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During 2021 we were again particularly aware of the needs of families who had suffered Domestic Abuse during periods of lockdown: some were forced to flee, taking nothing with them. So, with the help of a grant from the Catherine Cookson Trust, we continued to supply welcome packs when they arrived at a refuge, containing everything each family needed; we also arranged 3 Awaydays, for 30 adults and 62 children, from the Refuges in our area.   We were able to give 23 four-day caravan holidays for 47 adults and 50 children, who were under some particular strain; we were helped in this by grants from the Moulton Trust (for Newcastle) and Lady Grey Trust (Northumberland).
We were also concerned for the welfare of children, who had been separated from friends and from schooling for many months.  In conversation with the Head of Bishop’s Primary School (part of the Northumberland Church of England Academy) we heard that the children most affected were those in the Early Years, who were losing communication and language development skills.  We agreed to buy a selection of games and jigsaws, all stored in home learning bags, which the children were able to take home and exchange frequently.  These went to all the Early Years classes and were received by some very excited children.  This initiative was filmed as part of the national Annual Gathering presentation.
At Christmas time we were able to supply shoe boxes full of gifts to the People’s Kitchen, for homeless people, and gift bags for the refuges, as well as supplying transport to take asylum seekers who were accommodated in Newcastle to a big family event in the Cathedral.  Locally Branch members have worked hard to support each other, and the local community, with gifts and visits.
During most of the year, our Diocesan communication was through emailed Newsletters, and the emailed ‘Almost the Journal’, printed out for those who could not receive emails; however, we managed one beautiful printed Journal in December; all of these give a good flavour of our work.
In the same way, most meetings, including Trustees and Council, continued to be on Zoom, for which we were very grateful: such meetings were usually well-attended, and members also enjoyed a number of Zoom services, as well as attending Zoom meetings and Midday Prayers arranged by Mary Sumner House.  Many Branches were also able to start in person meetings, while others continue to keep in touch by phone, on Zoom or on the doorstep.
As lockdown eased, some of us were able to enjoy a residential retreat at Shepherd’s Dene, and our Diocesan Festival, with speaker Catherine Hilton, our Zonal Trustee, was in person and online, as was our final Thanksgiving Service in December. Thanks to all who worked so hard to ensure that we could all access worship.
We have continued to develop and check the database, which is now good enough to allow most members to receive their ‘Connected’ magazine and Prayer Diary from the centre through the post.  It has also enabled us to embark on the provision of Direct Debit as an option for paying subscriptions.  This has initially been taken up (for 2022 subscriptions) by over quarter of our membership (i.e. by about 240), of whom about half were able to Gift Aid their payment.  This should help to stabilise our membership.
As this was the final year of the Triennium, we have held elections at every level, and nearly all Trustee positions are now filled, in readiness for the Triennium 2022 – 2024.  There is still work to do to secure leadership in some Deaneries and Branches.
Our membership for 2021 was about 850. Thanks to those who have worked so creatively and consistently to support our members during another difficult year, to reach out to those in need, and to use all available means, including electronic, to keep in touch and inspire us to prayer and action.  Thanks, particularly, to those who have just completed a term of office.  We look forward to new opportunities as we start to meet again, with the enthusiastic leadership of a renewed team.
Barbara Packer

Retiring President

