses

LS to update Forum regarding the possibility of a dedicated
recreational park for Magherafelt by Council.

LS to inform appropriate Council department on issues regarding
access to Meadowbank




APPENDIX 3

Digital Transformation Flexible Fund (2024-26)
(Led by Newry Mourne and Down District Council)

Call 3: Letters of Offer Awards in Mid Ulster — 10

Business Location Total Eligible | Approved Business
Project Cost DTFF Match

Funding Funding
Weldone Ltd Dungannon £7,874.80 £5,512.36 £2.,362.44
Devlin in Design Stewartstown | £15,794.10 £11,055.87 £4,738.23
Tracy M Clucas Benburb £12,499.00 £8,749.30 £3,749.70
Coalisland Credit Union Coalisland £23,750 £16,625 £7.125
Terracon Ltd Magherafelt £30,326 £20,000 £10,326
Jigsaw Farm Cookstown £20,000 £14,000 £6,000
Meteor Space Limited Cookstown £31,750 £20,000 £11,750
SA3 Group Limited Cookstown £34,490 £20,000 £14,490
iPower Ireland Coalisland £25,000 £17,500 £7.,500
MHD Healthcare Ltd Bellaghy £82,800 £20,000 £62,800
TOTAL £284,283.90 | £153,442.53 | £130,841.37




Appendix 4

MID ULSTER “

Labour Market Partnership
Together

(@ |

Women Returners Programme
2023-24

Evaluation Report

1. Introduction and Strategic Context

2. Programme Delivery and Performance Outcomes
3. Sustainability of Employment

4. Participant Evaluation

5. Participants Feedback/Testimonials

6. Lessons Learnt & Recommendations

7. Conclusion



1. Introduction and Strategic Context
Mid Ulster District Council formed the Mid Ulster Labour Market Partnership (LMP) in
October 2021 as part of the Department for Communities’ (DfC) Employability NI
(ENI) programme. The LMP is a key design strand of ENI, building collaborative
multi-agency partnerships to:

» Understand local market needs;

 Improve employability outcomes;

* Reduce economic inactivity;

 Improve local labour market conditions; and

* Design & deliver targeted interventions.

In 2021 Mid-Ulster had the lowest employment rate for women in Northern Ireland.
At 61% it was considerably below the Northern Ireland average of 68%. Mid Ulster’s
Gender Employment Gap (variance between male and females in employment) in
2021 was 18.6 percentage points which had widened further since 2020, when it was
13.1 percentage points. This is likely due to several factors: traditionally, women are
more likely to have caring responsibilities — either children or for older family
members and this appears to have increased as a result of the Covid 19 pandemic.
In addition, the nature of industries in Mid Ulster employment has a significant direct
impact on the local labour market. The balance between public and private sector
employment is considerably different in Mid Ulster compared to the rest of Northern
Ireland with Mid Ulster having the smallest percentage of public sector employment
which tends to employ higher numbers of women. In comparison, women are
significantly under-represented in Manufacturing and Construction, which are Mid
Ulster’s key industries and therefore major employers.

Within its 2023/24 Action Plan, the Mid Ulster LMP prioritised assisting women to
return to the labour market and through the development and delivery of a Women
Returners Programme that aimed to engage a number of prominent Mid Ulster
employers to improve their understanding of flexible work policies, to raise
awareness of the benefits of tapping into an under-utilised and capable labour pool,
and to support these companies through an employability programme that will result
in a number of suitable job opportunities being identified.

In November 2023, People 15t was awarded the contract to deliver a Women
Returners Programme with the overall objectives being:

e Reduce the gender employment gap within Mid Ulster by supporting
economically inactive females to remove barriers to employability and
employment.

¢ Recruit 20 female Mid Ulster resident participants onto the programme and
support with work readiness training. Engage local community networks and
the local Jobs and Benefits Offices to assist with a targeted recruitment
programme.

e Recruit at least 20 prominent local employers onto a Women Returners
Programme
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75% (15 participants) to complete the programme and 67% (10 participants)
of completers to gain employment as a result of the programme.

73% (11 participants) of those who complete, and 70% (14) of employers to
report satisfaction with the project.

Address employer knowledge gaps & misperceptions about the benefits of
implementing flexible work policies.

Support employers in the creation of job opportunities that are innovative in
approach to address skills shortages through adaptation to make jobs more
accessible.

Inform employers and participants on the availability and eligibility criteria for
existing upskilling/reskilling programmes, e.g. Step Up to further develop
these Women Returners as well as their general workforce.

Verify that participants placed into work have remained in work 6 months
post-employment providing continued mentor support as necessary to
maximise employment sustainability.

Develop case studies that can be used to educate other employers on
flexible work policies; and

Publicise findings and promote disability employment awareness with
businesses across the Mid Ulster District Council area.

2. Programme Delivery and Performance

The primary aim of the programme was to help participants upskill, gain knowledge,
and build confidence in entering or re-entering the workforce. The programme not
only provided opportunities for unemployed individuals but also for those seeking to
upskill or change careers. A key challenge identified was the issue of location and
transportation, particularly in rural areas, which affected some participants' ability to
access training and employment opportunities.

Key Outcomes

Participation: The programme successfully engaged 105% of the target group
of 20, with 21 individuals joining the programme.
Completion: 18 out of the 21 participants completed the programme,
exceeding the target completion rate of 75% (15 participants), achieving a
120% completion rate.
Employment/Education Progression Outcomes: The programme aimed to
place 10 completers to gain employment, education progression, placement.
Of the completers on the programme 8 individuals gained employment, 1
moved into further education and 1 entered into a placement opportunity
achieving the 67% target.
Employers - The Women Returners Programme supported 28 local
businesses in improving their understanding of flexible work policies and
tapping into an under-utilised labour pool, resulting in numerous job
opportunities.

» Job Opportunity Creation: Helped employers advertise job

opportunities.
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» Addressing Knowledge Gaps: Clarified the benefits of flexible work
policies for employers and hosted a webinar in conjunction with Mid
Ulster District Council.

» Upskilling/Reskilling Information: Informed employers about
MUDC/LMP upskilling/reskilling/training programmes.

» Recruitment Process Support: Assisted employers in successfully filling
positions.

» Candidate Matching: Matched suitable candidates to roles.

Performance Outcomes

28
18 120%
8 into -
5 still in employment
employment 67% .
1 further (10/15 (3 left jobs due to health
education completers) reasons)
1 placement 1 still in further education
P 1 still in placement
7 responded to 75% (of
survey, 5/7 respondents)
satisfied P

3. Sustainability of Employment

Long-term unemployment posed significant challenges for many participants,
particularly those who experienced extended absences from the workforce. A loss of
confidence, evolving labour market demands, and skills mismatches made re-entry
into employment difficult. Additionally, benefits dependency created financial
concerns, with some participants hesitant to transition into work due to the perceived
risk of losing essential health-related support. The six-month programme timeframe
was, in some cases, insufficient to fully address these complex, intersecting barriers.
Women facing these challenges require longer-term, tailored interventions to achieve
sustainable employment outcomes.

The People 1st mentoring framework was developed to provide holistic support,
addressing both employability skills and the specific challenges participants
encountered in securing and maintaining employment. Mentors worked closely with
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each participant to develop personalised career plans, offering guidance on CV
development, job searching, interview preparation, and overall job readiness.
Regular check-ins played a critical role in sustaining employment outcomes.
Throughout the six-month review period, mentors maintained contact with
participants, offering continued support in workplace integration, skills development,
and career progression. This ongoing engagement ensured that emerging
challenges were identified early and addressed promptly, contributing to improved
retention and long-term success in the workforce.

4. Participant Evaluation

Overall satisfaction rates - how satisfied are you with the overall Academy?

7 responses

Satisfied 5 (71.4%)

Neither Satisfied or dissatisfied

Dissatisfied

Overall, do you feel participating in the Academy was worthwhile and beneficial?

6 responses

Beneficial 4 (66.7%)

Neither beneficial or unbeneficial 2 (33.3%)

Of no benefit at all

5. Participant Feedback/Testimonial

Candidate A

"l thoroughly appreciated my experience at the programme, as it significantly
contributed to building my confidence and equipping me with the essential skills to
successfully pursue my dream job. Roberta and Cathy provided invaluable support
throughout the programme, for which | am sincerely grateful. | now look forward to
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continuing my studies with People 1st, working toward achieving my Health and
Social Care Level 2 qualification."

6. Lessons Learnt & Recommendations

This report presents the key findings and outcomes of the Labour Market Partnership
programme, designed to support women returners as they re-enter the workforce.
The initiative successfully facilitated employment opportunities, addressed key
barriers to workforce reintegration, and contributed to long-term economic
participation. However, the programme also revealed persistent challenges that
require refinement to enhance future delivery.

Key Outcomes and Challenges

The programme achieved several positive outcomes. Among the eight participants
who initially secured employment, five remained in their roles after six months.
Additionally, participants who pursued further education or placements achieved a
100% retention rate, demonstrating the effectiveness of these alternative pathways.
The tailored mentorship services played a crucial role in restoring participants’
confidence, equipping them with workplace skills, and supporting their transition
back into employment.

Despite these successes, significant barriers to sustained workforce participation
were identified. Health-related challenges emerged as a primary concern, with three
participants leaving employment due to illness and mental health difficulties. This
underscores the need for targeted workplace accommodations and health-focused
interventions. Childcare accessibility was another critical barrier, with many women
struggling to find affordable and flexible childcare solutions. This limitation
significantly impacted their ability to fully engage in employment or training
opportunities.

Success Factors

The programme’s success underscores the value of targeted interventions and
strong collaboration between Peoplelst, local Job centres, and Employers. However,
addressing systemic barriers—such as health constraints, childcare accessibility,
and long-term unemployment—requires a more comprehensive and adaptive
strategy. Expanding the programme’s scope and refining its delivery model will
enhance its effectiveness in supporting women returners and strengthening the
economic resilience of the Mid Ulster Council Area.

Recommendations for Future Delivery
To further improve outcomes, the following recommendations are proposed for future
iterations of the programme:

1. Extending Programme Duration:

Increasing the programme length to 12—18 months would enable more sustained
interventions. A longer engagement period would provide participants with the
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necessary time to rebuild skills, manage health conditions, and secure reliable
childcare arrangements.

A phased approach could be introduced, starting with confidence-building and
skills development, followed by structured work placements, employer
engagement opportunities, and post-placement support. This would ensure a
smoother transition into long-term employment while increasing retention rates.

. Adopting an Integrated Support Approach:

Women returning to work often face complex and interconnected challenges that

require a holistic, multi-faceted support system. The programme could provide:

e Mentorship and Career Guidance — Offering one-on-one mentorship, peer
networking groups, and career coaching to build confidence and develop
career pathways.

o Tailored Training and Upskilling — Delivering industry-specific training,
reskilling opportunities, and digital literacy programmes aligned with employer
demand.

« Health and Wellbeing Support — Incorporating health resources, stress
management workshops, and workplace wellness initiatives to support
women in managing both work and home responsibilities. This could be
availed through the Condition Management Programme.

This comprehensive approach will increase the likelihood of long-term job

retention by equipping participants with the skills, confidence, and support

networks needed to succeed in the workforce.

. Enhancing Childcare Support:

Access to affordable and flexible childcare remains one of the most significant

barriers for women returners. To address this, the programme could:

e Strengthen partnerships with local childcare providers to increase access to
flexible and affordable childcare solutions.

e Encourage employer-led childcare initiatives, such as on-site childcare,
childcare vouchers, or subsidised childcare schemes, to ease the burden on
working parents.

« Explore financial support options, such as childcare grants or subsidies, to
assist women in covering costs during the transition back to work.

o Develop ‘Returner-Friendly’ Work Models, such as term-time employment,
hybrid working options, and flexible scheduling, to help balance caregiving
responsibilities with employment.

By prioritising childcare accessibility and workplace flexibility, the programme can

remove a critical barrier to workforce participation and increase the likelihood of

sustained employment.

. Transitional Financial Support:

Financial uncertainty is a major challenge for women transitioning from benefit
dependency to employment. To support this transition, the programme could:
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e Introduce targeted financial assistance, such as return-to-work grants, wage
top-ups, or short-term financial aid, to provide stability during the initial
employment period.

« Offer financial literacy and budgeting workshops, empowering participants to
manage their finances effectively as they transition into stable work.

« Collaborate with government agencies to ensure that benefit structures align
with workforce reintegration, preventing women from being financially
disadvantaged when returning to work.

Providing short-term financial stability will increase participation rates, encourage

workforce re-entry, and reduce early job dropouts due to financial hardship.

. Strengthening Employer Engagement:

Employer participation is fundamental to the success of the Women Returners

Programme. Stronger collaboration with businesses will increase job

opportunities, improve long-term employment retention, and ensure the

programme is aligned with industry needs. The following strategies could be

implemented:

e Engaging Employers at Programme Outset:
Securing employer partnerships at the beginning of the programme can help
ringfence job opportunities specifically for women returners. Employers can
be involved in programme design, skills mapping, and targeted recruitment
efforts to ensure that vacancies align with participant capabilities. This will
provide returners with clear job pathways and guaranteed employment
prospects upon programme completion.

« Promoting Flexible Work Policies:
Raising awareness of the benefits of flexible work through employer
workshops, case studies, and best practice sharing can encourage
businesses to adopt family-friendly policies that improve employee retention
and productivity.

e Incentivising Employer Participation:
Offering wage subsidies, tax relief, or recruitment grants will encourage
businesses to hire long-term unemployed women, reducing perceived
financial risk and improving employer buy-in.

e Enhancing Childcare-Supportive Employment Models:
Encouraging businesses to implement on-site childcare, subsidised childcare
options, and family-friendly scheduling will make employment more accessible
to returners.

e Streamlining Recruitment Processes:
Providing pre-employment training, structured work placements, and phased
onboarding will help bridge skill gaps and ease hiring concerns for
businesses.

« Enhancing Candidate Matching Services:
Expanding job-matching platforms, industry-specific job fairs, and direct
recruitment partnerships will improve employment outcomes by aligning
participant skills with employer needs.

e Providing Post-Employment Support:
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Establishing mentorship, career progression support, and structured check-ins
can ensure that returners receive ongoing guidance, reducing early job
dropouts and promoting long-term career advancement.

By integrating these proactive employer engagement strategies, the
programme can create stronger connections between businesses and job
seekers, ensuring that more women successfully transition into sustainable
employment.

7. Conclusion

The Women Returners Programme has demonstrated significant success in
supporting women as they transition back into the workforce and training. However,
to maximise its impact and make it even more attractive to future participants,
targeted refinements are essential.

By extending the programme duration, adopting a holistic, integrated support
approach, enhancing childcare provisions, offering transitional financial assistance,
and strengthening employer engagement from the outset, the programme can
provide a more structured, supportive, and sustainable pathway for returners.

A key differentiator for future iterations of the programme will be early employer
engagement. By securing employer commitments at the start of the programme,
participants can gain clear job prospects, structured training that aligns with
workforce needs, and increased confidence in their employment outcomes.

Additionally, a greater focus on flexible work policies, financial incentives for
businesses, and tailored post-employment support could enhance job retention rates
and long-term career development for women returners.

By implementing these strategic improvements, Mid Ulster Labour Market
Partnership can not only build on the programme’s current successes but also create
a more resilient, inclusive, and attractive employment pathway that empowers more
women to re-enter the workforce with confidence, stability, and long-term success.
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