ACCORD N. IRELAND CATHOLIC MARRIAGE CARE SERVICE

Caring For Marriage, Building Relationships

Accord NI Annual Report 2019
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Accord Centres

Northern Ireland Centres are based in:
Portadown (Archdiocese of Armagh)
Ballymena*
Belfast
Derry
Downpatrick
Enniskillen
Maghera
Newry
Omagh
*Coleraine & NIRO outreach centres
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Mission Statement
Empowering people.
Fostering Relationships.
Caring for Couples facing
the challenges of Christian Marriage.

Vision Statement
The three Accord Companies, Accord NI CLG, Accord Dublin CLG and Accord CLG,
share the same vision statement.

They provide a nationwide service to couples preparing for or seeking a deeper
commitment within the Sacrament of Marriage.

They are committed to providing a quality service.

Their Facilitators and Counsellors come from a wide variety of backgrounds and are
appropriately trained.

They respond to the challenges facing Christian Marriage today and affirm its value
in an ever-changing world.

Facilitators and Counsellors empower couples to explore and reflect on:
* The essential elements of Sacramental Marriage.
* The purpose and value of their choices within a committed relationship.
Accord on the island of Ireland serves the pastoral needs of couples at different stages in
their relationship.
Preparation for marriage in a Christian context focuses on the essential components
which foster a good couple relationship:

Lifelong commitment.

Communication and conflict resolution skills.

Responsible parenthood within a faith context.

Time and resource management.

Trust in the providence and love of God.
Ongoing support throughout marriage facilitates:

The development of strategies for the emotional, spiritual and psychological
wellbeing of couples.

Reflection on the Christian experience of unconditional love, commitment and
family life.
Marriage and Relationship counselling is provided for couples as well as individuals
in a couple relationship in a caring and confidential manner. It is a twofold process
enabling clients to identify and acknowledge difficulties in their relationship and to
discover their inner resources to deal with them.
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A Message from the Chairperson
Archbishop Eamon Martin

For 58 years, Accord has been privileged to be a pastoral arm of the Church, reaching out to people at
key moments in their relationship and in their lives. Pope Francis reminds us that, “Love needs time and
space, everything else is secondary. Time is needed to talk things over, to embrace leisurely, to share
plans, to listen to one another and gaze into each other’s eyes, to appreciate one another and to build a
strong relationship” (Amoris Laetitia, para 224)
As I write this foreword for the 2019/20 Accord N.I. Annual Report, I am struck by how much life has
changed so unexpectedly for all of us since the beginning of the Covid19 pandemic. Accord NI began to
prepare immediately to consider how it might offer married couples and families the extra support
needed to cope during lockdown. It quickly became clear that face–to-face marriage education and
counselling services could no longer be offered. For decades Accord NI has been developing its
understanding of pastoral ministry and professional practice in working with marriage, relationships and
family. This reservoir of experience, knowledge and clinical practice provided the foundation for new
ways of supporting couples in what have become ‘uncharted waters’. Accord accredited volunteer
counsellors and facilitators worked quickly to offer a Marriage and Couples Support Helpline and to put
in place a Virtual Interactive Marriage Preparation Programme. The words of Pope Francis have proven
an inspiration. He likened the experience of pandemic to that of the disciples who were caught off
guard by an unexpected turbulent storm. “We have realised that we are on the same boat, all of us
fragile and disorientated, but at the same time important and needed, all of us called to row together,
each of us in need of comforting the other”. (“Urbi et Orbi”, March 2020)
Accord NI volunteers are fully aware of how causes of conflict can be exacerbated during these
unprecedented times: pressure and stress caused by the uncertainty of employment; the effect on
domestic finances; mental health; living in a confined environment; clashes with other family members
due to poor communication; pressure on students arising from changes in exam timetables; challenges
associated with having home life converted to an office and a school; the emotional impact of negative
news reporting; frustration at the inability to socialise outside, and of course, being unable to grieve
properly following the death of a loved one. Our counsellors have noted that people under stress at
home can feel that they are living in a ‘pressure cooker’ environment.

Situations like these can sometimes induce a regression in behaviour. Couples whose relationships had
been under pressure prior to imposition of the COVID-19 restrictions are particularly at risk. Being
compelled to spend long, restricted periods at home can magnify existing tensions and problems.
Human interaction suffers. People can easily overreact to situations, and, in turn, this can cause the
domestic atmosphere to deteriorate – from uncomfortable silences to explosive and noisy verbal
exchanges. Young people and children exposed to aggressive behaviour - whether once off or on an
ongoing basis – can experience fear and distress, which in turn, affects their personal behaviour and
relationships with others.
In 2019 Accord delivered 2389 counselling sessions. For couples seeking counselling, Accord specialises
in the skill of ‘couple counselling’ which involves the counsellor supporting the relationship, as well as
the individuals. Issues that arise frequently in counselling sessions include communication and
emotional intimacy issues, family conflict, concerns about separation, criticism and insults, use of digital
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A Message from the Chairperson
Archbishop Eamon Martin Contd/

technology, loss or grief, addiction, finances and problematic behaviours. We do not hold all the answers
but we can provide a safe space for couples to really hear each other and help to restore the love and
hope they felt on their wedding day. This kind of healing takes time and perseverance, but if a couple
come to us are wanting to change and are willing to work at it, they can – regardless of what has
happened between them – learn to love and trust again. It takes courage to make that first call and we,
in Accord are privileged that couples entrust themselves to our care on the difficult and painful parts of
their journey.
Accord returns for 2019 show that over 1,561 couples attended our marriage preparation programme
last year. Interestingly, couple evaluations indicate that information and discussion on sacramental
marriage, and commitment to each other, are the most beneficial modules. The time of pandemic has
been cruelly disrupting the plans of many engaged couples. Accord facilitators have been able to meet
couples online and listen to their fears and disappointments. It has been heartening to hear some
couples describe how preparing for marriage in a time of societal uncertainty and upheaval has provided
them an opportunity to reflect on the ‘ups and downs’ in relationship that form part of every marriage.
Pope Francis tells us, “Marital love can be experienced even amid sorrow; it involves accepting that
marriage is an inevitable mixture of enjoyment and struggles, tensions and repose, pain and relief,
satisfactions and longings, annoyances and pleasures, but always on the path of friendship, which inspires
couples to care for one another”. (Amoris Laetitia, para 126). Marriage Education Facilitators consistently
tell us that, in their experience, it is only when couples begin to work through the programme modules
on communication, family of origin, commitment, resolving conflict and children, that they realise why
taking time to focus on their marriage is so important.
Times of challenge are often also times of opportunity. I encourage parishes, as ‘families of families’ to
continue to tenderly accompany individuals and couples in their marriage and family life. Especially
during this time of ongoing pandemic, our couples need our prayers, our encouragement and our
ongoing support. Accord NI will continue to support parishes in this essential work. I salute and thank all
those involved in the work of Accord NI whose efforts are summarised in this Annual Report.

+Eamon Martin
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N. Ireland Board of Directors
Archbishop Eamon Martin

Deirdre O Rawe (company secretary)

Bishop Larry Duffy

Clare Gilmore

Bishop Donal McKeown

Maria Ferguson

Bishop Noel Treanor
Bishop Michael Router
Fr Timothy Bartlett
N.Ireland Office Staff (Full-Time & Part-Time)
Mrs Deirdre O’Rawe

Mrs Joanne McKee, Administrator

Regional Director

Mrs Bronagh McCourt, Administrator
Mrs Kate McKeown, Administrator

Mrs Brenda Russell

Mrs Moira O’Hare, Administrator

Senior Finance Admin/Privacy Officer

Mrs Liz Edgar, Administrator

Auditors

Bankers

Fitzmaurice McConville & Co, Lisburn

Bank of Ireland, 364 Lisburn Rd, Belfast

Charitable Status
CHARITY NO: NIC102330

COMPANY NO: NI627165

Accord N. Ireland Catholic Marriage Care Service CLG acknowledges and greatly
appreciates the support it receives from the Department of Health
towards the provision of its Marriage and Relationship Counselling Service.
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Marriage in Northern Ireland
Registrar General Northern Ireland Annual Report 2019
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ACCORD N. IRELAND CATHOLIC MARRIAGE CARE SERVICE

FROM AN ALL-ISLAND PERSPECTIVE, ACCORD NI ALONG WITH ITS SISTER COMPANIES ACORD CLG AND
ACCORD DUBLIN—ALL OF WHICH ARE AUTONOMOUS REGISTERED CHARITIES AND COMPANIES
LIMITED BY GUARANTEE— HAVE PROVIDED THE FOLLOWING LEVEL OF SERVICE ACROSS IRELAND:
14,894 INDIVIDUALS (7,447 COUPLES) ATTENDED 647 ACCORD SACRAMENTAL
MARRIAGE PREPARATION PROGRAMMES.
24,006 COUNSELLING SESSIONS WERE PROVIDED BY ACCORD COUNSELLORS TO 6,162 INDIVIDUALS OF
WHOM 4,884 ATTENDED AS COUPLES.
IN THE ROI A TOTAL OF 39,722 STUDENTS ATTENDED ACCORD SCHOOLS’ PROGRAMMES AND OVER
2,800 ATTENDED PARENT TALKS.
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THE WORK OF ACCORD NI
Accord NI provided 285 full marriage preparation courses in 2019 and a further 106 special courses. The
service had 39 facilitators in 2019 and five supervisors.
Accord Central Office provides facilitator initial training and CPD for the three Accord companies on the
island and a total of thirteen facilitators graduated in 2019, six of whom were for Accord NI. In 2019, a
further 7 commenced training for Accord NI. The Dignity and Beauty of Sexual Love CPD was provided in
four areas and new Tutor training also commenced in 2019.
A review of Accord’s Marriage Preparation Programme has taken place and training of three NI teams to
deliver the pilot programme was completed in February 2020. One pilot programme took place on
March 6th /7th. The additional pilot programmes did not take place as planned due to the Covid-19 pandemic. The work of the review is presently on hold. For the same reason, all marriage preparation programmes were suspended in mid-March and the situation will be reviewed in line with official Government health advice.

Accord NI Sacramental Marriage Preparation

Testimonials from Couples
“Found the course even better than I imagined. Getting out to lunch with new people was a lovely
experience. Nice to have a small group & different perspectives. Great facilitators & great to have the
chance to speak with the clergy form 3 denominations”...Inter Church
“Great course, not what I anticipated. Lovely people who shared their personal experiences”
“Very informative, well presented and delivered in a respectful manner”
“ The course was extremely informative, helpful and got us thinking about many of the important themes
around marriage & a successful married life”
“We believe that this will have a very positive effect and strengthen our relationship”
“Excellent course, and good to have this quality time together”
“We really enjoyed this course and have taken a lot from it, both now, and in years to come, thank you so
much”
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THE WORK OF ACCORD NI CONTINUED
Accord NI provided 2389 counselling sessions in 2019. The service had 21 active counsellors in
2019, supported by three internal and five external supervisors.
Accord NI provided counsellor CPD in the following topics:
•
•
•
•

The Assessment Process
Advanced Person Centred Couples Counselling
Working with Diversity in Couples, Step and Blended Families
Working with Couples in the Aftermath of Infidelity and Working with Issues of Sexual Desire.

In addition, one internal NI candidate commenced the Certificate in Counselling and one tutor also
commenced training in Marriage Education.

Counselling sessions delivered
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Presenting problems in the counselling room
Our Needs Assessment process assists our counsellors to establish and understand the nature of
client presenting problems and assures them that Accord NI is the right agency to assist them.
Below you will find extracts from the anonymous Needs Assessment process conducted at first
appointment. This process also includes an ongoing review process.
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Accord Catholic Marriage Care Service was until 31 May 2017 an unincorporated
association. On 1 June 2017 it changed its governance structure and now, on the island of
Ireland comprises three companies limited by guarantee: Accord NI, chaired by
Archbishop Eamon Martin; Accord Dublin, chaired by Archbishop Diarmuid Martin; and
Accord Catholic Marriage Care Service CLG, President, Bishop Denis Nulty, chaired by Mr
Gordon Nicholl. Accord has over fifty centres located throughout the 26 dioceses of
Ireland. Its ministry is primarily concerned with supporting the Sacrament of Marriage by
helping couples as they prepare for Sacramental Marriage and offering support to them in
times of difficulty. Accord’s aim is to promote a better understanding of Christian marriage
and to help couples initiate, sustain and enrich their commitment to one another and to
family life. Accord’s core services include Marriage Preparation and Counselling (marriage
and relationships) and Schools’ Programmes in Relationships and Sexuality Education.
.
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ACCORD Northern Ireland CLG Centres
ACCORD N. Ireland CMCS CLG
N. I Regional Office
St Marys Church
Chapel Lane
Belfast, BT1 1HH
E: info@accordni.com
T: 02890 233002
W: www.accordni.com

Portadown
(Archdiocese of Armagh)

armagh@accordni.com
02838 334781

Ballymena

ballymena@accordni.com
02890 339944

Belfast

belfast@accordni.com
02890 339944

Derry

derry@accordni.com
02871 362475

Downpatrick

downpatrick@accordni.com
02890 233002

Enniskillen

enniskillen@accordni.com
02866 325696

Maghera

maghera@accordni.com
02879 642983

Newry

newry@accordni.com
02830 263577

Omagh

omagh@accordni.com
02882 242439
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“To love the Little Platoon
To which we belong in society.
Is the first, the germ as it were
Of public affections”
(Edmund Burke)

Accord N. Ireland Catholic Marriage Care Service CLG
NI Regional Office, Cana House, St Marys Church, Chapel Lane, Belfast, BT1 1HH
Tel: 02890 233002
Email: info@accordni.com
Website: www.accordni.com
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