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The Challenge For many years, part of Springhill Park in West Belfast was blighted by drinking, 

fires, riots and burnt-out vehicles and illegal, off-road use of cars and motorbikes. It 

had largely become a no-go area for local people and was a hot spot for unrest in 

the community. Local businesses suffered, principally the police station and an old 

peoples’ home opposite the park that was often hit by bottles and other missiles 

aimed at passing traffic. Sitting alongside this, the area has a high rate of suicide 

and many local people have been affected.

The Response
A plan was developed to address the problems through the re-development of the 

park, and to have suicide awareness as a focus of the first phase of the work. As well 

as landscaping the area, adding new fences and railings (designed by Irish artist, Rita 

Duffy), the Springhill Park Garden of Reflection incorporates a sculpture which has 

brass implants made from items given by families affected by suicide. 

There has been a significant improvement in the environment in the park, which is no 

longer a hot spot for problems. Children, families and the community now use it as a 

route to get to shops and amenities and as a place to meet, play and have events. A 

local resident commented that: ‘The whole project changes the very use and nature 

of the space and enables local people to enjoy the park.’ (Community Development 

Foundation for N.I, Voices: Participation for Social Justice, Issue 6, June 2011)
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• The park was selected for development as it 
was a hot spot for incivilities, anti-social and 
criminal behaviour. 

• There was a large-scale community 
consultation exercise of how the park could 
be brought back in to community use and 
the issues tackled. 

• Suicide awareness was the focus of Phase 1 
of the park’s development. 

• A partnership was established that brought 
together local community and voluntary 
organisations, residents, public sector 
agencies and Groundwork Northern Ireland. 

• Extensive work was carried out with young 
people to engage them in the process of 

How it worked

deciding how the park could be used and 
then in its design and development. 

• Art was a key driver in the redevelopment of 
the park and is seen as a very effective route 
for engaging people of all ages. 

• The development is in three phases − Phases 
1 and 2 are complete and the third, which 
may include a games area, performance 
space and community allotments, is in the 
planning stage. 
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Background to the Project

Situated in one of the most deprived wards 
in Belfast, the large piece of land that was 
developed into the Springhill Garden of Reflection 
had been a focus of unrest, riots, drinking, litter, 
illegal vehicle use and fires for many years. 
Community consultations showed that local 
people felt unsafe there, and it was a blight and 
source of fear and anxiety for nearby businesses 
and residents of the houses that back on to 
it. Interviews carried out for the case study 
highlighted that there was  a children’s play park 
that was never used and that people avoided 
the area, especially at night. In the original 
consultation, the research found that local 
residents felt it reduced their quality of life.

The area was messy, run down and very 
unattractive. Situated on a main road, it 
negatively impacted on perceptions of the area.

It was clear that something needed to be done. 
Funding became available from Belfast City 
Council to address issues along arterial roads, 
and this was recognised by local groups as an 
opportunity to deal with the problems.  A local 
community organisation, the Upper Springfield 
Resource Centre, decided to ask local people what 
they wanted in the space and what it should be 
used for.

A large-scale consultation exercise was carried out 
with support from Groundwork Northern Ireland. 
Groundwork N.I. is part of the Groundwork 
UK Federation of Regions. It is a not-for-profit 
organisation that works with communities, 
public bodies and voluntary organisations to 
deliver sustainable neighbourhood renewal and 
regeneration in areas of high social and economic 
need.

Questionnaires were distributed to local 
households, although the response to this 

was low. In contrast, a series of community con-
sultation meetings which were held to identify the 
issues, discuss options and agree the final plan for 
the area were very well attended. It was through 
this process that the suggestion was made that 
the first phase of the improvements should focus 
on suicide awareness, given the significant prob-
lems with the issue in the local area.
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The overall project is the development of the park 
and the first phase was the Garden of Reflection. 
To create the garden, the area was cleared of 
debris and new planting and pathways were 
created. This was led by Belfast City Council. Local 
volunteers helped with the design of the park and 
now assist in its upkeep on an informal, rather 
than a planned basis. Through the funding for 
the park, a well-known artist was commissioned 
to design attractive railings to improve safety 
and also as a piece of public art. The Public 
Arts Programme of the Upper Springfield 
Development Trust worked with people in the 
community to design and install new pieces of 
art in the garden. This brought together young 
people from both communities in Belfast. Some 
of the hardest to reach young people were 
engaged through the Council’s Youth Outreach 
Team.

The centrepiece of the garden is An Chroi or ‘The 
Heart’, a sculpture on the theme of reflection, 
hope and light by artist Raymond Watson.  He 
worked with local people affected by suicide 
who created mementoes of the people they had 
lost. They provided metal objects which were 
melted down and moulded into tiles which were 
incorporated in the sculpture. A local person said 
that it is:

‘A piece of art that people can look at and 
be proud of.’

Almost £100,000 of funding was secured to 
create the Garden of Reflection. Funding was 
provided by Belfast City Council, through a 
number of initiatives aimed at improving local 
areas, and the Arts Council. In-kind resource 
such as staff time was provided by Groundwork 
Northern Ireland and local community 
organisations.

Further funding of £130,000 was secured for 
improved fencing, a play park and general 
upgrade of another section of the park in Phase 2.

A range of partners have been involved in the 
project and continue to be involved as it moves 
in to Phase 3. Partners include: The Upper 
Springfield Resource Centre, Groundwork NI, 
Upper Springfield Development Trust, Belfast 
City Council (Parks and Leisure department), 
the Suicide Support Group, Springhill Residents 
Association, Northern Ireland Housing Executive 
and the police. Belfast City Council undertakes the 
upkeep of the park and the development of Phase 
3 is being led by the Resource Centre.

The project partners thought carefully about 
the legacy the investment will leave for the 
community, and how the long-term sustainability 
of the Garden could be secured. To achieve this, 
the police gave advice on how to ‘design out 
crime’ meaning that the design of the park makes 
it more difficult for people to get involved in 
criminal and anti-social activity. 

This included adding gates to alleyways and 
access points so that it’s no longer a through 
route, fencing in particular areas to help with 
security at night and not having benches or 
other seating which might encourage anti-social 
behaviour.      

What the project does
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Plans for the future

Phases 1 and 2 are complete and the community 
is currently being consulted through public 
meetings on what Phase 3 of the project should 
include. Some of the options being considered are:

• A multi-use games area;
• An open-air theatre and performance space;
• An outdoor arts showcase area;
• Allotments to be used by residents, local 

groups and schools.

Community involvement and leadership

The project was devised and driven by the Upper 
Springfield Resource Centre which is a hub of 
community activism and activity. The Resource 
Centre is community-led with a voluntary 
management committee comprising nine local 
people.

The community has been involved at all stages, 
first through community consultation and 
decisions on what the site should be used for and 
then in the ongoing care and development of it.

A steering group was set up which included 
the Resource Centre, the Upper Springfield 
Development Trust, Belfast City Council, the 
police, Groundwork NI and local people. There 
was also representation from the Suicide 
Awareness and Support Group,  a voluntary 
organisation based in the area. It acts as an 
information point that raises awareness about 
suicide and supports people affected by it.

Young people have been involved at all stages 
and harder to reach young people were 
encouraged to participate through the Youth 
Outreach Team. 

One local resident commented:

‘It made people feel part of 
the community because of the 
involvement in the art project.’
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Project achievements and impact

Reasons for project successes and lessons learnt

The project has brought the park back in to 
community use by individuals and families and for 
community events.

It is a focal point and has raised awareness of 
the issue of suicide along with the support that 
is available to people at risk of or affected by 
suicide.

The local shop has reported an increase in trade 
due to improved access.

There is now a new, clean, un-vandalised 
and secure play park which is used by local 
families, giving children access to outdoor play 
opportunities. Anecdotal evidence provided by the 
Police Service of Northern Ireland indicates that 
the number of incidents of anti-social behaviour 
has reduced.

There is a perception that some suicides may 
have been prevented as there is a focal point 
for reflection, increased awareness of available 

support and more openness in discussing the 
issue. There are currently no figures to evidence 
this, although it is something that could be 
tracked in the future.

The arts projects in and around the park brought 
young people from the two communities in 
Belfast to work together.  There is improved 
community cohesion, in particular relationships 
between young people and older people.

The project won the West Belfast Partnership 
Environmental Award in 2010. 

One resident commented that:

‘The park has an uplifting quality and it 
improves what people think of the area.’

Using the Garden of Reflection to demonstrate 
what the community can achieve, the area has 
managed to attract funding to undertake Phases 
2 and 3 of the improvements to the area.

The community was involved at every stage 
which was important for this project. This meant 
there was really good buy-in that bodes well for 
the long-term sustainability of the improvements 
made through the project.

The right partners were involved in the project 
from the outset, bringing the skills and expertise 
needed to plan, design and implement the 
project.

Art was a very effective catalyst as it leads to 
physical improvements, is an attractive activity 
for young people and it contributes to community 
cohesion.

Data provided by the Police Service Northern 
Ireland shows that the number of attacks 
on police vehicles in the area has reduced 
considerably in 2011-12. Comparable numbers 
from previous years are difficult to obtain due to 
changes in collection methods.

Anecdotally, the police report a noticeable 
decrease in anti-social behaviour incidents and 
that young people tend to use the area for more 
positive activities now.

Phases 1 and 2 have created amenities for local 
people which means the investment is valued and 
the facilities are looked after.
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Advice to other communities

1. Find the right idea by talking to the community.

2. Follow this through - communication with the community at every stage is critical 

for success.  For this project, ongoing communication has been through posters, 

articles and coverage in local media and information disseminated through local 

projects and initiatives. Information is also provided at events that take place in 

the park.

3. Intermediary organisations such as youth workers, arts projects and local groups 

should be used to reach people and enable them to get involved.

4. Make sure that what you create has a long-term use and is relevant to local 

people of all ages.

5. Questionnaires are not effective at engaging people, face-to-face consultation 

meetings are much better at getting people to give their ideas and suggestions.

6. Clearly define the project and the use that will be made of the area, for example 

events, games, play area, a through route.

7. It is critical to have the right partners involved to bring the skills, knowledge and 

expertise but, within that, it must be led by the community.

8. Think carefully about the potential risks of damage to the area after re-

development, and build measures to reduce damage and  misuse into the design. 

For example, plan the lighting carefully to make it feel safe and deter vandalism. 
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Contact Details

Tommy Holland

Upper Springfield Resource Centre

195 Whiterock Road

Belfast

BT12 7FW

Telephone: 028 9058 5755

Email: tommyholland07@msn.com

Mel Waddell, Senior Project Development Worker

Groundwork Northern Ireland

63-75 Duncairn Gardens

Belfast

BT152GB

Telephone: 028 9074 9494

Email: MelvynWaddell@groundworkni.co.uk
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Carnegie United Kingdom Trust
Scottish charity SC 012799 operating in the UK and Ireland
Incorporated by Royal Charter 1917

The Carnegie UK Trust works to improve the lives of people throughout the UK and Ireland, by changing 
minds through influencing policy, and by changing lives through innovative practice and partnership work. 

Andrew Carnegie House 
Pittencrieff Street  
Dunfermline  
KY12 8AW 

Tel: +44 (0)1383 721445 
Fax: +44 (0)1383 749799 
Email: info@carnegieuk.org 
www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk
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