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Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (CSI)

 Belfast Interface Project (BIP) draft comments:

1. Opening remarks:

It is a truly historic development, given our history, that the Northern Ireland Executive should produce a Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration. 
Belfast Interface Project fully supports and applauds this recognition that there are key issues still to be addressed within our society, and we welcome the opportunity to improve upon the draft programme within a spirit of constructive criticism and improvement.
2. Introduction. 
a) About Belfast Interface Project:

Belfast Interface Project (BIP) was established in 1995 with a remit to identify the major issues of concern to interface communities in Belfast and, in consultation with community, statutory and voluntary sectors, to assist in identifying effective means of addressing these issues and facilitating these processes where possible.
BIP currently has a membership of approx 45 community groups based in predominantly nationalist or unionist interface areas of Belfast, plus a further approx 20 associate and individual members.

Our overall vision is of a Belfast in which todays interface communities:

· Are free of tension, intimidation and violence both within and between communities;

· Have come to terms with the legacies of the past;

· Are socially and economically vibrant, within an attractive physical environment;

· Enjoy freedom of movement in accessing facilities and services;

· Have respect for cultural difference and diversity.

b) Authority of interface areas in relation to CSI:
Belfast’s interface communities are uniquely placed to give informed input into the CSI consultation. This is because interface communities have disproportionately large amounts of experience both as victims of the conflict and as leaders in conflict management and conflict transformation at the very many interface locations in the city. 
Interface communities have paid, and continue to pay, the price of the conflict.  Interface communities have experienced extremes of violence and continue to experience disproportionately high levels of violence-related trauma.  Interface communities commonly report difficulties in accessing facilities and services, particularly where these are located ‘on the other side’ of the interface.  Health: people in interface areas die younger.  Education: people in interface areas have lower standards of educational achievement.  Employment: interface areas have higher levels of unemployment.

At the same time, and largely because of the debilitating effects of inter-community violence at interfaces, interface community groups and activists have been at the forefront in conflict transformation at interfaces.  This work has ranged from the development of mobile phone networks through which to manage interface tensions and conflict through to, in many interface areas, inter-community relationship-building and the development of joint projects addressing issues of common interest or concern.  Projects of this kind have included joint approaches to work with young people, which has protected and diverted them from interface violence; joint social economy projects such as the Stewartstown Road Regeneration Project, and many more ‘fire fighting’ and peace-building activities which have together created the peaceful context and breathing space within which meaningful political progress has been possible.
As a result of this unusual combination of experience, interface community groups and activists are extremely well-placed to comment on ‘what works’ and what can be improved further; similarly, interface communities have most to lose if CSI fails to deliver.  It is with these thoughts in mind that we hope that you will give this consultation response due consideration. 
3. Some comments on CSI context:

a) Institutionalised sectarianism.
Sectarianism is structured and institutionalised at every level of our society; it is endemic in how we do business and how we think (for example area planning tends to often to follow sectarian lines); it’s part of our history; it impacts on our schools and how we are educated, where we work and where we socialise; it is the norm in our communities.  Whether we like it or not, around the world ‘sectarianism and division’ are our international calling card.  If we are serious about addressing this issue then we should seek to ensure that sectarianism is tackled at every level and that we have root and branch reform at every echelon of society and through every structure and that every deterrent is put in place to prevent it happening in the future. 

b) CSI: definitions: 

There is no definition or explanation offered within the paper of the terms ‘cohesion’, ‘sharing’ or ‘integration’.  Consequently, there is a sense that this may be nothing more than a ‘feel good’ phrase.  What is the phrase actually intended to mean? It is essential that the defining terms of any final programme are made explicit.
c) Key areas excluded from mention within CSI:

There is no mention of any aspiration towards reconciliation within the programme; nor is there mention of any programme to address the issues of victims and survivors, beyond existing measures.

There is also no mention of the ‘Shared Future’ framework and how CSI aims to build on the important work already underway as a result. 

There is no mention of the importance of community development work in promoting peace-building capacity. There is also minimal recognition given to the important relationship between community development and community relations.

d) CSI delivery mechanism:
There is no description of the implications of the change to CRC which would result from it becoming a Non-Departmental Public Body (NDPB) as per at least one of the options outlined in section 11 of the document, nor of how CRC's current functions of development support and advocacy would be delivered through the various options outlined.
4) Recommendations:

a) People & Places:
i) Preserving assets and services at interfaces:
Many interface communities experience high levels of social and economic disadvantage, coupled with environmental blight, and have done so for many years.
There is a concern that public sector cuts may become a scrabble to keep major assets, so that attention may be switched to the removal of assets elsewhere. It is important to note that, given the access difficulties experienced in many interface communities, even small removals from poor interface communities will be major losses.  There is a need to ensure that asset-stripping does not impact on interface areas or we could soon find that the least accessible assets may be the first to close.

ii) Promoting social de-segregation:

Property development has visibly exacerbated social segregation in the city of Belfast, with new gated developments for higher earners which have attracted little media attention yet function largely as interfaces do, though segregating households based on income rather than political or religious identity.  A twin-speed city has resulted, with progressively less contact between the socioeconomic ‘classes’ despite the recommendations of the Semple report.  We recommend that Semple report recommendations are implemented in terms of provision on-site of a proportion (e.g. 20%) of affordable housing, of which a significant element should be social housing, as part of new private developments.

iii) Investment focus on interface areas:

Private developers and investment and economic development agencies in Northern Ireland have, over the period of the conflict, become ‘trained‘ to look away from interfaces in terms of investment potential, associating them with violence, ‘chill factors’, and doubtful return on investment.  Those days are over now.  There are many areas of, previously, ‘no man’s land’ close to interfaces, which before were contested and in practice not usable by individuals from either community.  Now, however, this land is in many places ripe for investment and development of employment potential through working with local communities to design and implement local development projects that can deliver employment and services to communities on both sides of the interface and beyond.  We recommend a scoping study to identify areas with investment potential in interface areas of the city.
iv) Promoting tourist potential of peace-building work in interface communities:

There is an emerging and fairly well-developed ‘conflict-tourism’ infrastructure within Belfast, with visits to some peacelines, bus-tours of the city, etc.  At the same time, there is a huge and largely untold story of local peace-building history and achievement at many sites, and particularly at interfaces within the city, which would be of great interest to tourist visitors to Northern Ireland and Belfast. We recommend that the Tourist Board identify key partners through which to promote and deliver a peace-building tourism project in Belfast and Derry / Londonderry.
v) Promoting employment-related skills training for life:
There is a driving need to address the low levels of educational achievement and high levels of unemployment which characterise so many interface communities and which contribute to a sense of disaffection and hopelessness amongst considerable numbers of young people.  We recommend that CSI oversees a policy of training of young people and unemployed adults, on a cross-community basis, and including diversity training, in order to prepare them for work and for life within a progressively shared society.
b) Culture and Identity:

i) Promoting shared access to existing services:

Our member groups from interface communities across the city consistently report that members of their communities perceive difficulties in accessing facilities and services particularly where these are located ‘on the other side’ of the interface or where access requires travel through  territory perceived as dominated by the ‘other’ community.  This is an equality issue.  We recommend that CSI requires that levels of access to public facilities and services are regularly monitored and evaluated, and that each department and agency is required to work with local stakeholders to maximise uptake of services, particularly amongst ‘minority’ communities.
ii) Promoting shared spaces in locations close to an interface:

Most of our current collective assets are in neutral and city centre zones because they are the only communally accessible areas.  Meanwhile at some interfaces, the opposite has been the case as some services have been duplicated on each side in order to ensure parity of provision. We must ensure that, over time and with community support, equal access to shared services becomes a priority objective of CSI.  This will provide greater cost-efficiency in quality service provision, greater accessibility of local services, and greater levels of sharing within society.
BIP also recommends that public and private services are located in shared sites close to interfaces which are accessible by members of both communities both as service users and as sites of employment.

iii) Promoting parades-related dispute resolution processes and protocols:

Parades-related disputes and tensions are a recurring cause of stress and, in some cases, violence in a number of interface areas of the city.  At the same time, a wealth of good practice exists in terms of the resolution of disputes at a number of sites in the city and elsewhere within Northern Ireland.  Indeed, BIP has documented this work in a recent publication ‘Local Accommodation: Effective Practice in Responding to Disputes over Parades (2009)’.  
At the time of writing, the Draft Public Assemblies Bill legislation to replace the Parades Commission has been put on hold.

It is difficult to overstate the potential of unresolved parades-related disputes to destabilise inter-community relationships and impact negatively on local social and economic development in interface areas, and this remains an absolutely key area on which progress must be made.  BIP recommends that further efforts are made to explore with key stakeholders the lessons that can be learned from successful dispute resolution processes in Northern Ireland and beyond, and their applicability to unresolved issues here, and that efforts to pass the Draft Public Assemblies Bill legislation in a form that will be effective in addressing key issues and acceptable to all parties concerned, are redoubled.
iv) Promoting health and trauma-related support:
Many people living in interface areas have witnessed extremes of violence associated with the conflict.  This pattern did not end with the 1998 Belfast / Good Friday Agreement; indeed many interface areas experienced high levels of civil disturbance over the period from 1998 to the present day.  Thankfully, this has reduced substantially over the period since the formation of the new Executive. As noted earlier in 2b), people in interface areas die at a younger age than the Northern Ireland average and, as noted earlier in 4b) i), our member groups from interface communities across the city consistently report that members of their communities perceive difficulties in accessing facilities and services particularly where these are located ‘on the other side’ of the interface or where access to services requires travel through the ‘other’ community.  With this in mind we recommend that provision of support services to interface communities is reviewed to ensure that appropriate health and trauma related services are provided for interface communities, and that local residents do feel safe to access these services where they exist.

v) Interface removal:

Recent research has established that there are approximately 93 instances of defensive use of space in Belfast alone; these include interface or ‘peaceline’ walls, fences and gates and ‘buffer zones’ of derelict land and brownfield sites.  BIP is a member of and supports the work of both the interagency Interface Working Group and the Interface Community Partners group.  BIP aims to promote ‘safety without walls’ in interface areas.  We clearly recognise that this is a sensitive area, that each interface is unique, that progress will be slow, and that any progress will be dependant upon sensitively addressing local issues over time and with community support.
BIP recommends that there is a continuing need to 
· Identify those interface structures which are least contentious, e.g. Flax St, Newington St, Brucevale Pk, etc; 
· Identify local requirements for the removal of these structures (e.g. traffic-calming, environmental improvements, etc); 

· Remove these structures with local community support;
· Identify obstacles to the reduction and removal of interfaces on a case-by-case basis;

· Build over time a ‘road map’ towards the incremental reduction and removal of structures, including replacement with socially and economically beneficial resources, with continuing community engagement and support;
c) Society and structure:
i) Promoting effective work with young people:
There is a concern about the effects of violence and sectarianism on children and young people in interface areas, as well as a concern about the effects upon them of the disadvantage and restricted access which characterise many interface areas.
Children and young people in interface areas are particularly vulnerable to

sectarian violence, intimidation and harassment.  Children are often exposed

to such dangers on their way to school, going to the shops, or playing near the

interface, as well as during contested parades and protests noted in 4 b) iii) above.  Additionally (and particularly in enclave areas) children’s and young peoples’ lives are often severely restricted by their difficulty in travelling out of their area or bringing friends into the area. Children and young people in interface areas have often witnessed extremes of sectarian violence.

At the same time there is often a concern about the role of children and young people in interface violence.  In many parts of the city, children and young people are attracted to the interface from further afield as an area with commonly fewer adult checks and balances upon their behaviour, particularly at times of tension including the summer period (when many youth services are closed) and during parades-related disputes and protests.  Whilst at the interface, some children and young people become involved in interface violence which can then ‘rebound’ on interface communities and feed the cycle of violence.  Whilst it is important to be clear that it is not only young people who have been involved in intercommunity violence across the interface, and that young people should not be scapegoated for their behaviour in this respect, nevertheless it is important also to be clear that interface community groups commonly report that the behaviour of young people at the interface is a key element in the cycle of intercommunity violence which has caused so much fear and pain amongst all our communities.  
Interface violence not only damages the lives, property and livelihoods of those concerned, but undermines the confidence of each community in the peace-building intentions of others.  
For these reasons, it is important to promote a range of measures which protect young people from exposure to interface violence where this occurs, and which reduce and ultimately eliminate the involvement of children and young people in that violence. 
Key issues in this area include:

· The need for year-round youth provision for young people in interface areas, including detached work with disaffected young people;

· The need for particular programmes of work, delivered on a multi-agency basis, which divert the energies of young people away from potential violence and which protect them from exposure to violence, including at key contentious periods and events.
· The need for projects that are timely, strategic, long-term and sufficiently resourced.
It is important to note that the summer of 2011 may be here before the final CSI programme has been drawn up and agreed.  With this is mind, BIP recommends that OFMdFM form a separate CSI Work with Young People sub-group, with input from the youth and community sector, to ensure that plans and resources in this area are in place well before the summer of 2011.
ii) Greater provision of integrated school places:

As is noted within the CSI draft Programme, 62% of people indicated in 2009 that they would prefer to send their children to mixed religion schools.  At the same time, only approx 5% of children do currently attend integrated schools in Northern Ireland.  This appears to indicate that current provision of integrated schools is not meeting potential demand.  There is no doubt that children need during their school years to be prepared for an integrated adult life.  Otherwise, their most formative years are spent apart and, certainly within an interface context, this absence of opportunity to experience the ‘other’ within a positive adult-supported environment prepares young people for negative prejudices and expectations of each other which are played out at interfaces.  Given our history of conflict and division there can be few who would argue that maintenance of the status quo is a positive option.  We appreciate at BIP that not all parents are in favour of integrated education for their children and for that reason we recommend:
· For those sizeable numbers of people who, the evidence shows, do want their children to attend integrated schools, there must be a greater provision of integrated primary and secondary school places sited at locations accessible by interface communities;
· Simultaneously, segregated primary and secondary schools must significantly increase the quantity and quality of meaningful contact and engagement amongst children and young people from different community, faith and other backgrounds, through shared uptake of curricular and non-curricular courses and other activities.
d) Governance and delivery:
i) Interfaces as a context for all of CSI’s areas of work, not just crisis intervention: 
First, we recommend that the programme clarifies that interface areas are amongst the contexts in which all of the themes listed on page 8 are actioned e.g. crisis intervention in interface areas, promoting CSI through a process of community renewal in interface areas, the relationship between young people and the community in interface areas, etc, rather than the current situation where interfaces are mentioned only in terms of conflict management and ‘damage control’.

Second, one of the six Long Term themes for action is listed simply as ‘Interfaces’, with no further information about what exactly this refers to (although our supposition is that it probably refers to the removal of physical interface structures over the long term).  We recommend that the programme clarifies this theme for action.
ii) Good relations impact assessments of future policies and programmes:
The CSI document makes a number of comments regarding the relationship between good relations and other key policy areas.  The consultation document notes that Section 75 (2) of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 creates a statutory duty to “without prejudice to its obligations under subsection (1) a public authority shall in carrying out its functions relating to Northern Ireland have regard to the desirability of promoting good relations between persons of different religious belief, political opinion or racial group”.  
The document also commits that ‘equality, fairness, inclusion and the promotion of good relations will be watchwords for all of our policies and programmes across Government.’ (page 3).  
With this in mind, we recommend that a policy of ‘good relations impact assessment’ is carried out with regard to all policies and programmes across Government in future, in order to maximise the good relations impact of future policies and programmes. 
iii) Need for city-wide organisations to have an input into implementation:

BIP welcomes the acknowledgement that ‘communities are best placed to contribute to the change they wish to see and Government must be more inclusive of community resources, in the decision-making processes and the actions towards improvement.’ (page 57) and we note that the proposed Advisory Panel ‘will comprise a group of expert good relations practitioners, academics and others who will be asked to serve on the Panel on a voluntary basis for a fixed term’.
We welcome this recognition of existing expertise within the community sector and recommend that interface-oriented city-wide organisations have an advisory role in inputting into regeneration policies which impact on interface communities.

iv) Adequacy and transparency and of funding mechanism and decisions:
It is worth mentioning here that, within an interface context, there is a broad continuum of maturity of inter-community relationships at interfaces across the city: in a number of settings relationships are longstanding with experience of co-operation in a variety of conflictual settings; in a number of other interface contexts, inter-community relationships are much more newly formed, involving handfuls of community leaders and activists rather than firmly embedded in local interface communities; in some other areas, inter-community contact has barely been established.  The maintenance and development of these relationships is central to the vision of CSI as expressed in the consultation document.
It is important to note too that ‘traditional’ sources of good relations funding here, including the Special European Programmes Body (SEUPB), the International Fund for Ireland (IFI), Atlantic Philanthropies (AP), and Department of Foreign Affairs (DFA) are all coming to an end in Northern Ireland over coming years.  This will remove literally millions of pounds of support per annum for existing and new good relations projects.  
BIP recommends 
· That the CSI programme consider how best to counter the expected reduction in financial support for the existing and emergent good relations infrastructure into the future, perhaps through the engagement of new funding stakeholders or through community-based bids to deliver CSI programme measure and projects through government-funded service level agreements or similar.  Without this consideration, a serious collapse of infrastructure, experience and supported inter-community relationships is possible due to lack of ongoing financial support for the people and projects that have sustained this important work to the present.
· In order to help ease the stresses that will accompany upcoming competition for reduced and limited resources, that all funding decisions should be visible, transparent, criteria-based and applied to all groups equally inc. community-based projects, ex-combatant groups, cultural organisations, parades and protest-related organisations, etc.
5. Conclusion:

We welcome this opportunity to comment on the CSI programme and hope that our comments will help to shape translation of CSI policy into measures and actions that will help to benefit all of our communities and especially to promote the social and economic regeneration that is so badly needed in Belfast’s interface communities. 
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