
 

   

 

 

The Linen Hall Library 

 

Minutes of the 235th Annual General Meeting 

on Thursday 26 June 2025 at 1pm in the Linen Hall  

 

Members in attendance: Dr Simon Bridge; Mrs Anne Davies; Mr Frank Barronwell; Mr Irvine 

McKay; Mr John Johnson; Mrs Mary Delgary; Ms Marie McGilly; James Huston; Mrs Jennifer 

Campbell; Mrs Helen Sheldon; Mr John Sheldon; Ms Irene Kingston; Mr Seamus McKee; Mr 

Hugh Campbell; Ms Fionnula Carson Williams; Dr Eamonn Hughes; Dr Frank Ferguson; Dr 

Philip McGarry 

 

 

1. Apologies 

Apologies were received from Judge Patrick Clyne, Mr Gordon Lucy, Professor Míchéal Ó 

Mainnín, Sir Ian Huddleston, Mr Michael McCallan, Mr Jim Fitzsimons, Ms Brigid Napier, Mr 

Bernard Brannigan, Ms Maggie Pernaut-Deschamps, Professor Simon Davies, Mr Steve 

Mungavin 

 

 

2. Minutes of the 234th Annual General Meeting (AGM) held on 27 June 2024 

 

The AGM minutes were proposed by Mrs Anne Davies and seconded by Ms Maria McGilly. 

 

2.1 Matters arising 

There were no matters arising from the minutes. 

 

3. Reports from the Library 

 

3.1 President’s Address 

 

The President said that 2024 had been a challenging year financially. However, due to the 

relentless efforts by the Director, the position had stabilised by the year end. The Finance 

Manager, Karen Law, has supported the Director by providing all necessary financial input. He 

expressed his gratitude for support from key funders, particularly the Department for 

Communities. He commented on the tireless efforts by the Librarian, Samantha McCombe, 

and the Deputy Librarian, Monica Cash, to gather in more donations, but also their care of the 

Collections. 

 

The President also commented on the wide ranging events programmed by Patsy Horton, 

including the McAdam Lexicon Poetry Jukebox; The Hiroshima Peace Museum Exhibition and 

the Lego Suffragette. 
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The President said he was encouraged by the number of new members joining. 

 

The President also said a Strategy Committee had been established to look at the core vision 

and how we can continue to resource and implement our historic Enlightenment values in the 

twenty first century. 

 

3.2 Director’s Report 

 

2024 was an exceedingly difficult year for the staff and Board of Governors. The Linen Hall 

continued to face funding challenges although monitoring round funding of £82k was 

received in the first quarter of the year from the Department for Communities. Core funding 

from the Department for Communities had been cut in 2023 and this funding remained at 

£164k in the 2024-2025 letter of offer.   

 

Costs continued to rise particularly the cost of energy, Then mid-year, issues arose with the 

gas boilers, which were later condemned. The cost of replacing them was in the region of 

£70,000.  The replacement of the boilers was mainly funded by the Foyle Foundation. Every 

year, when budgets are set,  thought is given to unpredictable income and what might be 

realised during the year. This includes donations, legacies and fundraisers. In 2024 no 

legacies were received until December and donations were down. As finances were being 

carefully monitored, the Department for Communities were asked for intervention funding in 

July 2024.  The Director said she was grateful to the Department that £330,000 of 

intervention funding which helped shore up the Linen Hall’s finances in the last quarter of 

the year. After a lobbying campaign, an application was made to Belfast City Council for 

£175,000  for discretionary funding in December 2024. 

 

A Strategy Committee was set up by the Board of Governors in 2024 in order to consider a 

future business operating model. An action plan has been put in place to consider new 

sources of funding and strategic partnerships. This continues to be refined. 

 

At the end of 2023 National Lottery Heritage fund awarded the Linen Hall £248, 000 for the 

development of a feasibility study for Linen Hall 2 – A Museum of Contemporary History - 

which would house the NI Political Collection. A Project Manager and architect-led design 

team was appointed to consider sites and accommodation required for a new Linen Hall 2 

facility. By the end of 2024 this was far advanced in shortlisting potential sites and clarifying 

accommodation requirements. This is a development area for the Linen Hall as it is an 

opportunity to move forward into the next 235 years. For an organisation to survive and 

thrive, change is needed. It is envisaged that a new facility would include an international 

research centre, exhibition and interpretative space, community and education space, as 

well as an oral history repository and a showcase opportunity for the NI Political Collection. 

 

For the first time in approximately 20 years, core funding was received from the NI 

Community Relations Council. This allowed us to focus on workplans around student 

activism and civil rights. Funding had already been received from the Department for 

Foreign Affairs, but the CRC funding allowed us to extend and amplify that.   

Partnership work continued with the Ulster Scots Agency and the fourth Ulster Scots Writing 

Competition took place in 2024. This is gaining popularity and entries for this competition 
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are growing year on year. Unfortunately, no funding was received from Foras na Gaeilge in 

2024. However, at the end of 2023 funding was received from the British Council for an 

Irish language/ Breton poetry jukebox. This was in partnership with the Centre Culturel 

Irlandais in Paris and was launched at the L’Etonnants Voyageurs Festival in St Malo in 

2024. Events also took place in relation to this at the Belfast Festival in October 2024. 

 

Some very significant exhibitions and 80 events happened during 2024. The year opened 

with an exhibition from the Hiroshima Peace Memorial Museum. This attracted large 

numbers of visitors, and we were delighted to welcome representatives from the Japanese 

Embassy and the Hiroshima Peace Museum to the Linen Hall. In May we welcomed Hope 

the Lego suffragette, a life sized model loaned to us by the Houses of Parliament and 

curated a programme of events to highlight women’s voices. We were delighted to hold an 

exhibition drawing on our extensive May Blood MBE archive. We collaborated with many 

other partners throughout 2024, including Soroptimists International Belfast, NI Science 

Festival, Irish Writers Centre, Belfast Pride Festival, Conflict Textiles, Sole Purpose 

Productions and Northern Ireland Opera. 

Irish and Italian classes have both continued very successfully in the Linen Hall. 

 

The Charity bookshop started 2024 in the Linen Hall and at St George’s market at 

weekends. It was some time before we found new premises. However, the book shop moved 

into its current premises, the old Spinning Mill, opposite Castlecourt on Royal Avenue, in July 

2024. This shop has been a success with many old and new visitors. 

 

The cafe operator, Writers Group, unfortunately, went into receivership in March 2024. This 

was not a reflection of its operation in the Linen Hall but more the performance of the wider 

group. This happened very suddenly. So, in the interim, for the remainder of 2024, a pop up 

temporary café was in place – Jarfords Ltd. 

The Director thanked the Board of Governors, staff and volunteers for their help and support 

throughout 2024. Everyone works very hard to ensure the future survival of the Linen Hall.  

 

 

3.3 Librarian’s Report 

 

The Robert McAdam Comparative Lexicon was the inspiration for a fantastic Poetry Jukebox 

curation which put the collections at the Linen Hall on the European stage. It was a great 

example of how our rare and unique collections can be used to inspire contemporary 

creativity. 

 

Another way we foster and encourage creativity – this time in the art of the short story – is our 

biennial Michael McLaverty Short Story Award. Michael McLaverty was one of the foremost 

proponents of the Irish short story, and his archive was donated to The Linen Hall by the 

Literary Executors of Michael McLaverty in 2005.In 2024, the award attracted a high level of 

entries of excellent calibre. Thanks to the judges – editor Emma Warnock and award-winning 

writer Bernie McGill – for the care and consideration they took with the award. The winning 

story was Heavenly Mutha by Tenaya Steed, with Under the Bridge by Helena Close and The 
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Quiet of the Lake by Ciarán Folan runners-up. All reflect the richness and diversity of the short 

story form, and I again offer my congratulations and continued success to all the winning 

writers.  

 

Items from the Northern Ireland Political Collection were loaned to the University of Glasgow’s 

prestigious Hunterian Museum for an exhibition by Belfast born, Glasgow based artist Cathy 

Wilkes. Cathy’s exhibition ranged across sculpture, painting and installation, employing 

materials associated with everyday domestic life to consider social realities, and it was a 

pleasure to have our collections displayed alongside her thought-provoking and moving work. 

Continued support from the Ulster-Scots Agency facilitated the ongoing comprehensive 

condition checking and conservation of the Gibson Collection of Robert Burns, while the 

Enkalon Foundation supported conservation of our Belfast and Provincial Printed Books.  

The Idlewild Trust also generously supported the conservation of three albums of Art 

Scrapbooks painted circa 1840-1850 by Catherine and Barbara Gage of the flora and fauna 

of Rathlin Island.  

The 316 watercolours on paper are contained in three albums:A scrapbook of the flora on 

Rathlin Island; a scrapbook of greenhouse and garden flora; and a scrapbook of the fauna on 

Rathlin. 

 

Under funding from the Northern Ireland Museums Council, we took part in The Playful 

Museums Festival, and chiming with National Storytelling week, pupils from Hazelwood 

Integrated Primary’s nursery visited us for an interactive storytelling and crafting session with 

award winning children’s author (and Linen Hall member!) Marianne McShane. Reading from 

her latest work, A Belfast Fairytale - which incorporates elements from the story of The 

Gingerbread Man – Marianne introduced the children to some of Belfast’s best-known 

landmarks, such as the Linen Hall, St George's Market and 'The Big Fish'. In the craft session 

the children created a keepsake based on the story. They also received a map to takeaway, 

showing the route taken in the story. 

Thanks to Marianne and the little ones for bringing such joy to the Library. 

 

The Librarian expressed her gratitude to our members who support the collections through 

membership, and those who have contributed to the endowment fund which facilitates much-

needed conservation, and to the hundreds of members and champions who support us 

through donations to the collections, a list of whom is included in the Annual Report.  

 

We received an archive of Citizens Advice Northern Ireland; the newspaper clippings collection 

of the Irish News; the personal book collection of Gerry Adams; and our literary archives 

expanded with the archives of renowned poet Moyra Donaldson and award-winning writer 

Bernie McGill. We also received a treasure from the family of the late Joan Lingard in the form 

of Joan Lingard’s ‘first’ book; handwritten and illustrated by the author when she was 11.  

 

And to mark 10 years of the Linen Hall and Conflict Textiles working together we received a 

very generous donation from Conflict Textiles of an arpillera and an embroidery to our 

collections.  

The Linen Hall has always been a place for difficult conversations to be had in the right way, 

and working with Conflict Textiles has engaged people, gave space to think and feel, and 

brought community through the arpilleras and other textiles conserved, exhibited and created 
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through Conflict Textiles. Their work is an incredible example of the power of craft and textiles, 

for remembrance, and protest, and healing, and we are privileged to be able to enrich our 

collections and cement our enduring relationship with these unique pieces. It was particularly 

fitting the donation came to the Library on National Poetry Day as the inspiration for the pieces 

donated is poets and poetry. Our Lady of Words created in 2015 by Linda Adams is an arpillera 

representing the life of Chilean poet, Gabriela Mistral, who won the Nobel Prize for Literature 

in 1945, the first female Latin American poet to do so. Flora Poetica created by Marlene Milner 

in 2007 is a piece of embroidery celebrating the work of the poet Seamus Heaney.  

 

 

4. Annual Report and Accounts for 2024 

 

4.1 Finance Report 

The Finance Manager, Ms Karen Law, had prepared a summary of financial results and 

highlighted the following: 

 

The year 2024 turned out to be a better year financially than 2023, with an operating surplus 

of £163,000, higher grant income and a much better bank overdraft position at the year-end.  

Core income more than covered core running costs in 2024, although it was another difficult 

year on the way through and we needed to retain our extended overdraft with Danske Bank 

while we continued to make the case for restoring the Linen Hall’s public sector funding to 

previous levels.  

  

Looking back to 2009/2010, the core grant from the Department for Culture, Arts and Leisure 

was the equivalent of £500k in today’s terms, but in April 2023 the Linen Hall suffered a 

further cut of £82,000 to its annual core grant from the Department for Communities, 

reducing that grant to £164,000.  At the same time, core running costs were continuing to 

rise with inflation, and we ended 2023 with a bank overdraft balance of £236,000.  To set 

this in context, we have normally operated within a bank overdraft facility of £150,000. 

  

Going into 2024, we were faced with the same reduced grant and the same funding 

challenges, in that a reliable source of additional core funding is needed, if the Linen Hall is 

to be financially sustainable, and reliability is essential. Income from donations and legacies, 

to give one example, is welcome and very much needed, but is also naturally unpredictable.  

We applied to The Department for Communities and were granted additional funding early in 

2024, and then £330,000 of Intervention Funding in the last quarter of the year, to ensure 

that core costs were covered and the bank overdraft returned to within its normal £150,000 

limit by year-end.  Belfast City Council also contributed an extra £20,000 in the year. 

 

In spite of these constant financial challenges, the Linen Hall’s programme of cultural events, 

exhibitions, classes, book clubs and writing competitions has gone from strength to strength, 

and work continued on various funded projects which had begun in 2023, alongside 

successful applications for other projects, some carrying on into 2025.  In particular, the 

“Linen Hall 2 – A Museum of Contemporary History in NI Scoping Study” project was 

substantially completed in 2024, funded by a grant of up to £245,480 from National Lottery 

Heritage Fund. 
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Comparing 2024 to 2023, total income increased from £1,007,000 to £1,628,000, and the 

biggest differences between the two years were in the value of grant funding.  Grant income 

received was £1,100,000 in 2024, compared to £441,000 in 2023, with grants towards core 

operating costs up by £463,000 and funding for specific projects up by £196,000. Core 

funding in 2024 included an extra £443,000 from the Department for Communities, and 

project funding included £206,000 from the National Lottery Heritage Fund for the Linen Hall 

2 Scoping Study. 

 

Income from membership subscriptions, which go directly to help fund core running costs, 

showed an increase of £5,000 over the previous year at £146,000, and the Governors and 

staff are always grateful for the loyal support of the Linen Hall by its members. 

 

Income from donations and legacies was £58,000 in 2024, compared to £95,000 in 2023.  

All gifts and legacies are very gratefully received, whether to general funds or to the 

Endowment Fund. 

 

Commercial rental income from the two shop units owned by the Linen Hall increased from 

£121,000 in 2023 to £131,000 in 2024, with scheduled rent increases and other charges 

coming into play. 

 

The Linen Hall also boosts its core income through trading activities that tap into the earning 

potential of its unique assets.  Our box office sales, café income, gift shop sales, room hire, 

and tours all contributed revenue in 2024, although footfall in the Library suffered from the 

closure of the Linen Hall Café from May until a temporary operator was installed in August.  

   

The Linen Hall Charity Bookshop had lost its well-established shop unit at the Fountain Centre 

in March 2023, eventually operating only from St. George’s Market and online, until new 

premises were found in Royal Avenue and opened for business in July 2024, increasing 

annual sales from £26,000 to £36,000. 

 

On the cost side, again comparing 2024 to 2023, total expenditure increased by 2.5%, broadly 

in line with inflation, and the breakdown of costs followed a similar pattern across the two 

years, except that core staff costs were reduced by £105,000 and the cost of carrying out 

funded projects increased by £120,000.  Some funded projects offer an opportunity to use 

core staff time in project roles, as well as contributing to the Library’s overheads, and the 

Linen Hall 2 project is a good example of this.  In overall terms, staff costs were reduced by 

£46,000 and the total number of employees fell from 19 to 17 on a full-time equivalent basis. 

 

The Linen Hall operates a defined benefit pension scheme through NILGOSC, the local 

government scheme, and the Linen Hall’s section of the NILGOSC scheme was in surplus by 

£2.5m at the end of 2024, which was a further improvement on the £1.6m surplus at the end 

of 2023; however following a change in the advised accounting treatment of pension scheme 

surpluses, this pension asset is no longer included in the Statement of Financial Position.  

Actuarial movements on the pension scheme are beyond the Linen Hall’s control and have no 

effect on cash flow. The charge included in our operating expenditure for pension scheme net 

operating costs was £11,000 in 2024 and £8,000 in 2023. There were also net pension 

scheme finance returns of £72,000 in 2024 and £64,000 in 2023.  Again, these are 
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accounting entries flowing from actuarial measurements, and they have no bearing on the 

Linen Hall’s cash flow.     

 

Another substantial item in the overall Movement in Funds in 2024 is a loss on revaluation of 

the Library building.  The Linen Hall’s freehold and long leasehold properties were revalued at 

31 December 2024 on the basis of open market value and open market rental value for 

existing use, resulting in a loss on revaluation of £592,000. The new valuation of £3.35 

million is in line with movements in Belfast city centre commercial property values. 

 

The bank overdraft balance stood at £101,000 at the end of 2024, compared to £236,000 

in 2023, and this improvement reflects the intervention funding from the Department for 

Communities that was successfully applied for and received in the final quarter of 2024.  We 

normally work within an overdraft limit of £150,000 and enjoy a good working relationship 

with Danske Bank, who have been supportive of the Linen Hall in another challenging year. 

 

The Linen Hall also has investments and cash on deposit with the Northern Ireland Central 

Investment Fund for Charities, with Danske Bank and with Evelyn Partners stockbrokers, 

relating to the Catalyst, McLaverty and New Linen Hall Endowment Funds, none of which are 

available to spend, however the investment income from these endowments does contribute 

to conservation of the collections, the biennial McLaverty Short Story Competition, and to 

some core running costs. 

 

Considering the Linen Hall’s reserves and longer-term financial sustainability, being a 

registered charity brings both benefits and obligations, one of which is to have a suitable 

reserves policy.  The Linen Hall’s stated policy is to hold a level of unrestricted funds 

equivalent to three months’ expenditure on core activities.  At the end of 2024, this figure 

would have been £257,000.  However, Note 25 to the full financial statements shows that 

the technical measure of the Linen Hall’s free reserves was actually a negative £378,000, 

leaving us £635,000 short of a healthy reserves position. This means that whilst the Linen 

Hall owns valuable assets in its collections and its building, cash flow is our biggest challenge, 

and we are vulnerable to the effects of any one source of funding being reduced or withdrawn.  

It also underlines the need to keep all costs under strict control and to maximise income.   

 

Note 27 to the full financial statements has been included this year again, to draw attention 

to the financial challenges that the Linen Hall is facing, and the resulting threat to its status 

as a going concern.  Note 27 also sets out the steps being taken by the Strategy Committee 

of the Board to Governors to identify new means of income generation, fundraising and 

partnerships.  The Governors considered these plans alongside budget and cash flow 

forecasts for the year ahead and determined that it was still appropriate to prepare the 

financial statements on a going concern basis.   

 

The independent auditor has also made reference in his report to the uncertainty around going 

concern, but the audit report has not been qualified, based upon his consideration of the 

adequacy of the disclosures made in Note 27. 

 

The full audited accounts for 2024 are available on the Linen Hall website and I am always 

happy to hear from members who want to ask more about the details. 
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Mr Irvine McKay commended staff on their fantastic work but said he had a number of 

questions which he would leave in a note with them. 

 

4.2 Approval of Annual Report and Accounts 

Mr Eamonn Hughes proposed the acceptance of the Annual Report and Accounts; this was 

seconded by Mr John Johnston  and was duly adopted.  

 

5. Election of Governors 

The following people were validly nominated for election to the Board of Governors – Mr 

Simon Bridge, Mr Joe McVey and Ms Maria McGilly 

 

 

6. Election of Auditors 

It was proposed by Dr Simon Bridge and seconded by Mr John Johnston to retain Finegan 

Gibson as auditors. 

 

7. Any Other Business 

 

The President notified the AGM that the following people had been awarded Honorary 

Membership of The Linen Hall due to their significant contribution -  

 

• Moyra Donaldson 

• Rosemary Jenkinson 

• Bernie McGill 

• Brian McGilloway 

• Carol Moore 

• David Park 

 

Mrs Anne Davies commended staff for their resilience and resourcefulness. 

 

Mrs Mary Delargy  thanked the staff for being consistently supportive and helpful in relation 

to the Irish Language book club. 

 

 

The 235th AGM closed.  

 

 

Ms Julie Andrews 

Director 


