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‘We’ve both 
been labelled 
troublemakers’

By Jacqui Morley
Chief feature writer
jacqui.morley@blackpoolgazette.co.uk

feature

  the Big Interview

Helping town’s youth, with help from Dalai Lama...
the women on the frontline helping young people aged 14-25 get support, training, jobs and self-esteem

L inda Markey left school 
at 15. 
It was what you did 
back then, 50 years 
ago, if money was tight 

and you wanted to pay your 
way or get out from under your 
parents’ feet. Linda admits 
she didn’t see much of her 
late mum even when living at 
home. Much of the mothering 
was left to her.
It gives the co-founder of UR 
Potential an insight into the 
challenges facing the young 
people she and fellow lead 
practitioner Deborah Terras 
help today through the com-
munity interest not for profit 
company. It’s an example of so-
cial enterprise at its finest, now 
in a great new stand alone base 
on Central Drive, an area soon 
to be regenerated through new 
housing and allied projects. 
It’s also the reason why Linda 
asked the Dalai Lama, who has 
talked of the kindness of his 
own mother, of what could be 
done to help those starved of a 
mother’s affection.
She can’t remember 
his precise  
reply...

“I think he went off some 
philosophical line about so 
long as there being someone 
to care and love them.  And 
he’s right. Because here we do 
care. We’re the ones who tell 
the kids you’re not drinking 
that fizzy drink because it’s 
full of rubbish, or you need a 
bath, or go home and change 
or get a bit of sleep, and we’ll 
take you to your job interview. 
It’s the sort of stuff a mother 
would normally tell them. But 
they’re our future. Every one 
has a story, and it’s up to us to 
find that nugget of gold, that 
shining light within them all. 
Many of them just need some-
one to care about them.”
It was one of those days, in-
spirational and overwhelm-
ing, Deborah and Linda part 
of a 100-strong invitation only 
audience at the Lowry, Man-
chester.
Linda doesn’t believe in a God 
but does believe in the “inner 
core of good and spiritual-
ity” within us all. She once 
trekked across India in the 
hope of hearing the Tibetan 
spiritual leader hold forth in a 
remote village.
She got there five minutes af-
ter he had 

gone. Missed it all. “Then he 
turned up in Manchester!”
Linda was in the midst of the 
melee for photographs with 
the holy man. Deborah, who 
had taken Linda along, found 
herself squeezed out - end-
ing up in only half the frame. 
Linda got the bigger picture. 
It’s on the wall near her desk 
on the upper floor of UR Po-
tential.
It catches the attention of 
first time visitors. “Who’s 
that with Linda?” I ask in 
should have gone to Specsav-
ers mode. Nina Beavers, field 
worker with Fylde Coast Be 
Involved, glances up: “That’s 
Joe.” Actually, it’s Tenzin Gy-
atso, Dalai Lama.
But when I leave I pass a smil-
ing scouser Joe Pih on the 
stairs. He’s a targeted youth 
support worker. He’s also 
a dead ringer for the Dalai 
Lama. Joe used to work with 

Barnardo’s in Blackpool until 
funding ran out. Now he regu-
larly bridges the gaps left by 
Government-imposed cuts 
to child care, protection and 
fostering/adoption by councils 
across the North West. Here to-
day, Knowsley the next, and so 
on. His flash Toyota MR5 must 
turn heads on estates and get 
the kids flocking round.
Well, that’s enough of the Dalai 
Lama. Back to what these two 
formidable women do for 
Blackpool. Social enterprise 
is the buzz term in town but 
it’s all too easy to fall into the 
networking mode, or fret about 
fundraising, and forget to get 
stuck into serious work on the 
ground. Linda and Deborah are 
on the frontline, helping young 
people aged from 14 to 25 to 
source support, help, training, 
computer and IT skills, youth 
work, safe guarding, health and 
safety, help steer them to job 
opportunities, involve them 
in worthwhile volunteering, 
other projects.
Along the way the youngsters 
realise their worth. Self es-
teem blooms, con-
fidence 

soars. For all too many, says 
Linda, it’s the first time they 
have felt valued, appreciated.
“There’s never a day I come 
here, and this in any job I’ve 
done, when I dread coming 
to work. Whether I was sell-
ing cardigans or Chitty Bang 
Bang cars for Corgi in Lewis’s, 
or running a dance school, it 
had to be fun but rewarding.”
Sessions run at times to suit 
the age range. Take last night 
when a peer mentor group 
met for young people who 
want to help others, and a 
group of 13 to 17 year old girls 
also looked at careers, healthy 
eating, training and educa-
tion opportunities, employ-
ability, confidence building, 
friendship, fundraising and 
more. 
Tonight there’s a LGBT group 
(lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans-
gender) meeting for 17 to 25  
year olds, while others at-
tend an art group. Tomorrow 
there’s a babysitting course 
for 13 to 17-year-olds to gain 
a certificate, learn about 
childcare, maybe earn a bit of 
pocket money - and ultimate-
ly give their own kids a better 
start in life. 
On Thursday night Black-
pool Voice gives young peo-
ple the chance to talk about 
what affects them and what 
they want in Blackpool. 
A new group starts this 
month for transgender 
young people, another 
meets every two months 
to help parents, carers or 
siblings of young LGBT 
young people get together 
for support and discus-
sion. Each and every 
group has been organ-
ised in answer to needs 
identified locally. 
Linda and Deborah are 
family women, mothers 
themselves, committed 
to ironing out inequali-
ties that exist in a so-
ciety not only diverse 
but socially deprived. 
At any age. It’s worth 
noting they help older 
people too, training, 
other opportunities, 
courses - in theory 
up to 100 years old, 
in practice up to late 
70s, early 80s, to 
date. 
They are united by 
the fact that both 

have been labelled as “trou-
blemakers” in their time. In 
fact that persuaded Linda 
to take Deborah to assist on 
at Millennium Volunteers, 

the turn of the 21st century 
group set up to help disaf-
fected young people find a 
voice and get a break. Debo-
rah herself points that men 
who stand up for themselves 
are described as determined, 
driven. “Women are called 
troublemakers. Or worst.” 
Deborah remembers wait-
ing for her interview along a 
suited booted gent who had a 
wealth of experience. “Didn’t 
think I stood a chance.” She 
went in and turned the tables 
on the interviewers - encour-
aging them to speak of their 
own dreams and aspirations. 
No contest.
Millennium Volunteers, al-
though extraordinarily effec-
tive locally, got scrapped after 
eight years. Funding cuts 
again. The pair admit that 
they tired of living with the 
threat of redundancy and the 
reality of it on two, three occa-
sions in various roles. When 
MV folded V-Inspired sprang 
up - a volunteering project for 
14 to 25 year olds. Linda and 
Deborah again.

Linda adds: “We get on in-
credibly well. We’re very dif-
ferent but kindred spirits. 
We’ve both been labelled 
troublemakers, the usual 
stereotypes for women who 
challenge the system.  I was 
on holiday when Deborah 
started at Millennium Vol-
unteers. I came back and she 
had done a heath and safety 
check and had left a long list 
of things we had to do. She 
gave me this report and I said 
well done, we have needed 
this, fantastic, now go and get 
the funding for it. And she 
did.”
But UR Potential is the big 
one. Their own business, a 
community interest concern, 
set up initially in the kitchen 
of Linda’s home before relo-
cating to their first ever head-
quarters - at Claremont First 
Step Centre on Dickson Road.  
It figures that one of their 
success stories, Jake Adams, 
15, now runs the Community 
Printing project in what used 

to be their office there. “Jake’s 
going to be a millionaire one 
day,” says Deborah.
The pair are now employers 
in their own right. There’s 
team of youth and commu-
nity workers. The council 
cutbacks have sent some final 
qualified workers to their 
door - now on Central Drive. 
UR Potential and sister group 
Fylde Coast Be Involved have 
outgrown old premises and 
now share a new window on 
the world from which to in-
spire others.
And Linda’s tale takes some 
beating. Remember she left 
school at 15, no O or A levels 
to speak of, no real support 
from home. She sold car-
digans, then Corgi toys at 
Lewis’s,  later moved to Spain 
for love - but ended up on 
the wrong island, Majorca, 
not Ibiza,  made the best of 
it and got a job there, then 
returned to Britain, mar-
ried, ran a  furniture restora-
tion business, a fish and chip 
shop, then a dance school in 
Lytham, divorced. Linda’s sec-
ond husband Allen Markey, a 
photographer, plays his part 
promoting the organisation. 
And somewhere along the 
way she went to university, 
impressed the selection panel 
with her nous and commit-
ment rather than old school 
qualifications, bagged a spot 
on the youth and community 
course, the honours degree, 
and walked straight into work 
at the Tate Gallery Liverpool 
as community arts coordina-
tor. When the commuting 
and the politics got too much 
she beat a path home. More 
qualifications and commu-
nity work followed, along with 
finding her niche as a volun-
teer on Grange Park project, 
impressed by the lead of the 
late Maureen Horn, the com-
munity campaigner who did 
so much to transform the es-
tate for the better.
“As soon as I got there and re-
alised there was such a need I 
knew I’d really found myself. I 
just thought I absolutely love 
it. Once the kids left home 
I decided I’m never go-
ing to get a decent job 
unless I get a degree 
- so at 47 started a 
three year course 
at the University of 
Cumbria and gradu-
ated at 50. I loved 
my job at the Tate 
but the commut-
ing didn’t work 
for me - and 

‘as soon as I 
realised there 
was such a 
need I knew I’d 
really found 
myself’

when the job came up at Mil-
lennium Volun-
teers I leapt 
at it. We put 
thousands of 
kids through 
the door in 
the eight 

years until the Government 
changed its funding - when 
it changed to V Inspired and 
the staff team changed from 
seven or eight to two.
“I’ve reinvented myself, not 
once but several times,” 
Linda admits. “You have to 

be prepared to change, to find 
what it is you really want to 
do, what drives and inspires 

you. With me 
it’s the desire 
to make a dif-

ference, to help 

young people, in fact anyone 
of any age who needs to realise 
their potential.
It was Deborah, firebrand of 
women’s studies, self styled 
social pedagogue, chair of 
Fylde Children’s Trust, di-
rector of Greater Together, 
who came up with the name 
of their joint venture UR 
Potential. And it fits them 
like a glove. “It’s about your 
potential - you ARE poten-
tial,” stresses Deborah, who’s 
got the BA Hons Youth and 

Community too, has taught 
volunteer management and 
community leader-
ship, set up peer 
and befriending 
projects, worked 
with youth of-
fenders, on 
domestic abuse 
projects and 
more. 
As the Dalai 
Lama says: 
“Our prime 
purpose 

in this life is to help others. 
My philosophy is kindness. 

If you want others to be 
happy, practise compas-

sion. If you want to be 
happy, practise compas-
sion.”
l For more informa-
tion call the team 
on 01253 292299 or 
visit www.urpotential.

co.uk & www.fylde-
coastbeinvolved.

co.uk

feMaLeS ON tH e frONtLINe Linda Markey (right) and Deborah Terras at UR Potenial, Central Drive, Blackpool

Deborah Terras with a picture of the Dalai 
Lama, or is it Joe?


