A Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration

A response from the Northern Ireland Inter-Faith Forum 

and Inter-Faith North/West
Background
1. This response to the consultation on Cohesion, Sharing and Integration is submitted jointly by the Northern Ireland Inter-Faith Forum and Inter-Faith North/West.

2. The Northern Ireland Inter-Faith Forum was formed in 1993 with the twin aims of promoting opportunities for dialogue between people from differing faith backgrounds and fostering an awareness of the diversity of faith expression in Northern Ireland.  Membership of the Forum is open to anyone who subscribes to the Forum’s aims, values, principles and ethnics and we have a broad membership base with people from many different denominations within Christianity as well as Bahá'ís, Buddhists, Hindus, Jews, Muslims and Sikhs.
3. Inter-Faith North/West was formed in 2008 and has similarly broad membership drawn in the main from Strabane, Derry/Londonderry, Limavady and Coleraine.  The Northern Ireland Inter-Faith Forum and Inter-Faith North/West work closely together and collaborate on a number of initiatives.
4. In responding to the consultation document on the programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration we are focussing in particular on the perspective of people from a minority faith background (i.e. Bahá'ís, Buddhists, Hindus, Jews, Muslims and Sikhs) although we are aware that our views are shared by many Christians.

5. The Inter-Faith Forum has been involved in many initiatives in the years since its inception.  It has never received core funding for its work.  The organisation has always been driven by enthusiastic and passionate volunteers but we have been able to secure project funding from time to time to deliver specific pieces of work.  Such work includes the following:

· The development of the Quiet Room at Belfast International Airport

· Working for the increased teaching of world religions in the school curriculum
· Developing and providing training for the public sector on faith diversity

· Publishing materials to raise awareness of faith diversity and to provide guidance on practical matters such as dealing with faith diversity in healthcare settings.
6. In 2007 the Inter-Faith Forum commissioned research to undertake a scoping exercise, looking at the range and extent of inter-faith activity.  The report, “Faith, Scope and Clarity: Interfaith Activity In Promoting Social Cohesion”
 provided the basis for the inclusion of five people from religious minority backgrounds in the Community Faiths Forum that was established by the Department of Social Development earlier this year.
7. This response to the consultation document on the Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration has been developed following extensive consultation with many people from many differing backgrounds.  We offer it as a response to the CSI proposals from the perspective of faith diversity.
Our vision
8. Our vision for Northern Ireland is that we will have a society that recognises and values the diversity that exists within it, encourages the expression of diversity in all its forms and draws strength from the integration of people from many different backgrounds, cultures, faiths and identities, enabling them to make a full contribution to the society.
9. It is important to recognise that diversity is not a new phenomenon in Northern Ireland.  Most of the main religious communities in Northern Ireland trace their history back at least 100 years and some extend back much further than this.  The history of Belfast and Derry/Londonderry as key ports with international connections meant that there were strong influences from distant lands for many centuries.
10. More recently there was active recruitment of healthcare workers from India and the Philippines. Furthermore, it was not unusual in the late 1950s and 1960s for students to come to Belfast for training. Many of these students stayed in Northern Ireland after they qualified and became consultants or general practitioners.  Indeed it is unlikely that our main Belfast hospitals could have continued to operate during 30 years of violence and associated trauma without the services of highly skilled clinicians who had come here as students from India, Iran and Pakistan.  These individuals and their families dedicated their lives to supporting our society at a time when many doctors who were qualifying in Queens were choosing to emigrate.
11. The experience of students who came here from overseas in the 1950s and 1960s provides us with an illuminating example of the way in which our society benefits when it deals positively with diversity.  Rather than difference being an obstacle it becomes a strength.  Our vision is not of a society that identifies difference and encourages division, not even a society that treats people as separate but equal.  Our vision is of a society that is much richer.  It is a society that celebrates rather than tolerates diversity; it encourages people to explore their full potential.  But while valuing difference it does not stigmatise, label or categorise on the basis of difference.  
12. Within the Inter-Faith Forum our discussions on the subject of religious diversity have been strongly influenced by the Council of Europe White Paper on Intercultural Dialogue
.  There are three specific aspects of this White Paper that are particularly relevant to this consultation.  
· The paper describes (on p20) the principle of ‘reciprocal recognition’ by each individual of each other as a member of our common humanity.  This is to be contrasted with either an approach of assimilationism or multiculturalism.  The paper makes it clear that reciprocal recognition is as important whether the individual is a member of a small or a large ‘community’.  
· It emphasises the importance of inter-faith dialogue (p24), stating that “…the Council of Europe has frequently recognised interreligious dialogue… and encouraged religious communities to engage actively in promoting human rights, democracy and the rule of law in a multicultural Europe. [Inter-Faith dialogue] can also contribute to a stronger consensus within society regarding the solutions to social problems.”
· It promotes the need for school students to learn about all the world’s religions in a non-prescriptive fashion (p30), stating that “Within the formal curriculum, the intercultural dimension straddles all subjects. History, language education and the teaching of religious and convictional facts are perhaps among the most relevant.  Education as to religious and convictional facts in an intercultural context makes available knowledge about all the world religions and beliefs and their history, and enables the individual to understand religions and beliefs and avoid prejudice.”
Defining Inter-Faith

13. It is important at this stage to define what we mean by the term “inter-faith”.  The term ‘inter-faith’ is sometimes used to refer to inter-denominational relationships within Christianity but we use the term exclusively to refer to relationships between two or more religions.  We see inter-faith activity being distinct from inter-church activity.
14. Inter-faith dialogue is understood in this context to refer to a dialogue process between people who have a background in two or more religions.  There is no limit to the subject of the dialogue – it can be on social issues or on theological issues.  A distinguishing feature of successful inter-faith engagement is that it is done in a respectful atmosphere that enables all of the parties in the engagement have an equal opportunity to contribute.
Welcoming the consultation

15. Having established the background of the Inter-Faith Forum and contextualised our historical development we now turn to the recently released consultation document on the Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration.
16. The Forum strongly commends the First Minister and the deputy First Minister on the publication of this document.  We believe it is essential that Northern Ireland has an agreed programme of this nature to enable it to move forward from the divisions that have blighted our society and history for centuries; however, we also contend that the strategy is more aspirational than substantive.  In terms of aspiration the CSI document is a very commendable initial step and we applaud the fact that it has been officially endorsed by the First Minister and the deputy First Minister.
17. A programme such as this has the potential to create a new context in Northern Ireland where the divisions of the past can be overcome.  However we contend that it has the potential to go much further.  If the programme can be developed in a way that recognises, values and supports the contribution of people from minority faith communities and minority ethnic communities then we would suggest that there are a range of additional benefits that emerge:

· Historical contributions of people from minority faith communities will be recognised and celebrated
· People in minority faith communities will be encouraged to play a fuller part in society in our society
· The wider public will be encouraged to recognise the true diversity of Northern Ireland, both currently and in the past

· By recognising the diversity within Northern Ireland the historical conflict can be viewed from a new perspective that will enable contentious issues to be viewed in a wider social, political and economic context.

18. We appreciate that these are high expectations for a programme of this nature but we do not believe, at this stage in our development, that such expectations are unrealistic.
CSI in the context of the Good Friday Agreement

19. We have been greatly encouraged by the progress that has been made in recent years and we feel that there is the potential at this stage to take this a step further.

20. The Good Friday Agreement was welcomed by the Inter-Faith Forum as a step towards the recognition of the full diversity of Northern Ireland.  Phrases such as the following encouraged us to see that we were moving towards a society that recognised and valued diversity in all its expressions:
“The power of the sovereign government… shall be founded on the principles of full respect for, and equality of, civil, political, social and cultural rights, of freedom from discrimination for all citizens”
“The British Government intends…to create a statutory obligation on public authorities… to promote equality of opportunity in relation to religion and political opinion; gender; race; disability; age; marital status; dependants; and sexual orientation”
“The power of the sovereign government with jurisdiction there shall be exercised with rigorous impartiality on behalf of all the people in the diversity of their identities and traditions and shall be founded on the principles of full respect for, and equality of, civil, political, social and cultural rights, of freedom from discrimination for all citizens”
21. Furthermore the development of Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act (1998) has been a great encouragement to us and has had a multitude of practical benefits stimulating, for example, the development of marriage law to enable the legal recognition of marriages conducted by minority faith communities and ensuring that schools introduce a module in the syllabus on Religious Education that includes teaching about minority religions.  For us, improvements such as these have been a very welcome and progressive development.  
Recognising and valuing faith diversity within CSI
22. We welcome the references in the consultation document to diversity nevertheless the document needs to be more explicit in relation to faith diversity.  The case study of The Junction includes good reference to developing inter-faith dialogue between Christians, Jews and Muslims, but we could find no reference in the key aims of the document to faith diversity.
23. There are many references throughout the document to people from minority ethnic communities but we argue it is important to recognise that faith diversity cannot be treated as a sub-set of ethnic diversity.  We accept that there are definite overlaps between the issues relating to faith diversity and those relating to ethnic diversity.  These arise from the fact that most of the major faith communities are associated principally with a particular region of the globe.  However, to treat faith diversity as a sub-set of ethnic diversity is to totally misunderstand the essence of religion.  In Northern Ireland there are Bahá'ís, Buddhists, Hindus, Jews, and Muslims who are indigenous to the region and have chosen to adopt a religion different to that of their parents.  It is, therefore wrong to treat issues arising from their faith practice as being related in some way to ethnicity.
24. Furthermore people from all religious backgrounds have migrated over centuries, bringing their religion to different parts of the globe.  In this way there are many people here from diverse religious backgrounds that were born and raised in Northern Ireland.  Just because they choose to belong to a particular faith tradition does not make them members of a minority ethnic community.
25. For this reason the issue of faith diversity in Northern Ireland needs to be explicitly mentioned and there should be a key aim of Encouraging greater knowledge and understanding of faith diversity.
Encouraging inter-faith dialogue

26. In all other regions of the United Kingdom there is explicit support for inter-faith dialogue.  In England for instance, the previous UK Government's Face to Face and Side by Side strategy invested £4.5 million on a small grants scheme for local inter-faith projects (the Faith in Action fund), the creation of Regional Faith Forums, an annual Inter Faith Week and other initiatives. The Coalition Government has continued support for Faiths in Action and Inter Faith Week in the present financial year (an investment totalling around £1.5 million), and continues to core-fund the Inter Faith Network for the UK (of which the Northern Ireland Inter-Faith Forum is a member). The Scottish Government supports an annual Inter Faith Week in Scotland.
27. In contrast there has been little funding to support inter-faith activity in Northern Ireland.  Where funding has been made available it has often come from European funds intended to promote inter-culturalism rather than being explicitly intended to promote inter-faith activity.  Furthermore there have been few public expressions of encouragement for inter-faith initiatives.  We would therefore suggest that there should be a key aim of Encouraging, supporting, sponsoring and resourcing inter-faith dialogue.
Respecting culture – whose culture?
28. In the key aims under the heading of Respecting cultures it is not clear whether cultures in this context is a reference to what are often referred to as the two main traditions - i.e. Catholic and Protestant or whether the term “culture” in this context can be used to include other cultures in our society.  For example the first key aim in this section is:
Working with and supporting the local community to resolve contentious cultural issues

This key aim appears to relate exclusively to the two main traditions.  In the next key aim it is then unclear if it relates to wider cultural issues:
Promoting greater understanding of cultural diversity and expressions of cultural identity.

It is our view that this programme needs to address the issues that are the legacy of a divided and contested society and that this must be done in a way that is clear.  At the same time the programme must also address issues arising from the existing and increasing diversity in our society in a way that is equally unambiguous.  
29. We do not see the issues relating to Protestant-Catholic sectarianism as being distinct from those that give rise to the prejudice and discrimination that other disadvantaged groups experience in our society – whether it be on the basis of religion, ethnicity, age, sexual orientation, gender, disability or other factors.  The division and conflict in our society has created a psyche of separation.  For many people this psyche of separation permeates the way in which they view people they perceive as different – regardless of the reason for the perceived difference.  To tackle this psyche of separation there needs to be a fundamental approach that educates people to reconceptualise their perception of difference and division in society.  
30. We are of the view that the way the document isolates sectarianism is flawed from a human rights perspective.  International human rights standards identify sectarianism as a form of racism and in this way it is located within the well-developed discourse of human rights.  To isolate it from this discourse runs the risk of failing to comply with international human rights obligations, many of which are binding on the UK.  Of course to locate sectarianism within this international human rights discourse does not mean that it cannot also be separately named in the same way as, for example, Islamophobia or anti-Semitism.
31. There is a key aim of

Working to eliminate attacks on cultural, sporting and other symbolic property and monuments

It is unclear if this is intended to be a reference to halls owned by the Orange Order and sports grounds belonging to the GAA or if it is also intended to include properties belonging to faith-based organisations such as the Indian Community Centre (and Hindu Temple) and the Belfast Islamic Centre or the Ballymena Islamic Centre – all of which have been subject to racist attacks.  We would suggest that this key aim should be written in a way to make it clear that it is encompassing both sectarian attacks on property belonging to organisations such as the Orange Order and the GAA but also property belonging to faith based organisations, including for example the Belfast Islamic Centre, the Ballymena Islamic Centre, the Indian Community Centre and other property that has obvious symbolism such as the Chinese Welfare Association.
32. It appears that the focus of CSI in relation to sectarianism is on actions by individuals.  We could find no actions to address institutionalised sectarianism.  It has been our experience that there are many instances of institutionalised sectarianism in Northern Ireland.  We therefore urge that the CSI programme be developed to encompass institutionalised forms of discrimination.

Education for diversity
33. Much progress has been made in recent years in developing the schools curriculum to include teaching about diversity.  Recently the syllabus for Religious Education has been revised to include a module at Key Stage Three on World Religions, providing an opportunity for pupils to learn about religions such as Bahá'í, Buddhist, Hindu, Islam, Judaism and Sikhism.  The introduction of this module to the RE syllabus is a very significant development in enhancing understanding of faith diversity in Northern Ireland and reference to it should be included in the Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration.  Following the development of the syllabus for RE the Council for Curriculum, Examinations and Assessment (CEA) developed an Advisory Group to support the development of resource materials to assist teachers to deliver teaching about world religions in addition to Christianity.  The CSI programme should, therefore, include an additional key aim of Supporting the development of resource materials to assist teaching and learning in schools about religious diversity.
34. Paragraph 3.6 indicates support for sharing in education and a number of subsequent paragraphs refer to integrated schools.  We welcome this, however creating a public debate about reform of the education sector needs to be done with great sensitivity not to cause offence to those from the Churches who have made great contributions to the development of our education system over the past century.

Structures to support inter-faith activity

35. Over two decades a number of separate inter-faith organisations have developed in Northern Ireland.  The Northern Ireland Inter-Faith Forum was formed in 1993.  Some years later a Northern Ireland branch of the Council for Christians and Jews was formed and in 2004 the Northern Ireland Tolerance, Educational & Cultural Association was formed.  In addition to these regional organisations there has been increasing local inter-faith activity with the development of Inter-Faith North/West in 2008.
36. A recent development has been the formation by the Department of Social Development of a Community Faiths Forum.  The report, “Faith, Scope and Clarity: Interfaith Activity In Promoting Social Cohesion”
 provided the basis for religious minority representation in the Community Faiths Forum.  The five members from the Bahá'í, Hindu, Islamic, Jewish and Sikh religions sit alongside 20 members drawn from various Christian backgrounds.  We would respectfully contend that it is important that the work of this forum should be referenced in the CSI programme.
37. Furthermore, in order to assist the development of structures of this nature we feel there should be a key aim of Encouraging and supporting the development of capacity in inter-faith organisations.   

And finally

38. We are grateful to the First Minister and deputy First Minister for their work in bringing forward this consultation document.  Our observations are offered in a spirit of co-operation and with the intention of making a constructive and positive contribution to the development of a more peaceful and equitable society in Northern Ireland.  We sincerely hope that our observations will assist the development of the CSI programme.

Northern Ireland Inter-Faith Forum
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http://niinterfaithforum.org
Tel 0777 9600 254
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