Duhallow’s Saoi Network
The Background
In 2004, IRD Duhallow identified that there was an urgent need to support older people
within the region and provide social outlets and provide a stage to raise issues from the
perspective of older people. We further recognised the need for older people to come together
to organise and run their own activities with the support from SICAP and LEADER
animation. Duhallow now boasts 19 Active Retired Groups, which are all affiliated to our
Saoi Network. From this, the Saoi Network, (which translates from Irish to the Wise
Network) was animated with staff supports through the Social Inclusion Programme and
LEADER Programmes. Since then the Saoi Network has grown and provides a platform
where older people are encouraged to embrace the spirit of volunteerism and are empowered
to become involved in their communities, by putting in place local solutions to identified
problems. This over arching network comprises of representatives from each of the area’s
Active Retired Groups, who each in turn operate an Active Retirement Group operating
throughout Duhallow. Each group is an autonomous LCG, some meet weekly, some
fortnightly, some on a monthly basis within their own communities, but collectively they
speak through the Saoi Network as a representative body for older people living in the
Duhallow area and represent the voice of this target group on the Board of IRD Duhallow
and its structures. Each group nominates a number of representatives to sit on the Saoi
Network.

The work of the Saoi network grows increasingly important as the recent 2016 census shows
that Duhallow’s Elderly Population continues to rise and that Duhallow has an older age
profile than County Cork, the Region and the State, with the next cohort also higher than the
County and National average pointing to an increasing issue for the foreseeable future as the
following graph shows.
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In Duhallow, 17% of the population is aged over 65. This level is four percentage points
higher than that of County Cork. An ageing population is an indicator of deprivation, as
young people leave in search of opportunities. In addition, it brings particular social
exclusion challenges, as older people, particularly those who live alone and / or with another
old person, have to deal with issues arising from poor health, reduced services, insufficient
transport, increased living expenses, fuel poverty, reduced number of clergy, loneliness and
isolation. IRD Duhallow is active in addressing these challenges through a variety of social
economy and community business initiatives, and it is absolutely essential that these be
enabled to grow and expand in order to meet the growing needs that exist.
There are several communities in Duhallow in which the percentage of persons over 65
exceeds 20% of the population, as the following table shows:
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In addition, the following communities register values in excess of 18%. They include:
Caherbarnagh (Ballydaly), Knocknagree, Boherbue, Tullylease and Cullen. The vast
majority of the affected EDs are in Western Duhallow.
Since its inception, the IRD Duhallow Saoi Network has development and grown in expertise
and experience. Membership currently comprises of representatives of 19 different Active
Retired Groups in the region. It has been responsible for driving several initiatives in IRD
Duhallow for the benefit of those over 65 years of age. It has 3 seats on the Board of DCFS,
the Rural Meals Service, and was a key driver in the expansion of that service. The Saoi
Network as a sub structure of IRD Duhallow researched and prposed the establishment of a
community laundry for the region. They were awarded a LEADER grant which saw the
establishment of the community laundry.

Programme Framework
Supporting older people within the community fits well with the SICAP Programme, and the
work being undertaken by the Saoi Network with the support of SICAP and other
programmes, addresses all of the horizontal themes in the SICAP framework namely:

1. Promoting an equality framework with a particular focus on gender equality and
antidiscrimination practices;
2. Applying community development approaches to achieve the participation of
disadvantaged and marginalised communities in the wider local development context;
3. Developing collaborative approaches with stakeholders to improve how mainstream
policies and programmes are delivered so that they impact more positively on the
socially excluded.

As part of this case study we will evaluate the work of the Saoi Network within each of
these horizontal themes:

1. Promote an equality framework with a particular focus on gender equality and
antidiscrimination practices;
Older people fall within a number of target groups in the SICAP Programme:






Disadvantaged Women
Low Income Workers / Households
People Living in Disadvantaged Communities
People with Disabilities
Those disengaged from the Labour Market (Economically Inactive)

It is proven that older people are slow to benefit from the improved economic climate and
are showing a slower recovery from poverty. Cuts made in recent years to income supports
such as the Fuel Allowance, the Bereavement Grant and the Christmas Bonus, combined
with new taxes and the rising cost of living is causing many older people to remain at risk of
poverty. Undoubtedly older people within rural communities are worse off than most,
suffering rural isolation, mental health issues and limited transport to urban centres.

At the 2017 Seniors Conference Minister Jim Daly
noted the importance of community supports for the
elderly to allow them to live comfortably in their own
homes for as long as possible. This is something the
Saoi Network has strongly advocated for many years,
and through their inspiration a number of Social
Enterprises have been established namely; Duhallow
Community Food Services, which serves 40,000 hot
meals directly to the doors of older people on an annual
basis; Furniture Revamp, which provides affordable
furniture and ensures adequate living conditions for
older people; Duhallow Warmer Homes, which has
insulated 3723 homes since its inception to help prevent
fuel poverty; Duhallow Laundry which has in excess of
200 annual customers; Duhallow Befriending Service
and Friendly Phone Call Service and the Duhallow
Community Care Programme. With the support of
SICAP the Saoi Network produced a Community Care
Information Leaflet, which provides an overview of the
available supports to promote independent living in the
community.

Older Women are found to engage more readily with the
work of the Saoi Network. In fact it is proving more
difficult to involve older men and to encourage them to attend events. The Saoi Network
groups report that 92% of their membership is female, and that they struggle to get men to
attend their activities. A targeted engagement campaign for rural men, is under discussion
for the 2019 programme.
Many of the groups within the Saoi Network support not just those who are over 65, but
indeed would have regular attendees who because of disability or caring are classified as
economically inactive. The weekly cup of tea, hot dinner and is the most social interaction
experienced by some of these beneficiaries that week and helps to improve mental health
and combat loneliness.

2. Applying community development approaches to achieve the participation of
disadvantaged and marginalised communities in the wider local development context;
Developing Capacity of LCGs
Pre Development and Group Formation
The Saoi Network is constantly looking at current gaps in services to older people, and with
SICAP and other programme support they have driven the animation of the establishment of
new Active Retired Groups. One such group is Tir na nOg Active Retired Club, which was
formed in Kilbrin in 2017, with the animation support of SICAP staff. This group has gone

from strength to strength and since
January have been supported to host
weekly Yoga, a Bealtaine Poetry
Evening and for the summer they held
fortnightly walks throughout the area.
They frequently bring in speakers to
address the group on topical issues
effecting older people such as online
Banking, CPR, Heart and Health issues
and they also went on a trip to the Dail.
Members of Kilbrin Active Retired Enjoying
Jack’s Mystery Tour

Capacity Building and Empowerment
An IRD Duhallow Development Officer is assigned to Saoi and not only supports not only
the Saoi Network, but each group within it. Each follows a tailored LCG Annual Support
Plan and is encouraged to partake in good
governance practice. The HSE and IRD
Duhallow are working collectively on
delivering a training programme in the
coming months to promote and further
educate on good governance practices
amongst all Active Retired Groups.

Collective Action

Duhallow Active Retired Groups

The latin phrase “E Pluribus Unum” sums
up the ethos of the Saoi Network. It
translates to Out of Many – One! The
collective power and influence of all the
groups that make up the Saoi Network is
considerable. The Network involves all
groups to collectively organise a number
of large scale events each year, the largest
being the Duhallow Bealtaine Festival.

Bealtaine
The Duhallow Bealtaine Festival has become an annual event
on the calendar in the month of May. Originally established
with the support of LEADER funding, the festival has grown
from strength to strength. The concept was developed by Age
& Opportunity and the festival aims to promote actively
ageing, and getting out and about in the community. This year,
the National Theme was “Be Our Guest”, embracing Ireland’s
traditions and our history of the céad mile failte. Active Retired
Groups across Duhallow organised 29 events within the region.
These ranged from Sensory Workshops for Grannys and
Grandchildren, to Dawn Chorus Walks, Tea Mornings,
Concerts, Dances, Sporting Events and of course the renowned
Mystery Tour. Each group is encouraged to host an event of
some nature no matter how big or small. SICAP supported the
marketing and promotion of the event, and funded the
publication of 2,000 flyers as well as promotion within the
Duhallow Newsletter, which is delivered to 10,000 homes
throughout the region. The event was officially launched on
C103s Jimmy Reidy’s Around the Fireside Programme, with
music provided by two of the ETB funded older person’s
choirs in the region.

Members of Duhallow Saoi Network Launching Bealtaine 2018 on Jimmy Reidy’s Around the
Fireside on C103

.
Duhallow Seniors Conference
Last year the inaugural Duhallow Seniors Conference had 160 senior citizens in attendance,
and was officially opened by Minister for Older People Jim Daly. This year our Seniors
Conference has Micheal O’Murthathurtig as keynote speaker and will feature a number of
presentations on topical issues of interest to older people in the region.

3. Developing collaborative approaches with stakeholders to improve how mainstream
policies and programmes are delivered so that they impact more positively on the socially
excluded
The Saoi Network works closely with other agencies and key stakeholders to provide a
holistic joined up approach to the provision of supports to older people The Chairperson of
the Saoi Network Jack Roche sits on the Board of IRD Duhallow and is tasked with
representing the views of older people on all IRD Duhallow Structures. He provides input
into the development and roll out of the Local Development Strategies and acts as a liaison
between the issues identified by the Saoi Network and the Board of the Local Development
Company.
The Saoi Network works with Cork Sports Partnership to promote fitness and better health
amongst active retired groups, this year funding has been secured for Yoga Classes within a
number of groups. Go For Life Games Blitzes were also organised as part of the Bealtaine
Festival, as well as a “Get Walking Workshop” and due to their success they are still ongoing
within communities and continued on long past the Bealtaine festival event.
The Saoi Network also links with the HSE Community Worker about the provision of
supports and funding for Active Retirement Groups under section 39 and the National Lottery
Funds. The Network is currently working on a collective HSE funding application for a pool
of resources which can be used and shared across all Saoi Network member group. Moreover,
many of the groups are members of Active Retirement Ireland who offer networking
opportunities throughout the region and make budget submissions and representations on
behalf of older people. The insurance package offered through Active Retirement Ireland is
of huge comfort to many of the group members.
Groups are encouraged to register with the PPN, and PPN Member John Fuller frequently
attends Saoi Network meetings to disseminate PPN information on upcoming events and
items of interest to older people. The group is also a member of Age Action which lobbies on
behalf of older people.

Conclusion
In summary, the Saoi Network undertakes a huge amount of work on behalf of older people
in the area. This would not be possible without the animation and development work
undertaken by SICAP staff, but the stark reality is that with limited budget available, SICAP
on its own would not offer sufficient supports to ensure the continual network development.
The key to the success of the Saoi Network is leveraging other funding streams to address
identified needs. With the region’s elderly population only set to rise in the future, there is an
urgent need to secure additional funding to grow services and community enterprises which
promote independent living and further develop initiatives to tackle rural isolation amongst
our region’s elderly. This is something that IRD Duhallow and its Saoi Network are actively
working on presently. The Saoi Network addresses social exclusion through collective action:
“E Pluribus Unum” – Out of Many – One!

