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69th Federation Conference

Belfast, October 2003

| mpressions of Belfast

SOROPTIMISTS STOP THE TRAFFIC IN BELFAST!

Sylvia Bedbrook
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If anyone had stopped in Belfast City Centre on Saturday night they would have been amazed to
see a ‘crocodile’ of 1500 women in evening dress, crossing the road as police held up the traffic!
Where to seat 1500 for a banquet was quite an undertaking and Belfast City fathers had the very
clever idea of clearing out their beautiful market building, laying carpets, putting out chairs and ta-
bles together with army field kitchen equipment to keep the food hot - and hey presto, we had a
very unusual venue for our closing banquet! They even had enormous heaters blasting away in the
roof so that we wouldn't feel the cold.

The following anecdotes are a few impressions from the Plymouth Soroptimists who attend Confer-
ence and we hope it will inspire more of our club to go and see what they have missed.
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Any Soroptimists
who miss the chance to
attend one of these
events while a member
of our organisation is
losing the opportunity to
see and hear about the
encouraging and worth-
while work undertaken
by all the different clubs
in the Federation, to feel
the power of the move-
ment and understand
that we really do make a
tremendous difference to
the lives of women and
children who do not
have our quality of life or
any choice about how
they live.

The spirit of friend-
ship is strong and many
bonds are formed during
the days we are all to-

FIRST TIMER

gether. We eat, drink,
discuss and have lots of
fun but the serious side
of Soroptimism is em-
phasised by the powerful
speakers who address
us at these meetings.

Somehow, it all
makes sense and we
can feel that our work at
club level really matters.

Belfast is a beautiful
City with a troubled heart
and we were shown the
sad results of the years
of violence, evident all
over the city. Yet again,
the women from both
sides have stepped in to
talk together and try to
end the bitter divisions
and as Baroness May
Blood, one of the inspir-
ing speakers told us,

their ideas and hard
work are really making a
difference.

The awards to differ-
ent clubs for Best Prac-
tice gave us a chance to
see how one idea with
hard work and commit-
ment can grow and de-
velop, and bond clubs
together with the people
or community they are
helping.

Any member who
takes part, returns from
Conference tired but
enthused, glad to be part
of an organisation like
ours and committed to
supporting its aims.

Lesley Thomas,
President

My first time at Conference; it certainly enabled me to understand the size and
strength of Soroptimist International. | met many people, all friendly, from various
countries, but felt that | was with a kindred spirit. | felt honoured to be in their com-
pany and thank my room mate for her support and enlightment! | feel as though |
have gained many sisters and look forward to the future as a Soroptimist.

Maria Whitfield.
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FIRST TIMER

| have just returned
from my first confer-
ence and it was great.

| would recommend
that everyone should
attend one at some
stage. We call our-
selves a friendship club
and that is certainly
how | found Confer-
ence. You never stood
alone for long before
someone came and
talked to you. | met
many people from dif-
ferent clubs and had a
great many laughs. |
learnt more about So-
roptimists and our
aims, | also learnt
about other clubs and
their achievements. |
felt the conference was
well organised with
excellent venues.
There was a good mix
of business and enter-
tainment.

Tricia Bobbin




Rosemary Stoggall and |
stayed over until Monday so that
we could go on the coach tour to
The Giant® Causeway on Sunday.

4 large coaches of Soroptimists
- and soon left Belfast behind on
the motorway towards Antrim be-
fore joining the Antrim coast road
at Larne, the second largest port in
N.l. We passed through delightful
little fishing villages, with the sea
seldom more than 50 yards away
on our right. It was a gloriously
sunny and clear day so we were
able to admire the Scottish coast-
line from Stranraer to the Mull of
Kintyre, including the island of
Ailsa Craig. On our left, we kept
getting tantalising glimpses of the
lovely glens of Antrim. At midday
we arrived at Bushmills, home of

The Conference as usual was
the clarion call to get off our back-
sides and do something, but
done in the most inspiring way.
Anyone who didn®find the vitality
and enthusiasm of fifteen hundred
women, all working towards the
common goals of helping others,
being of Service and Raising
Awareness of the plight of our
fellow beings both at home and
abroad ............ must surely have
joined the wrong association.
Above all, the friendship and ca-
maraderie whilst dealing with
such difficult subjects was hum-

Impressions of the conference:
1500 women talking at once - very
noisy.

Always someone new to talk
to, either sitting near you or stand-
ing in a queue. | met up with many
people that | had met at previous
conferences whilst in Belfast.

The speakers were inspira-
tional. It just shows what you can
do if you put your mind to it and
approach things in the right way.

Who would have imagined Glo-

the oldest LEGAL distillery in Ire-
land. It was first licensed in 1608.
Here our Tour Guide proved to be
a Soroptimist who had also at-
tended Conference!l We learnt
that Irish Whisky is distilled 3 times
(Scotch only twice) and the fer-
mented oats dried by pure air not
peat smoke. Our interesting tour
ended by sampling 10 year old
malt and very nice it was too! Af-
ter the obligatory pause in the gift
shop we were taken to a beauti-
fully situated restaurant on the cliff
top. Half N.I. appeared to be there
too, but we had a pleasant light
buffet lunch before embarking on
the coach once more.
Next stop The Giant® Cause-

way -- | had expected it to be simi-
lar in size to Staffa off the Scottish

bling. We laughed together at an
amusing speaker, we clapped
together to show our encourage-
ment or respect, we cried to-
gether whilst watching the plight
of others less fortunate, and then
we all ate and drank together and
tried to think of ways that we
could Make a Difference As in
other years, | came away from
Conference feeling proud to be a
Soroptimist, and grateful that they
let me be one. | think that we
touched the Spirit, and felt the
Welcome.

Joani Stansell

Vice President

ria Proops brandishing a banner
protesting outside the houses of
men who refused their wives reli-
gious divorces. The only down
side was the appalling speech
made by the International Presi-
dent. Belfast was a lovely City
and the people were most wel-
coming. Hotel very comfortable
and the Guinness fantastic.

Can®wait for Bournemouth!
Penny Etherington

coast but the basalt columns
stretch for a mile or more through
several bays. We only had an hour
there so could not explore very far.
| was very happy to use the little
hopper bus which plied backwards
and forwards from cliff top to
shore. Rosemary energetically
walked both ways!

Our return journey to Belfast
was in the gloaming, by way of
Ballymoney and Ballymena, with a
glorious sunset over our right
shoulders. It was a wonderful end
to a thoroughly successful and
enjoyable Conference. As for
County Antrim, | saw enough to
know that | want to return and
spend days, not hours, exploring
this lovely part of the world.

Di Stockwell

| would like to thank SI Plymouth
for letting me join in their party again.
It is much nicer being part of a group,
there is always someone to talk to
and share a meal or drink with, and
you are such a friendly lot and fun to
be with.

The Conference was very busy,
non-stop with speakers and presen-
tations and social events from break-
fast (when you could get it) to bed-
time. | thought it was the friendliest
Conference | had ever attended. The
Belfast people and especially the
Federation President were so
pleased to have us there that their
warmth seemed to affect the dele-
gates too who were especially outgo-
ing. Jean Oswald and | made new
friends from Dundee, Wigan and
Leeds.

As for Belfast City, | did not know
what to expect but | was shocked
and saddened by the sight of the
Peace Wall and the obvious divisions
still present in West Belfast.

Wendy Plaice, St Austell




An ideal conference venue,
with hotels and Conference Cen-
tre close to the city centre, within
walking distance for the more
sprightly. We were greeted at
Jury® City Inn with a Belfast
folder, and the Conference pack
had plenty of information and
bargain offers. Conference ran
smoothly and largely to time, and
there were plenty of good sand-
wiches and drinks available to
buy at lunchtimes (if a bit pricey).
The Friendship Evening was a
nice mix of formal reception
(lovely canapés served at City
Hall'), Church Service and Craft
Fair, with time to chat to a few
people. On Saturday the Gala
Dinner at the Market went rea-
sonably smoothly considering
they had 1500 people to feed,
and it was good to be able to mix
and choose different table com-
panions.

There were noticeably less

delegates than last year from non-
UK countries. Perhaps because of
the distance from London, or the
recent International conference in
Sydney? Most of the motions
debated by Conference were car-
ried. However, in the case of the
motion on the law affecting chil-
dren® domicile in split families, the
initial wave of emotional support
was tempered by comment from
experts in law, who warned
against our agreeing to something
which would make international
law more difficult to administer,
when it was already drafted and
working to protect the child rather
than the adults involved. Swayed
by that, the motion was defeated.
It felt right that delegates had lis-
tened to their learned sisters and
voted from the head, not from the
heart. | think we all felt sympathy,
though, for the member whose
family had been so unfortunately
affected by this law.

Shopping was not a big feature
of this year® conference! Belfast
has a compact city centre, ideal for
short shopping trips. A shame
there weren® more prestigious
shops. Perhaps they® open up if
peace is maintained. The City
Tours were so easy to organise -
just book at the hotel desk and a
minibus arrived at the appointed
time. Small group meant we were
all in touch with the guide. The
atmosphere everywhere was
peaceful and friendly. Only the
security fences betrayed the re-
cent violent troubles.

The hotel had a problem with a
full house of hungry women want-
ing breakfast at the same time,
and needing their rooms made up,
but they worked through it with
good humour. | thoroughly en-
joyed myself.

Jean Graham

oooodooooooooodood0do0ooDooDooDoo0oDo0o0oOdo0Doo0DooDoboo0oo0o0oodoooDooDoooooooaoao

a
a
a

oooodooooooooodood0do0ooDooDooDoo0oDo0o0oOdo0Doo0DooDoboo0oo0o0oodoooDooDoooooooaoao

Belfast is a city of contrasts.
The civic buildings and the cen-
tral part of the city are wonderful.
As a ‘first’ for Belfast, to receive
1500 women at a conference,
the local people were interested
and friendly. Waterfront Hall is
superb and a much more fitting
millennium project than the
Dome! The tour several of us
took on Thursday that went
through the Falls Road and
Shankill areas was simply horri-
fying and depressing. Picture
rows of terraced houses some
cared for with pride, next to
boarded graffiti, defaced by van-
dalism. Murals of the ‘troubles
on the side of houses celebrating
violence and Peace walls 40 feet
high. The greatest impact was
the police station with its con-
crete reinforced towers straked
by bullets, paint and incendiary
devices. Then turn the corner
and middle class suburbia re-
flects quiet calm. Beautiful vistas

across the river and headland
show the emerald isle in its real
beauty.

The conference was for me the
best | have attended. The efficient
well organised programme went
smoothly in the main. Joan Smyth
chose good speakers and inter-
spersed the business parts well.
All speakers with perhaps the ex-
ception of the International Presi-
dent gave me something to think
about. | come away with an even
greater commitment to Pro-
gramme Action. The messages
from the Australian Convention
reiterated here strengthen my re-
solve to act globally for maximum
effect. Change is always on the
horizon and next year the constitu-
tion resolutions will be debated. A
global voice for women means |
want the views of Plymouth Sorop-
timists heard here at home and in
high places. Idealistic? | hope not.

Let me share some words from
the bill boarding outside Water-

front Hall based on Blood Drawings
by Rita Duffy.

From the moment of birth , every
human being wants to avoid suffer-
ing. In this we are all the same and
the more we care for the happiness
of others the greater our own sense
of well-being.

Many of our problems are cre-
ated by ourselves based on the divi-
sions due to ideology, religion, race,
economic status or other factors.
The time has come to think on a
deeper level, on a human level and
appreciate and respect our same-
ness as human beings.

We are at the dawn of an age in
which extreme political concepts
may cease to dominate human af-
fairs and we must use this opportu-
nity to replace them with universal
human and spiritual values and en-
sure that these values become the
fibre of the global family which is
emerging. Anger, hatred, jealousy,
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My own impressions of Belfast were very mixed as | had lived there as a child and was very saddened to see the
state of the City. The City Tour Operators were very keen that we should see the devastation left by the Troubles
and we were shocked particularly at the Peace Walls - though how it could be termed Peace when people were

segregated is another matter.

However, the Belfast Conference showed us a different side and we were very impressed at how the City is com-
ing back into it's own. The Conference was one of the best organized that | have so far attended and had some
very interesting speakers, who all made us really stop and think. We were particularly impressed by the clubs
who won Best Practice awards for ongoing projects and this made us determined to find our own long term pro-

jects - there are already a few in the pipeline!

PROJECT INDEPENDENCE

80% of all refugees are women and children

20,000 Balkan women were raped during the Balkan war between 1992 -
1995

Rape is consciously used as a tool of genocide and weapon of war
500,000 Rwandese women were raped in the 1994 genocide
One in six women under the Taliban-control tried to commit suicide

70% of the 1.2 billion people living in desperate poverty are women

These are some of the statistics on the above Project and one in which we hope as Soropti-
mist to really help to Make a Difference.

Sylvia Bedbrook

| thoroughly enjoyed the conference and not hav-
ing experienced a gala dinner before certainly
thought it was a great night with a superb atmos-
phere. Joan Smyth should have had a microphone as
we couldn®hear what she was saying. The confer-
ence facilities were very good; there were lots of eat-
ing places near the hotel. It was a shame that the

commentary was unnecessary. Baroness Blood was
excellent as was Mark Cook from Hope and Homes
for children. | could have listened to Sue McGregor for
longer. Following the conference | had a week® holi-
day in Ulster and it was wonderful...beautiful scenery,
friendly people and sunshine for the most part.
Thanks again for all the organising.

International President rambled on for so long. |
switched off when the incoming and out going re-
gional presidents were introduced and felt that the

, St Austell

it is not possible to find peace with them. Through compassion, through love we can solve many problems. We
can have true happiness, real disarmament. At every level of society, familial, tribal, national or international the
key to a happier and more successful world is the growth of compassion. We do not need to become religious,
nor believe an ideology, only develop our good human policies and know that love, and compassion are the most
essential concepts of human survival.

These words were written above a series of facial drawings of men, women and children. They spoke to me.
Do they to you? Belfast 2003 Awareness , Advocacy and Action.
Mary McNaughton
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