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Community relations/community development and good relations: defining the concepts

The relationship between community development and community relations has historically been a contested one, often characterized by ‘turf protection’ and a defensive ‘them and us’ relationship. In the divided context of Northern Ireland the problem has been exacerbated by the competition for resources, advancing one position over another. In Sharing Over Separation –Actions towards a shared future (2006), Hughes and McCandless drawing on available literature, present an analysis of the community development/community relations relationship in Northern Ireland. It is not the intention of this paper to rehearse this analysis again, though it relevant to summarise key findings from the Hughes and McCandless report that are likely to resonate in the rural context. 

Summary of issues identified by Hughes and McCandless:
· Community relations as a policy concept has been controversial, and many in the community development tradition have rejected it on the basis that it has been used to obscure the structural and systemic nature of the ‘real’ challenges in Northern Ireland which relate to poverty, disadvantage and conflict

· Although many community and voluntary organisations are reluctant to have their work classified as community relations  because of the associated negative connotations, many in the sector support activity that could be classified as building relations and tackling manifestations of division, thereby linking to core community relations  objectives

· Despite the considerable overlap between community relations  and community development objectives and values, separate infrastructural and funding arrangements have evolved that served to reinforce conceptual and policy silos

· In both the community relations  and community development domains, the funding environment has been volatile, lacking in strategic focus and inconsistent – as a consequence the emphasis has been on short-term interventions, often funded through fixed-term EU funding programmes – this has served to reinforce the sense of competition between community development and community relations  work that exists in the minds of some

· The social capital paradigm offers a single, though multi-dimensional construct within which the diversity of interests represented by community development and community relations can be harnessed in a way that is enhancing rather than competitive. A ‘toolkit’ of indicators and outcome measures has been devised to reflect the bonding, bridging and linking dimensions of social capital activity undertaken by the community and voluntary sector

· Taking together academic and practitioner research and experience in Northern Ireland, there now exists a vast repository of evaluations and other material that could be used to inform the development of good practice resources that embed community relations principles in community development practice. To a large extent learning has been ‘untapped’ and there is a danger, exacerbated by the piecemeal approach to community development and community relations  , that much funded activity fails to achieve its full potential in respect of A Shared Future objectives

· On paper, at least, there is a commitment to a strategic policy approach that recognises the interconnectedness of community development and community relations. Initiatives such as positive steps and partners for change call for greater collaboration and co-operation within the community/voluntary sector and between it and service providers to ensure the most effective and efficient use of limited resources to achieve the best outcomes.  
Key Issues – the rural perspective

In addition to some of the challenges highlighted above, the rural community in Northern Ireland faces an additional set of pressures and contextual factors that can militate against the achievement of Shared Future objectives for community development and community/ good relations. In this section we present a summary of rural specific challenges.

Patterns of division in rural areas 
Rural communities in Northern Ireland have become increasingly segregated in recent years (RCN, Response to ASF, 2003). However, manifestations of division are often more subtle than in Urban communities, with sectarian interfaces reflected less in physical demarcation of territorial boundaries than in shared ‘mental maps’ of ‘no go’ areas, and business and recreational behavior patterns, that serve to maintain and reinforce division. A key issue in rural communities is the extent to which the minority community (either Protestant or Catholic) in a majority community area is permitted to represent its culture and customs. RCN, in its report ‘Lost in Translation’ highlights the prevalence of social exclusion in rural areas, ‘either enforced by the majority or embraced by the minority’, as an impact of the conflict in Northern Ireland. They conclude that minority communities in areas dominated by either Protestants or Catholics are often playing a minor role in wider community life – preferring to access services and recreational pursuits elsewhere. This problem is particularly acute in rural border areas, where the conflict and the existence of the border are deemed to have had a deep impact on the social, cultural, and economic connections between communities (Robb, 1995). 

Attempts to tackle the tensions created by division in rural areas are often hampered by compromised anonymity that is characteristic of settled rural populations. RCN, for example, highlights the problem of intimidation and in some cases assault, directed at local level community development/community relations workers who are known and recognised as members of a particular local community, and who are deemed to have overstepped the boundary in their efforts to promote inter-community relationship building (RCN, Skills and Knowledge Needed to take forward the Practice of Rural Community Development over the next Ten Years, 2007).  

Low community infrastructure

According to Rural Community Network, the causes for Low Community Infrastructure can be multiple and complex as well as being highly localized. The lack of a coherent stock definition makes it therefore more appropriate to realize that many of the causal factors could be grouped under four categories: social need, social exclusion, social cohesion and community capacity (RCN, Lost in Translation, 2006). Such factors can be summarized as follows:
· A lack of community involvement – many people in rural areas do not equate involvement in formalized community development/relations groups with being active members of their community

· A skills and knowledge gap in relation to both awareness of relevant funding streams and the capacity to make successful applications

· Minority communities (both Protestant and Catholic) are underrepresented in community participation, reflecting the tensions discussed above, ‘the situation of communities within communities is not conducive to community activity or social inclusion and community cohesion’ (RCN, Lost in Translation, 2006)

Other factors that may exacerbate LCI in rural areas are: poor service provision in some areas; problems of mobility and access to transport in some rural areas; higher levels of poverty and benefits dependence in rural areas.  
Rural institutions
Some institutions in rural areas exert a powerful influence on how individuals, groups/organizations and indeed whole communities respond to the ‘other’ community. Institutions such as the Orange Order, the GAA, Comhltas, Ulster Scots and the PSNI are identified by RCN as gatekeepers to social change in rural areas. This analysis is supported by findings from recent reports on community development in rural Protestant and Catholic areas. In ‘You feel you’d have no say’ Border Protestants and Community Development (RCN, 2003) it is reported that whilst almost all participants engage in some form of community activity, almost without exception this is Church related. Reflecting this, the Churches and associated organisations/groups (such as, for example, the Orange Order, and women’s groups) tend to provide the main channels of communication for Protestants in rural areas.  More formalised community based development/ community relations activities funded through external sources tend to be associated by rural Protestants with the Catholic community and a Catholic ‘ethos’. Cultural differences in this respect are most pronounced in a Protestant value system that emphasises self-sufficiency, independence and a ‘work for what you get’ mindset. Allied to this, community development activity is often negatively associated with a ‘begging bowl’ approach. A consequence of the widely-held belief that community development is ‘irrelevant’ in Protestant areas, alongside community association that is fragmented by the sheer number of different Church denominations, is a lack of leadership in relation to the objectives enshrined in community development/community relations policy. Linked to this, the RCN report on rural Protestants identifies a ‘striking and consistent’ lack of awareness of funding streams that could offer opportunities for building community infrastructure in rural areas. 

Contrary to what might be expected, based on Protestant perception of community development in Catholic areas, a parallel report on Catholic minority communities (‘We don’t feel as isolated as you might think’, RCN, 2005) found that community association and participation in Catholic rural areas tends to centered on sporting and cultural activities. The GAA in particular plays an important role in rural areas and there is little evidence of differential involvement by the Catholic community in community based development/relationship building activity. The reasons for this are unclear, but seem to relate to the minority status of the research communities, ‘the main issues for communities A and B were a conscious and deliberate withdrawal from community involvement because of the fear associated with raising one’s head above the parapet’ (ibid., p.16). 

Given the trend in rural areas for community activity to be based around institutions and organizations that have a strong ‘single identity’ association, it is worrying that since 2001 the number of attacks on ‘symbolic’ premises has increased. For example, there has been an upward trend in the number of attacks on churches and chapels from 30 in 2001 to 83 in 2005 and over the same period attacks on Orange Halls have increased from 16 to 35. In addition, the level of disturbances and disorder surrounding Orange Parades has also increased. The number of parades at which disorder occurred increased from 15 in 1996 to 34 in 2005 (Peace III, Operational Plan, 2008).  

Migrants and ethnic minorities in rural communities 
One of the new emerging issues for many rural communities has been the influx of migrant workers to their areas. Growing ethnic diversity adds a new dynamic to rural communities and presents new challenges. The challenges are highlighted by the increase in recent years of racist attacks and incidents. Ironically, there is a link between the central sectarian divide in Northern Ireland and racism, underlining an endemic culture of intolerance and violence;

 ‘Racism in our society is to an extent shaped by sectarianism…the conflict in Northern Ireland over the last 35 years has created patterns and attitudes such as residential segregation and heightened territorial awareness that now impact upon minority ethnic communities’ (OFMDFM, 2005). 

The myth that understanding the needs of Black, Migrant and Ethnic (BME) groups are homogenous needs to be dispelled e.g. migrant workers committed to employment for a finite period will have different needs of refugees and those seeking asylum. Faith based communities which seek to adhere to strict religious practices and observations already find rural communities struggling to provide appropriate facilities for them. It must be stressed that such issues are not new to rural communities. The Irish Traveller, the longest established ethnic grouping, continues to be faced with intolerance and lack of engagement.  
Rural Women
Recent reports show that rural women play a very active role in society both economically and in terms of community/voluntary activity – indeed they are more active than urban women in all employment categories. They are also well represented in mainstream rural development activity, evidenced by high levels of participation in rural support networks and the regional representative body RCN (Crawley, 2006; RCN, 2007). However, there is a stark absence of women within arenas at a higher infrastructural levels within which decision-making is likely to impact most significantly on the rural community. Crawley (2006) reports that women comprise just 17.8% of elected councilors in rural areas falling far short of the 30% recommended as being needed to create the critical mass necessary to affect significant change. Of the 20 rural councils in Northern Ireland, there is only one female Chair and one female Chief Executive. Given that women represent 51% of the population in rural areas and that they are most active in community development activity, these figures present cause for some concern.  

Wider issues that impact on community relations/good relations potential and capacity in rural areas

The above section offers a profile of issues germane to rural communities that might impact on community relations/good relations potential. Juxtaposed with these, are a series of more macro-level variables that are likely to have a differential inhibiting effect on rural areas with regard to   community development and good relations. Drawing on RCN reports and interviews with key stakeholders, these are summarized below.  

Urban-centric planning
Many policy decisions that impact upon the rural community in Northern Ireland are made without due consideration to rural needs. Recent examples include planning legislation and proposals for school and post office closures. The problem of a Belfast-centred approach to community relations/good relations is reflected in a skewing of resources and policy towards urban areas. The rural voice is not heard as rural dwellers feel themselves isolated and powerless. The problem is compounded by mutually reinforcing problems of a lack of awareness within rural areas of how to influence policy and a regional infrastructure that adopts an urban focus.

Equality and good relations legislation
The last 35 years have seen the development of a raft of equality legislation. Protection against discrimination is now afforded to citizens on grounds of politics, religion, sexual orientation, race, disability, gender, sexual orientation and age. None of this legislation includes reference to rural differences, yet there is evidence that rural areas have suffered differentially from policy decisions and commitments under equality of opportunity that have not been rural proofed. For example, women in rural communities who work outside the home are not only faced with issues such as the affordability of childcare, but with childcare availability. Female farmers also struggle to receive equal recognition under the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy, despite the EU’s long-standing commitment to gender proofing. For disabled and elderly people, poor transport infrastructure means that access to suitable community services is compromised. These and other examples highlight issues that have the capacity to limit community development and the promotion of good relations in rural areas.  

Service delivery

The centralisation of many services, coupled with poor transport links in some rural areas has proscribed the remit of some community groups/organisations who feel moral responsibility to offer, locally, services that are not easily accessed by rural dwellers. Often this is done through service level agreements, and there is some concern that the value base of local groups is abused by statutory agencies in the interests of cost. A related consequence is that community capacity is taken up with activity that detracts attention from core community relations/good relations concerns.  

Transposing community relations/good relations models
Funding bodies and statutory agencies tend to employ a formulaic approach to supporting and monitoring community relations/good relations activity. This is usually based on the existence of a formalised group that has the capacity to make an application and to follow the often rigorous accountability procedures required by sponsors. However, this approach is not ideally suited to the rural community where there is often low capacity and a rejection of formalised group membership in favour of informal community participation facilitated by institutions that tend to have a strong identity association. 

Low priority accorded to community relations/good relations by relevant statutory bodies
At present the main Government resources for supporting the community and voluntary sector are located in DSD and are primarily focused on urban communities. In the  Department of Agriculture and Rural Development, there is limited acknowledgement and awareness of community relations/good relations issues. A similar picture exists in Local Councils where understanding of community relations/good relations issues tends to be restricted to staff operating in community services. The problem is exacerbated by the aforementioned silo mentality that characterises Government departments and a lack of strategic focus on community relations/good relations.

Funding 
Due to problems of Low Community Infrastructure, the nature of work required in rural areas is often at the most basic level of capacity building. Funding for such work is often more difficult to secure from key funders who tend to prioritise activity that has an explicit emphasis on reconciliation priorities. 

Not letting rural off the hook 
Consultation with both Rural Community Network and the Rural Support Networks identified that community and voluntary associations in rural areas need to look internally regarding their community development and community relations practices (Macauley, 2007). Research identified the need to improve good practice in equality, human rights, anti sectarian and anti racist policies/procedures within rural community groups; to support the process of equity proofing boards to ensure they are inclusive; and to develop strategies to address imbalance and/or misperceptions.   
The Policy Context 
The New Rural Development Programme 2007 – 2013
The new Rural Development Programme (RDP) 2007 -2013 is worth £500 million and has the potential to significantly impact on rural community development and good relations.  

The programme will be delivered across four axis. The most important axis for community development and community relations are Axis 3 – Improving the quality of life through diversification of economic activity (£100m) and Axis 4 – a LEADER type delivery of Axis 3 through the establishment of Local Action Groups by Council Structures.

In its recent Equality Impact Assessment consultation on the new Rural Development Programme, the Department of Rural Development (DARD) stated that equality needs to be ‘mainstreamed at every stage of the development, implementation and delivery stages’. To that end Rural Community Network recommends that equality and good relations must drive the tendering process by which council clusters will through competitive process; establish the Local Action Group (LAG) as outlined in Axis 4 (RCN Policy Link, 2007). 

DARD have stated that the membership of the LAGs must be made up of at least 50% social partners, however previous experiences of local district partnerships and local strategic partnerships would suggest that a 50/50 split between statutory/council and social partners does not mean a 50/50 split in terms of the balance of power.

All 26 local councils have clustered together to deliver Axis 3. Within each cluster one council (in bold) is tasked with taking the lead in animating the LAG and the subsequent development of the area plan/strategy. The 7 LAGs are as follows:
· Antrim, Carrickfergus, Newtownabey

· Ards, Banbridge, Down, North Down
· Ballymena, Coleraine, Ballymoney, Moyle, Larne
· Cookstown, Dungannon, Fermananagh, Magherafelt

· Lisburn, Rural Belfast, Castlereagh
· Omagh, Rural L/Derry, Strabane, Limavady
· Newry, Armagh and Craigavon (lead council to be decided)

Rural Community Network believe  that it will  inevitably take time for a new group to build a sense of a shared purpose vision and effective working relationships and to that effect advise that the LAGs invest in training focusing particularly on partnership work, understanding inequality and community development principles. 

Peace III

Another significant funding stream for community development and community relations will come through The EU Programme for Peace and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland and the Border Region of Ireland (2007-2013) (hereafter the PEACE III Programme). This is a distinctive European Union Structural Funds Programme aimed at reinforcing progress towards a peaceful and stable society and promoting reconciliation in both Northern Ireland and the border region. The Programme will carry forward key aspects of the previous peace programmes (PEACE I and II) and will have a continued and renewed emphasis on reconciliation.

Under Priority 1.1 of the Peace III Programme, Building Positive relations at a local level, Peace III Sub Regional Partnerships, (made up of a mix of councillors, statutory and social partners) will be responsible for developing of Peace and Reconciliation Action Plans that will inform activities focussed on reconciliation, cultural diversity and equality. The council clusters for Peace III whilst in some cases replicate the RDP LAG structures, are not entirely coterminous with the LAG structures whilst differing lead councils have been identified. 
Although consultations are underway to gather community views that will inform both the development and roll out of the action plans, questions have been raised as whether there is scope to influence the action planning process after the initial action plans have been agreed. 

Programme for Government and Budget 2007/2010

The Programme for Government and Budget 2007/2010 has been announced by OFMDFM. There are two PSAs that specifically name ‘rural’, PSA 4: Supporting Rural Business and PSA 17: Rural Infrastructure (including improving social infrastructure). Both of these PSAs will be mainly funded by the RDP but in addition to this DARD has also announced that there will be an extra £10million package to combat rural social exclusion and rural poverty.

Whilst this is recognised as another welcome resource to take forward rural community development and community relations work, one major criticism of the Programme for Government is the absence of any recognition to the A Shared Future Strategy. The ‘Cost of Division – A Shared Future Strategy’ Report commissioned by the previous Administration on 29 March, and conducted and finalised during direst rule identified that 1.5 billion is spent every year in Northern Ireland as a result of division. At present, no strategy is in place to ensure that the Budget, Programme for Government and Investment Strategy is committed to tackling sectarianism, building shared institutions and spaces, and growing good relations.
The reality of uncommon boundaries 

One of the four guiding principles of the of Review of Public Administration proposals in 2006 (RPA, 2006) was that of common boundaries (that public services would be organised within the same boundaries). It was forecast  that this would not only make public service structures easier to understand, but also create real opportunities for well-planned, joined-up working i.e. coterminosity. At present we are still faced with uncertainty regarding the number of the council boundaries but it is clear that the proposed Partnership structures that have been formed to roll out both the RDP programme and Peace III are not compatible and that neither will not fit any of the proposed coterminous council scenarios as laid out by previous RPA consultations. 

The demise of community planning?
The outworkings of the Review of Public Administration (RPA) recommended that the new local councils should have responsibility for community planning and a new legislative power, known as the power of well being. Since devolution there still remains uncertainty about what actual powers will be given over to councils, including that of community planning

Who picks up the middle? 

There is no single definition of what is meant by the term ‘rural’ and this in itself creates significant problems in terns of funding eligibility for rural community development and good relations.  In an attempt to address this issue, the Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (NISRA) published a Report by the Inter-Departmental Urban-Rural Definition Group in February 2005 which considered this question in depth.  The report recommends that Government Departments and other users should consider defining urban and rural areas in ways that are appropriate for the specific programmes and projects under consideration. In the absence of a programme-specific definition, it proposes that settlements with a population of 4,500 or less should be defined as rural. (DARD, 2006)
If we are to use this figure as a general criteria for funding, then we are to presume that whilst settlements under 4500 are eligible for funding by DARD, this definition is to the detriment of many small market towns. This creates the scenario where no government departments ‘picks up the middle’ (whilst small market towns will not be eligible for DARD funding, they will equally be ineligible for  many urban focused community development and good relations funding  offered by other government departments, most notably the Department of Social Development (DSD) which historically is concentrated in the larger towns). 
The role of Rural Champion and the Rural White Paper
DARD has committed to ‘defining the role of the Rural Champion’, enhancing the

Rural Proofing process, and developing proposals for a Rural White Paper by the 

end of 2008. A key focus being to promote cohesive Government action to address

the specific needs of rural communities, particularly where these fall outside DARD’s

immediate areas of responsibility and encourage cross departmental support. This

will no doubt assist in the strategic development and ownership of future rural

community development and community relations work. 
Discussion/Recommendations:
Arising from our assessment of the community relations and community development policy and consultation, there are a wide range of issues that will require consideration and action to ensure the best possible delivery of community development and community relations work in rural communities. Our recommendations are as follows:
There needs to be an increased understanding at government level of the value of the potential of community development and community relations to develop positive peace building opportunities. Within this, there needs to be an understanding of the concepts of community development and community relations and greater commitment to actively consult and engage with the rural voluntary sector in the delivery of rural policy and resources. 

One way to take this forward would be to develop a comprehensive Northern Ireland Strategic Framework for community development that would seek commitment from all sectors to adopt and work to it, and would have as a prerequisite cross – government departmental support. 
Central to the development of such a framework should be a commitment to the values and principles of community development and good relations at senior levels of all government departments. There is potential for this to be informed by the forthcoming review of UK Occupation  Standards for Community Development. 

It is recommended that in the short to medium term Government Departments with responsibility for community development and community relations (DSD, CRU, DARD) should work together to agree a funding pro forma for rural areas. This would help to negate the current inconsistent definitions of rural and associated funding criteria. 

In terms initiating community development and good relations activities in rural areas, seed corn funding for capacity-building projects and training should be made available. A ceiling should be established for such funding and qualifying projects should be subject to minimal bureaucracy and monitoring.  In addition, attention should be given to the particular problems of access in rural areas that can militate against the participation of marginalized groups (such as transport difficulties).

There needs to be more investment in research that explores community development/good relations issues in rural areas (e.g. shifting demographic patterns; role of rural institutions; rural specific nature of community development/good relations problems; current practice).

There should be enhanced promotion and dissemination of practice to policy papers that demonstrate good practice on how community development /good relations work can build relationships and address problems of division within rural communities. In addition, efforts should be made to engage with the researcher community with a view to translating evidence of good practice into user friendly formats for wider community use. 
Single identity work should be supported and resourced but within a strategic framework, and with the proviso that such work will lead to the promotion of good relations through increased intercommunity contact. Linked to this should be the development of a framework for measuring the impact of community development and good relations in rural areas to be applied by funding bodies. A potentially useful measurement tool is offered by Quirk et al (2001) (see Figure 1).
The proposed Rural Local Action Groups (LAGS) and Sub Regional Peace III Partnerships offer an opportunity for the rural community and voluntary sector to contribute to decision making regarding rural development and peace building. However the sector needs to ensure that there is optimum representation and involvement by all representatives and that the driving force is a shared commitment to the values of community development and community relations.  Mechanisms should be established to ensure that power differential between council/statutory and social representatives that have characterised previous Partnership arrangements are addressed. Further to this, it is recommended that capacity building processes are put in place to promote a shared vision based on partnership working, equality and community development and good relations principles.
The role of local institutions (political, community, church, cultural, sporting) in rural areas cannot be underestimated and it is essential that channels of communication and engagement are maintained and developed between such institutions and the community development/good relations support infrastructure. Integral to this, the potential of rural institutions as mediators of improving inter group/community relations in the long term future should be recognised
Policy makers with a community development and/or good relations remit should work with the community and voluntary sector to explore opportunities for the development of action research pilot programmes tasked with enabling rural communities to develop shared spaces as potential rural service provision hubs and for social occasions. This will include the facilitation of groups and organisations to have difficult conversations regarding sharing resources and working together to create greater sustainability. 

Existing generic rural community groups should be challenged to address the issue of good relations. Outcomes should include good relations proofing of Management Committees and Boards to ensure they are representative and inclusive; the development of equality, human rights, anti sectarian and anti racist policy; and procedures for addressing imbalances where they exist.  
The under representation of women in decision making roles at senior levels of influence should be addressed through equality proofing and attention to practical issues that can enhance the participation of women (childcare; timing of meetings etc.). 

A rural/urban category should be added to the 9 Section 75 categories to ensure that good relations implications are adhered to and taken seriously as part of Departmental Equality Impact Assessments.  
The profile of many rural areas has changed dramatically in recent years reflecting patterns of migration and an increase in commuter populations. This dynamic should be reflected in any strategy that seeks to enhance community development and promote good relations. In addition attention should be given to the specific needs of both settled and incomer populations as they seek to adjust to the changing context of local relationships and culture.
Finally, our recommendations should inform the Department of Agriculture in its commitment to ‘defining the role of the Rural Champion’, enhancing the Rural Proofing process, and developing proposals for a Rural White Paper by the end of 2008. The Rural White Paper, in particular will finally provide a policy framework and a government commitment to building sustainable rural communities and within this the opportunity to promote the value of rural community development and good relations. This can also be said of the new Programme for Government and Budget for Northern Ireland 2008 -2011.
Figure 1: Community Relations/Peace Building Typology Outcomes (Quirk et al, 2001)
Single Identity 
                                                                                                                               Cross Community


	
· Increased understanding of local community and individual needs and increased capacity to undertake community relations work. 


	· 
· Communities accept value of CR work;
· Recognition that higher level work is required;
· Increased confidence;

· Developed tentative relations with the ‘other community’

	
· Understanding and expressing own cultural identity;
· Greater awareness of political, social and economic issues;
· Recognising inter- community understanding is required;
· Increased confidence;
· Addressing inequality.
	
· Increased knowledge and heightened awareness of the need for CR and equality work;

· Networks established to facilitate the long-term sustainability of relationships;

· Increased confidence and trust;
· Benefits extended to the wider community.
	· Wider use of networking, partnership building and in drawing in external trainers and facilitators;
· All encompassing approach to CR developed through policies, practices and procedures.


	· Practical contribution to ‘peace building’ objectives;
· Challenging those who seek to diminish CR work;

· Normalisation of cross-community activity.
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