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RE: Reaching out to the whole community: Corporate Plan 2009-12

The Community Relations Council’s (CRC) strategic aim is to “promote a peaceful, inclusive, prosperous, stable and fair society founded on the achievement of reconciliation, equality, co-operation, respect, mutual trust and good relations.” CRC leads and supports change to achieve this vision by –

· Identifying and developing new and effective approaches to peace-building and reconciliation in partnership with people, organisations and government

· Promoting the adoption of good relations policies and practice at local, community and institutional level

· Assisting communities and institutions in working through and beyond the legacies of the Troubles

Equality and good relations are inextricably linked and progress is required in these areas to ensure a good relations and equality culture continues to be developed in Northern Ireland. The relationship between the two objectives of the duty is often delicate and consequently has a negative influence on the goal of equality.  It is within this context that Council would like to make its contribution to this consultation.    

The Corporate Plan 2009 - 2012 covers the intentions of the Equality Commission to promote the ‘Fairness and Equality for all’ and Council welcomes the Commission’s vision ‘to advance fairness and equality, promote equality of opportunity, encourage good relations and challenge discrimination through the responsible and effective use of all our powers’.  This compliments the aims and principles of CRC.

Comments on the Strategic Priorities

· To reach out of the whole community

Council welcomes the commitment of the Commission to reach out to all sections of our communities, with a particular focus on the protestant community.  It is crucial that real equality is the right of all in society and it is therefore important to encourage dialogue among non-traditional users, particularly where there are suspicions as to the aims and objectives of who and what equality is for. The Equality duty and the Commission are there to protect all of Northern Ireland society from discrimination and Council recommends an outreach process that encourages and stimulates debate at grass-roots level thus increasing opportunities for engagement. The Commission’s mission ‘To advance equality, promote equality of opportunity, encourage good relations and challenge discrimination through the promotion, advice and enforcement’ aspires to the challenge of dialogue despite it being viewed by some as simply an enforcement body.  
It is unfortunate that within civic society a perception of ‘ownership of the benefits of equality’ exists – the outreach programme would help address these misconceptions and would benefit both those involved in the Equality and Human Rights sector, and help develop an understanding at local level, therefore increasing awareness of how to challenge the inequalities within our society. 
The ‘key inequalities’ publications highlight practical inequality issues and could be used to stimulate debate and raise awareness at community level.  It would also be useful to deliver this work with key partners who are involved in equality issues.    
· Promoting equality and good relations

Equality 
Much of the ongoing political debate in this field sets Equality and Good Relations at opposite ends on the spectrum. Public and political debates should be encouraged to promote the true supporting influences of these two elements to S75 rather than an either /or approach. 
Areas where this is commonly voiced include employment, housing, parades and the display of emblems, many of which are clearly visible in interface communities.
This objective mentions tackling long-term employment and Council would welcome the broadening of this debate to consider the impact of the troubles on restricting access to employment.  Access to employment can be constrained because of where you live and job location i.e. if you rely on public transport to get to your place of work and this involves traveling within an area you feel uncomfortable in e.g. paramilitary flags, painted kerbstones and other territorial markings – these will all have an impact on where you will consider seeking employment.  

 A University of Ulster’s study on ‘Breaking Down Barriers’, examined issues around sectarianism, unemployment and the exclusion of disadvantaged young people.  It is essential to take this research into consideration when devising ways to reduce social exclusion and improve economic and employment opportunities in areas of high deprivation.  The researchers found evidence that:

· The main reason for not working in a politico-religious out-group area was fear.

· Neutrality in the workplace and in the local environment (i.e. no graffiti) were important in encouraging people to work in other areas.

· Sectarianism is the norm in these communities and this has been a major barrier to employment.

These are only a sample of the views held by many of the young people.  Council would encourage the Commission to further recognise the impact of the legacy of the conflict in Northern Ireland and acknowledge these chill factors and how they present additional barriers e.g. personal safety and issues around traveling to/access to work. 
Acknowledgement of barriers associated with the troubles e.g. peacelines and the segregated nature of that geographic area should be considered when examining unemployment trends.  
Good Relations 
The fragile relationship between Section 75 (1) and (2) has already been identified by the Commission in its own research, therefore Council recommends the Commission embarks upon a debate with the various structures and groups which make up our civic society, to bring to a close any misunderstandings.  During a recent Assembly debate Minister Kelly stated ‘The promotion of good relations cannot be divorced or separated from equality’; this is encouraging and Council feels this dialogue should continue at political level, both in the Assembly and at local government.  
Council looks forward to continuing its partnership work with the Commission and other key stakeholders through the Good Relations Forum.  It is a strong partnership and has encouraged and stimulated debate on good relations issues, in pursuance of their common vision of NI as a shared, integrated and inclusive place, a society where difference is respected and valued, based on equality and fairness for the entire community.  Furthermore Council feels it has helped strengthen commitment to challenge inaction and encourage affirmative action at public policy level.
Council recognizes the positive promotional activities the Commission embarks on in relation to discrimination e.g. Anti-racism week.  Council would welcome the opportunity to discuss in detail how the Commission could support anti-sectarianism campaigns and examine opportunities for increased participation in CRC’s ‘Community Relations Week’.  We would be particularly keen to discuss this in relation to recent findings from the Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey (NILTS) and the Young Peoples Life and Times Survey (YPLTS).
The partnership role between CRC and ECNI can help build access to equality provisions and protections, whilst using a joint approach ensures that equality and good relations are central to public policy-making and service delivery.  As independent bodies we have a duty, and a desire to press ahead with the implementation of existing strategies and shape future plans.  

· Effecting change through strategic enforcement and challenging discrimination

Council urges the Commission to challenge public bodies on equality and good relations inaction.  It is important that authorities are made aware of, and encouraged to deliver change via non-conventional methods i.e. procurement/tenders.  These are simple methods that can effect change e.g. ensure training programmes within apprenticeships have a good relations aspect.
· Influencing public policy and service delivery

The Equality Commission is in a key position to provide a watching and monitoring brief to ensure government and public bodies develop and implement policies that will make a difference to inequalities and reconciliation within Northern Ireland.  And to ensure affirmative action is made a priority.
It is vital that vulnerable and underprivileged communities are targeted with economic opportunities to ensure they do not become further isolated from economic wealth or opportunities for developing good relations. 

The allocation process for social housing is a key area for discussion with the possibility of influencing public policy and service delivery. The aspirations of many, expressed in the NILTS and other surveys, to have an opportunity to ‘shared housing’ must be considered within the equality debate.    
Furthermore, in single identity areas access to health and other social services may be hindered by issues of individual safety which needs to be acknowledged and discussed.

· Working for a better legal framework

We welcome the commitment of the Equality Commission to respond to developments in legislation, notably the Equality Bill for Great Britain and the Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland.  It is imperative equality is more than a tickbox exercise which now constitutes equality for many.
· Other comments

The Planning Environment
Council would like the Commission to consider the following when considering its

programme of work:

· Community Planning/RPA.  It is essential to embed equality and good   relations throughout the structures and processes during the restructuring of local government.  Important to take note of majorities/minorities and potential issues of exclusion within councils e.g. flags/identity.

· The Parades Review – need to consider potential recommendations and responsibilities for local councils and their role in the decision and implementation process.

· Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (CSI).  This strategy was due to be published last Halloween and assurances have been given it will be produced as soon as possible.  The previous A Shared Future (ASF) had implications for the Commission; therefore the forthcoming CSI should also be factored into any future work.

· The Regional Economic Strategy will be reviewed in 2009.  The Commission should engage with government departments responsible for economic development and ensure the equality and good relations duties are ingrained from the beginning of the process and not inserted as an add-on.

· Housing.  This is extremely important with respect to current and future regeneration projects.  Council would welcome a discussion on this.  

· DSD and City council regeneration plans to include key objectives for most marginalized – interfaces in terms of connectivity, socio and economic opportunities, education

Council would welcome the opportunity to discuss any of the above comments in more detail.  Council looks forward to hearing from the Commission.   
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