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The people building 
communities

When asked about what makes a business successful, how many of us 
would immediately say people, before perhaps a good business plan? 
Putting people first is second nature to Anita Conway, be they the 
staff at Radius or the thousands of tenants in its sustainable homes. 

Things have been tough since the COVID-19 crisis hit, but to Anita this has just emphasised even 
further the need and right for all to have a home that makes us feel safe and comfortable. So, she works 
tirelessly to be a provider of solutions and an overcomer of obstacles. But when told this she just laughs 
and says that tenacity is simply part of being Northern Irish - and you certainly won’t get far without it. 

How did your career start out after university?

“I’ve had a number of roles. I started in co-ownership, which is equity share Housing Association. 
Then I went to a small Housing Association, Triangle, which does a lot of fantastic work in the supported 
housing field. I went on to BIH, which became Helm, and then went on to Fold. Then I worked for five 
years in the private sector, and in both Northern Ireland and in Europe, and then came back to Fold. 
Fold then merged with Helm, who I worked with previously before it merged with Radius in 2017.”

What has the bond fundraising enabled Radius to do?

“Our ambition and aim is to build around 400-500 new homes a year, mostly social and affordable 
for sale units. To do that we obviously need funding. So for social homes, we get approximately 50% 
funding. For 400 homes a year you would be talking a £60m total investment- £30m of that would be 
our contribution to the private finance as a minimum. So we’re spending £60-£65m a year, and that 
equates to £200m a year in economic benefits terms to the Northern Ireland economy. And that’s just 
development, that’s not what the whole Radius portfolio - because then we obviously spend a lot more 
on maintenance, staffing etc. 

“What we’re really trying to do in the development - which is really important to us now and has moved 
up the agenda significantly - is maximise our ability to provide sustainable and quality new homes in 
areas of high demand in Belfast, and then in the wider regions of Northern Ireland.

“The private equity bond has given us greater certainty for the next three years that we can go out, we 
can land bank, we can take on larger projects. So we’re doing, you know, 200-300 unit schemes, which 
are £50-£60m each. And it’s given us the confidence to be able to do that, and to be able to develop 
that sort of pipeline so that year in, year out we’re delivering for those who need homes.”



Would that actually enable you to deliver more units in a shorter time frame, 
or is there a capacity issue that means things work this way naturally? 

“I think regarding Northern Ireland PLC, it would be great if we were able to work better together. 
There are a few blockages in the way, and we see our role as being to help unblock those and to be 
part of that solution. So we will work with the statutory agencies and the councils to try and make sure 
that we’re delivering. What we do, in essence, is take on really challenging sites where the market might 
not want to take them on, but in areas of really high demand. 

“What we need to do is to put in the time to acquire the site, to get the planning and the utilities in place 
so that we can develop a large project. It might take 5 to 7 years from the day that you start to look at 
it until we complete the last house. From the legal side of things, we’ve just acquired a large site with 
Wilson Nesbitt just before the summer up in West Belfast. And again, there were five or six landowners 
involved, and from the development side we have identified  NI water capacity as the biggest risk, but we 
remain hopefully we can be on site in 2/3 years. 

“The bond’s ‘A’ rating also gives us commercial credibility when we’re talking to other people, and they 
can see the scale of what we’re trying to achieve. If we’re looking to partner with large developers, 
it gives us the credentials and it says ‘we have business acumen, we’re a large business, we have a 
proven track record of delivering, and we’re certainly here to do good.’ We want to do social housing, 
we want to provide something that is high quality and sustainable, but it has to be commercially viable. 
And that viability and that commerciality is very important to us, because we are custodians of our 
tenants’ money, so we must make proper and good investments. But we obviously also want to have 
a really positive impact on the built environment as well, as we want to play a positive part in shaping 
future of the city..” 

You seem to have a multicultural approach at Radius. What are your thoughts 
on having people from different backgrounds, nationalities and communities 
represented within the roles you have there? 

“We do housing for everyone We recently completed  a scheme in Dungannon that was mixed tenure, 
so it was some ‘for sale’ and some ‘for social rent’. We translated our brochures/tenancy information into 
five different languages to represent all of the people that were in this community, because we really 
want to be an organisation that is inclusive for the communities in which we work, for the tenants which 
we serve and the staff who work with us.

“It’s really important for us to drive that acceptance and just make sure that everybody feels part of 
what we’re doing, whether you live in a house, or you work within our organisation. I think COVID has 
really made us appreciate the importance of our homes, and the importance of building good-quality 
accommodation, and for us at Radius it clearly demonstrated how fortunate we are at having such 
an excellent workforce. We can’t overstate that: we’re especially very proud of our care staff that 
throughout the whole pandemic managed all of our housing with care projects . They were dealing with 
people who have dementia, older people, or frail people, and they managed that with such enthusiasm, 
love and care. It was really very humbling. But it makes me very proud to work for an organisation 
where the staff just go the extra mile all the time. 
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“And genuinely, that’s what they did. They came into work, and they just kept working. Everybody did 
what they needed to do and did extra shifts, and were often the only connection for a lot of those older 
people. We escalated our normal services and did a huge amount more good morning calls during the 
first lockdown, and that was maybe the only contact some of those people had. Everybody just rallied 
together and got on with it, and that’s a testament to the good staff and shows what we aspire and hope 
that we deliver for everyone.”

What could businesses learn from Radius’ model, and would make things a 
success if they came to Northern Ireland?

“The people, without a doubt. People are going to make it a success. I think it’s the attitude of the 
people here. We’re very resilient, and that has shown through very much in the last year - humour 
gets us through a huge amount too. We’re resilient Belfast is resilient, and its people are resilient. 
There’s a tenacity and a belief that we will do things, which is certainly the case in the development side 
of Radius. We never say we can’t do something. 

“Property development is just a series of problems, so you have to have the belief, patience and 
determination that you can resolve issues . And if you’ve got the hunger and the drive, and you want 
to do it, then Belfast is a good place to work. To me, that’s what sums Belfast and that’s why people want 
to come here, because people are resilient, we want to do a good job and we will welcome you here. 

What could be done to promote Belfast even further as a destination for FDI, 
for anyone coming here or even developers?

“I think we have great ambitions and we really want to do things and make things happen. There are 
some times that our policymakers aren’t as fast as they could be at being part of the solution -  I think 
we need to make sure that the business environment reflects our desire to build on our success and 
develop and drive the city forward, we must prove we have  the creativity and innovation, and have 
talented workforce. We need to make sure that we’re proactively removing any roadblocks, and we 
promote our desire to bring people to the city. We must make sure that we’re encouraging that 
innovation and creativity, and putting plans in place now for the next 5-20 years. 

“Sometimes I think we’re a little bit slow to tackle challenges. Invest NI does a really great job of getting 
people interested. We’ve got a unique story, and so many people feel an affinity for Ireland, and Northern 
Ireland especially. If they maximise that, once we have them here, we want them here so we’ll do what 
we can to make sure they stay. I think sometimes it’s that ripple effect, that extra benefit - do we exploit 
that as much as we could?”

We may not have spoken for long, but Anita’s spark and drive towards innovation has been palpable 
throughout. After working for so long in property development she’s found herself part of something 
much bigger than herself, yet her work is directly impacting the city itself. 

So, if you’re looking for a business model that is sure to be a success, why not start by finding the best 
people for the job and putting them at the heart of things? Belfast people.
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