
 

 

 
 

When people make the positive steps away from addiction, come out of the criminal justice system or make 
strides in tackling mental health, a space opens in their lives, a gap is created in their journey. Ready for the next 
chapter but faced with uncertainties about how to get there, gaining skills and support is probably the most  
important encouragement and  will help people into new lives, rather than falling back into old habits.  
 

Back on Track, a charity that works with disadvantaged adults to make lasting positive changes in their lives,  
began life as a charity working with ex-offenders, helping them integrate back into communities. Today, only 
about 60% of service users have a history of offending, as the organisation works with individuals referred from 
four areas: drugs and alcohol, mental health, offending and homelessness. “Historically people referred would 
have had one, maybe two of those issues. Now it’s three or four”, says Siobhan, Back on Track’s Chief Executive, 
discussing how the organisation has changed. “Six years ago we had 600 service users per year: it’s doubled since 
then. And it’s not so much that the need is growing, although it is, but there is also a growing awareness that 
these are difficult issues that impact on us all but, with the right support, people can make lasting positive  
changes that benefit individuals and society.” 
 

Back on Track offers lots of different activities for people to engage with. Starter 
Courses cover a range of personal skills for people who would like to get back into 
learning, such as cooking, wellbeing, drama, singing and guitar. The Activities day 
takes groups out on trips to popular venues across Manchester, the Basic Skills 
courses teach computing, English and Maths. Then a range of more advanced  
training programmes offer an Introduction to Hospitality and Catering, and an  
Introduction to Health and Social Care, and more. Focused Moving On groups focus 
on help looking for work, volunteering and further training.  

 

Core to the provision of Back on Track is giving people confidence to be part of a community 
again. “For a lot of our service users, isolation is the biggest thing to overcome, because what 
has happened before they came here has left many with very little confidence that they will 
be accepted and valued in society”, says Siobhan. “Back on Track creates a ‘temporary  
community’ – somewhere to belong where people can try out or re-learn how to build  
positive relationships, learn new skills, contribute to something and experience the benefits 
of being part of a community.” 

 

At Back on Track the emphasis is less on the many activities on offer but more on making sure each and every 
person is really valued and feels they have a contribution to make. At their office, in Swan Buildings in central 
Manchester, service users are not only learning by being taught, but by practice. A work experience group cleans 
the windows, floors and furniture, others are volunteering by staffing positions at the café or in classrooms. “The 
café has been transformative, giving people work experience that they can’t get in other environments”, explains 
Sam Turner, Business Development Manager. “People who aren’t ready to go into a job or a placement and who 
don’t know anyone, here they are supported and watching people flourish in the café over a six month period is 
wonderful.”  
 

Chatting with Darryl, a service user who is now volunteering in the kitchen, shows just how much difference the 
organisation has made. He has gained confidence and gone back to college to get his catering certificates; he now 
talks passionately about opening his own restaurant and the fusion food dishes he would like it to serve.   
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Back on Track continued  
 

The atmosphere is friendly, warm, and encouraging. Andy, the Education  
Projects Coordinator, smiles as he oversees an enthusiastic group working at  
computers in the Introduction to Health and Social Care course. “People come 
here by choice, nobody is forced to be here”, he says.  
 

When service users leave the addiction and offending behind, gain a new life 
with a new place to live and a new community to join, a huge amount of  
support is needed to sustain and encourage them forwards. For employment, perhaps the final step in the  
journey, many employers automatically discriminate against those who come from disadvantaged and troubled 
pasts. After a huge amount of work and encouragement, people can still meet with many rejections looking for 
work. “It is really, really hard to overcome an addiction or cope with mental health difficulties and many of the 
people we work with are still at a fragile stage in their recovery”, notes Siobhan. “Without support and  
encouragement, the potential for people to sustain their recovery can be limited.” 

 
Back on Track’s mission seems as unique for Greater Manchester as it is vital. 
It has moved from focusing on particular target groups, such as ex-offenders, 
addiction, or mental health, to looking at the holistic vision for each person as 
they transition away from such labels and join in with communities. By filling 
this gap, by answering the ‘what now’ questions, by supporting individuals in 
their transitions, the encouragement of Back on Track is a remarkable answer 
to how we focus efforts in tackling social disadvantage and supporting  
individuals in their recoveries and growth. 

                                                                                   More information about Back on Track 

Community Voices 
 
 

 

 

City of Sanctuary is a grassroots movement of local people building a culture of welcome for asylum seekers and 
refugees in our towns and cities . It started in Sheffield in 2005 and 11 years on there are over 60 cities and towns 
of sanctuary, each one distinctively different and autonomous but sharing experience and the same aim of making 
a welcome for asylum seekers and refugees. 
 
In Manchester they have a Conversation Club and a Community Meal each month for sanctuary seekers to meet  
local people and support each other. Out of those conversations have come: 2 Cycling course, 2 English classes, a 
creative writing course, a theatre production,  a trip to the seaside, a sports course, photography course, and a 
shopping buddy scheme. There are plenty of opportunities for people to share their skills, their hobbies, and help 
sanctuary seekers to feel welcomed and valued.  
 
The interviews on GMPA’s YouTube Channel give a glimpse into why this is so necessary. The asylum system is 
tough as people wait for justice. 
 
For more information sign up on their website or email  

 

To hear these City of Sanctuary interviews or watch previous GMPA interviews  
please visit our YouTube Channel  Community Voices 

This new mural depicts one of Back on 

Track’s service users and is on Swan 

Buildings where they are based.                    

More info 

http://www.backontrackmanchester.org.uk/
https://manchester.cityofsanctuary.org
mailto:manchester.cityofsanctuary.org
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCrwKJRsF5w41DIGFluZoutQ
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCrwKJRsF5w41DIGFluZoutQ
https://www.facebook.com/BackonTrackMcr/photos/a.346363778766307.72006.323020607767291/962788487123830/?type=3&theater


Café Unity 
 

Its rare these days to find a row of shops that are all occupied and even rarer 
when most of them aren’t fast food outlets.  In the village of Heald Green close 
to the airport you will find such a street and at its heart Café Unity.  Opened by 
the Churches Together Youth Initiative but given up by them in 2014 the Café 
continues to thrive.  It now has charity status and relies on one paid manager 
and a local band of volunteers, many still from St Catherine’s church just 
around the corner.  The café is financially supported by donations and trading. 
 

To say ‘at its heart’ is not an inappropriate description as the café’s manager 
Sarah has a cheerful welcome for everyone and is described by Margaret, one 
of the volunteers, as a “one-off, who would adopt the whole world if she 
could”.  She does try too.  Working six days a week Sarah has a number of  
special needs volunteers from the local Seashell Trust and the Priory Hospital Cheadle Royal.  Their tasks are carefully tailored 
individually to their abilities and strengths and they get constant encouragement and support. Some just come for a couple  
of hours each week but it connects them with their community, gives them self-confidence and a real sense of belonging as 
regular café goers get to know them and appreciate them. 
 

Young people with eating disorders are also part of the team. Sarah understands their challenges only too well as she suffered 
from anorexia herself and she works to build their confidence and get them used to handling food. The local high schools also 
regularly get in touch with Sarah to ask for ‘therapeutic placements’ and of course she says yes. 
 

The café sees groups of young mums take advantage of the term-time Happy Hour, meeting up on their way home after  
dropping their children off at school. Local elderly people come in regularly for a hot toasted crumpet and a chat, and the chat 
is the main attraction.  As one pensioner told Sarah “You’re the only person I talk to who calls me by my name”. The café 
doesn’t serve lunches other than soup and a roll but they don’t object at all if you want to buy a sandwich in one of the nearby 
shops and bring it in to eat with a cup of their free-trade coffee or tea.  There’s a local business group that meet in their  

upstairs room as well as counselling sessions, Pilates classes, a children’s 
craft club – their art work is always displayed on the café walls – a  
permanent children’s corner and Police surgeries where the neighbourhood 
officer can meet people informally.  He’s also a regular visitor to the café. 
 

At Christmas Sarah and the volunteers organise a children’s party which  
has outgrown the café and now has to be held in a local church hall.  “We 
scrounge everything” admits Sarah. 
 

“The café is here for the community to connect people and give them a re-
laxed friendly atmosphere to meet up in.  We’re not here to make a profit” 
Sarah told us “I gave a man a meal recently who couldn’t pay for it, I just 
wish it could have been a proper balanced lunch not just coffee, crumpets 
and cake.” 
 

Café Unity is a great example of people’s commitment to their  
neighbourhood, its people and its vibe. Call in if you’re passing or find them    

   on Facebook and if you want to know how to make something like this work,      
   just ask Sarah. 

Volunteer Margaret & Café Manager Sarah 

Who’s who?  In this section we focus on some of the organisations and individuals that make up GMPA.  Some will be 

very familiar to you, others not so much. We hope that by sharing this information our community will find opportunities to 
collaborate and to support each other.  Together we’re stronger. 

 

James Found 
 

James is the Research and Evaluation Officer on the Inspiring Change  
Manchester programme, an innovative approach that works with people with 
multiple needs. James helped to develop their service to ensure that it meets 
the needs of the people they are working with through providing learning and 
feedback and turning it into action. 
 

Read more about the ICM programme 

http://www.seashelltrust.org.uk
http://www.priorygroup.com/location-results/item/the-priory-hospital-cheadle-royal
https://www.facebook.com/CafeUnity/
http://www.gmpovertyaction.org/our-team/james-found/
http://www.gmpovertyaction.org/guest-blogs/inspiring-change-manchester/


Why GM Poverty Action? 
 

In the Recommendations Report of the  
GM Poverty Commission, 2.4 Maintaining  

Momentum on Poverty called for the  
formation of a Poverty Action Group to help  
take forward the work of the Commission.  

 

A small number of public, private and civic  
sector individuals came together to  

form GMPA . This group has since grown to  
over 100 organisations plus many  

independent individuals. 
 

GMPA is based upon principles of cooperation  
between organisations.  

Forthcoming Events: 
 

Where does volunteering go from here?  
Thursday June 23rd 2016, at St Thomas Centre, Ardwick Green North, 
Manchester M12 6FZ 
 

You are invited to this event to give your views on the future of  
volunteering in our region and to have your say on the development  
of the Volunteering Greater Manchester network.  
 

With attendance from John Carlin (NCVO), Carolyn Wilkins (Chief  
Executive, Oldham Council) and Dr Julian Skyrme (Director of Social 
Responsibility, University of Manchester) already confirmed, this 
should be an exciting and interactive event.    
 

Event Fee £10      More information  

 

How has Manchester welcomed refugees? 
Thursday June 30th, 2016 from 6 - 8pm at the Portico  
Library & Gallery, 57 Mosley Street, Manchester M2 3HY 

Do you have a burning question about the role we’ve played in sup-
porting refugees?  Are you interested in learning how to make Greater 
Manchester a more welcoming place?  Expert speakers from refugee 
support organisations, the refugee community and academia will be 
joined by public figures to discuss how our city has provided a place of 
safety for people fleeing persecution over the decades. 
 

More information and to book 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

End Hunger UK campaign planning session 
Monday July 18th, 2016  from 3  - 5pm  

at Bridge 5 Mill, 22a Beswick Street, Ancoats,  Manchester M4 7HR  
 

Come and plan your local End Hunger events as part of a national  
campaign on World Food Day. 

Leading on from two previous End Hunger UK events in Manchester, 
and the building of a national campaign, individuals and groups  
will be meeting to share ideas and plans for their events on World 
Food Day in October. 
 
All are welcome to come along to discuss your plans for holding events 
in your local area, as part of this national campaign, and to get inspired 
by each others ideas. 
 
The meeting will be facilitated by Niall Cooper from Church Action on 
Poverty, the driving force behind this national campaign. 
 
The event will start at 3pm but you can arrive to register and get a cup 
of tea from 2.30pm. 

Event Fee £3  More information and book 

For more information about  
Greater Manchester Poverty Action  

 

please visit our website, follow us on  
Twitter or visit our Facebook page. 

 
All these platforms are there to share  
news and opinion from our readers,   
from GM Poverty Action and from  

the community. 
 

We want to celebrate our successes,  
find new ways of working together and  
provide a voice for the people living in  
poverty in our region. But we can only  

do this with your help and support. 
 

For more information or to share your  
news please contact Chris or Peter. 

 
Copies of previous newsletters are available 

on our website  

 

If you would like to contact us or submit an  
article for inclusion in a newsletter please  
get in touch in one of the following ways:  

 
Post:  c/o 5th Floor Church House,   

90 Deansgate, Manchester M3 2GH 
 

Or contact our Communications Manager:  
Chris Bagley  T: 07419 774537    Email  
and we will reply as soon as possible.   

 
NB GMPA does not have full-time dedicated  

administrative support so please do not  
expect an immediate response.  

 

https://www.gmcvo.org.uk/civicrm/event/info?reset=1&id=2308
https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/how-has-manchester-welcomed-refugees-tickets-25348648490
http://feedingmanchester.org.uk/civicrm/event/info?reset=1&id=3827
http://www.gmpovertyaction.org
https://twitter.com/GMPovertyAction
https://www.facebook.com/GMPovertyAction/
mailto:chris@gmpovertyaction.org
mailto:peter@gmpovertyaction.org
http://www.gmpovertyaction.org
mailto:chris@gmpovertyaction.org

