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On the evening of 20th September 2006, Mind the Gap held a public meeting in 
Melmount Community Centre, Strabane at the request of the North West Anti-
Poverty Group.  The purpose of the meeting was to bring together local individuals, 
community representatives, council representatives and national energy experts. To 
discuss the concerns of the people living in Strabane and surrounding areas on the 
proposed change over of heating systems from solid fuel to oil central heating.   
 
Paul Gallagher opened the meeting by introducing the guest speakers for the 
evening, he explained that this was an open public meeting and the audience were 
invited to be as participatory as possible.  Paul went over a bit of background to the 
meeting stating that Strabane was still finding it difficult to reach the European Air 
Quality Objectives, with the council area having one of the highest counts of toxins in 
the UK. 
 
A resident from Springfield Park in Strabane told the meeting that back in 2004, when 
‘pollution was killing us’, the Council had decided to introduce oil fired central heating 
to the town.  However, in 2004 oil wasn’t the price it had now risen to.  The concerns 
from Lifford was what happens when the ‘wind blows across the border’! 
 
The audience agreed that the Council should be congratulated on their initiative to 
introduce cleaner air to the district, but that perhaps they could have looked at 
alternatives, like woodchip burners.  Unfortunately these cost £4,580 with the 
maximum grant being £1,500. 
 
The Strabane Council representative stated that all homes in Strabane will be 
insulated by the end of 2009.  However, Cllr Jarlath McNulty asked for reassurance 
that in the meantime no one from the area should be prosecuted for the use of solid 
fuel until there was a cheaper alternative in place.  He said that he personally did not 
believe that the 16 local councillors would vote for prosecution, and that there was a 
moral obligation on the Council and committee to campaign for a reduction or help 
with fuel costs.  Cllr McNulty reiterated that the price of oil will never go down and 
there needed to be some type of payment schemes. 
 
Andrea Heaney from NEA stated that there was a scheme in North Belfast (operated 
by Saint Vincent De Paul SVDP) where savings stamps were being used or 
distributors were collecting weekly, with a minimum of 300 litres delivery. 
 
Seamas Devine of MTG drew the connection between low income and fuel poverty, 
saying that Strabane had the worst air quality and posing the question why no lobby 
for an alternative energy programme in Strabane was in place.  If the wood burning 
stoves were up to standard, could they not be included in a grant scheme.  He said 
that 25 years ago Strabane had gas heating, which was abandoned, so what was to 
stop the oil heating being pulled away in the next 10-15 years.  If £1,000 saved one 
life, wouldn’t it be worth it?   
 
Paul Gallagher of MTG said that in 1998 he had written to the Council requesting a 
survey on air quality in order to collectively create an argument. The Council 
representative stated that Council did lobby for alternatives, but the government said 
no, fuel poverty was lead by big business.  It was a matter of the oil supply running 
out or the polar caps melting – which would happen first? 
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A person from the floor asked if it would still be okay to burn peat or logs, the answer 
from Council was no, come 2007, as this carried the same pollution. 
 
Andrea Heaney then mentioned the fuel benefits that were available; winter 
payments for older people, with cold weather payments available from October to 
April if the temperature fell below 0 degrees for seven days or more. 
 
Cllr McNulty stated that we need to request Council’s support to form a joint 
campaign.  The Council representative replied saying that council are applying to 
introduce a levy scheme for more money to install oil heating and will explore other 
options which could include wood chip burners. 
 
There was a question from the floor asking if a person was a homeowner in full time 
employment, would they be entitled to a grant?  The reply was if the house was pre-
1969 they would be entitled to a 70% grant. 
 
Paul Gallagher closed the meeting, informing those gathered of the forthcoming MTG 
conference in Limavady with an open invite to everyone.  He finished off by saying 
“An oil-fitted house won’t heat your home, money in your tank will!”  
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In attendance 
 
Myles Donnelly Castletown CCDA 
Frank Dooher Castletown CCDA 
Marguerite Kelly Castletown CCDA 
John McHugh McHugh’s Oil 
Bernadette Mc Crossan  
Geraldine Mullen  
Caroline Donaghy  
John Devlin  
Olivia Cogle Amerge, Donegal 
Rhona Campbell Amerge, Donegal 
Adele Mitchell-McElroy Amerge, Donegal 
Janette Curran Amerge, \donegal 
Mary English Neighbourhood Worker, Donegal  
Paddy Cosgrove Strabane District Council 
Grainne McNally Strabane District Council 
Kathleen Bradley Neighbourhood Assistant, Derry 
Martine Crotty MTG 
Susannah Toland Neighbourhood Assistant 
Kevin Walsh Neighbourhood Assistant 
Jacqueline Gallagher Springhill Park CDA 
Ann Gallagher Springhill Park CDA 
Willie Tinney SPCDA 
Dessie Drumm St Vincent de Paul 
Shauna Kildea Amerge, Donegal 
Emma Holmes Amerge, Donegal 
Bernie Kildea Amerge, Donegal 
Ivan Barr Strabane District Council 
Colette Brolly Western Health Action Zone 
Paul Gallagher NWAPG 
M O’Kane Conservation Volunteers 
Dominica Dunne  
Aiden Dunne  
Cllr Jarlath McNulty Strabane District Council 
Andrea Heaney NEA 
Seamas Devine  MTG 
Gordon Hewitt MTG 
Julie Cullen MTG 
 


