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RE: Initial Response to the Consultative Group on the Past Report

1. Introduction
1.1. The Community Relations Council has prepared this response as an initial reaction to the Consultative Group on the Past Report.   Council is aware that a number of external discussions are currently taking place and are keen to contribute to the debate.  
1.2. Firstly, the Community Relations Council welcomes the report by the Consultative Group on the Past.  The task undertaken by the group was a difficult one, and one that demanded extreme sensitivity.  It considered many aspects of the conflict and has provided a number of recommendations to continue the process of addressing the past which we welcome.  

1.3. Initial reaction to the report revealed a wide spectrum of thought to the various recommendations.  Therefore Council has taken the time to examine the report internally and we hope our comments are taken constructively with the objective of moving the process forward as to how we move our post-agreement society forward.  

2. Context.
2.1. Northern Ireland is a deeply divided society and the long-term after-effects of conflict continue to shape life and experience in Northern Ireland.  The conflict created much suffering and the hurts of the past will not quickly or easily be overcome.  The Council believes that in order for society to move forward in building a shared, inclusive and peaceful society, we must effectively deal with our past.  Our goal is to lead and support change in Northern Ireland towards reconciliation, tolerance and mutual trust and promote sharing over separation.  We work by promoting constructive and relevant dialogue, by actively supporting those taking real risks for relationship building, by acting as a practical bridge between groups in society and between the public, private, voluntary and community sectors and by promoting wider learning through developing better practice.  

2.2. The Community Relations Council proposes that peace building is properly recognised as a process which allows communities to work through and beyond the legacies of the past.  It involves an investment of time and resources in building relationships which acknowledge both differences and interdependence.  
3. Legacy Commission
3.1. In principle Council is supportive of the development of a ‘Legacy Commission’.  It is our opinion that this body would have to be totally independent from any political interference in order to instil confidence and ensure engagement from the many parts of our society who may wish to contribute to the process of addressing legacy issues.  
3.2. The creation of this body should not in anyway undermine current work, but compliment and add value.  It represents an opportunity to examine in a coordinated approach the work being undertaken at a sectoral level – it is important this takes place within the context of the bigger picture, particularly as there are huge differences of opinion between seeking justice and reconciliation.  Any new body should represent a synchronised method of developing a societal approach from key bodies.  

3.3. However, Council, along with other organisations, are currently responsible for the development and delivery of a number of programmes which seeks to address many of the issues highlighted in the report which would become the responsibility of the legacy commission.  In order to ensure a strategic and coordinated approach much more thought is required in terms of the remit of the body, how it would operate, its membership, and the relationship with current bodies.        

3.4. It will also be extremely important to consider how this body will interact and liaise with local leadership, both in the Assembly and local government.  Addressing the past is a difficult issue and demands support from the various political institutions and parties.  Support from the body politico is needed if we are going to address the legacy of the conflict at a societal level.  It is not simply a task for individuals and communities but must be advocated for at a regional and national level.    

4. Reconciliation Forum. 

4.1. Despite the lack of detail on the formation and operation of the new body Council does welcome the emphasis in the Report on healing and reconciliation as a critical element of dealing with the past.  Council is absolutely convinced that all government institutions and bodies have a role to play in building trust, inclusion and reconciliation.   Council is also not in principle opposed to a body that promotes societal reconciliation.  However we remain seriously concerned about the potential for overlap and duplication in the current proposal, not least with our own work.  

4.2. Over many years, CRC has been energetically committed to the practical promotion of reconciliation on the basis of fairness and equality, respect for diversity and a commitment to build a shared and better future for all.  The wealth of social, community and organisational practice and knowledge that has been created as a result must obviously be central to any institutional commitment to reconciliation.  As it stands, the current proposal for a Reconciliation Forum creates uncertainty about the relationship of the work of a legacy commission into the past and the role of CRC.  Furthermore, the role of the Commissioners for Victims and Survivors and the relationship of a Reconciliation Forum to the Victims Forum is not made clear in the document.  

4.3. Clearly, any redrawing of roles and responsibilities would need to be carefully and precisely reworked in order to minimise confusion about responsibilities and roles.  This is a complex area of work and it requires an infrastructure which is streamlined, outcome-focussed and the resources dedicated to the task at hand rather than the bureaucracy.  The end goal is to ensure that real change to a shared and better future, together with an emphasis on, better services and real support for those who have suffered most.     

4.4. It is important any additional money in the form of the £100 million bursary is delivered in a strategic way.  It will be important to carefully consider what projects/programmes this money will fund, and how they can be future-proofed in terms of sustainability.  What legacy will this fund leave behind? 

4.5. Council is unclear with regards to the proposal that the Reconciliation Forum should have a mandate to promote healthcare issues.  The Department of Health should be dealing with issues such as trauma, suicide and addiction already.  Furthermore it has not been made clear if statutory agencies will be members on the Reconciliation Forum.  If the Legacy Commission and the Reconciliation Forum are to promote the bigger picture in terms of legacy and impact Council recommends the inclusion of Departments on this type of body to ensure sharing of knowledge – as Commission McBride stated in her recent evidence to the NIAC, there is a lack of consensus in NI about the concept of conflict related trauma and the best models of treatment.  It is therefore important statutory agencies are represented on this partnership approach to share best practice and the address gaps in service provision etc.  Furthermore, any legislation for the establishment of a Legacy Commission should include a provision that enables the Reconciliation Forum to challenge current strategies and be given authority to demand change.
4.6. The report also states the examination of young people’s issues and economic regeneration.  It is therefore clear that formal agreements of memorandum will be required in order to ensure action from the various government departments who are tasked with undertaking this work at present.  Institutional action will be required.  Words are not enough. 

5. The Recognition payment.
5.1. Unfortunately, the issue of an acknowledgement payment has become hostage to a bitter public debate.  The public reaction to the proposal from some quarters has only heightened feelings of outrage and disillusionment with the report in its entirety, and the consequence has been the withdrawal by the British government on any future action.  Council does not have a fixed view on the appropriateness of an acknowledgement but we acknowledge the spirit in which it was conceived and recognise that the many different circumstances within the victims and survivors sector create difficulties for some. At the same time, we are also aware that this proposal would address real hardship issues for others.  Their needs must be addressed and enhanced individual support should be considered through mechanisms such as the Memorial Fund.  

5.2. This recommendation does not take those who have suffered physical injury and mental trauma into account and this has caused considerable upset and anger in some quarters.

5.3. Clearly allegations of leaking this aspect of the report to the media did not best serve the sensitivity of this issue, and has negatively impacted on attention to the rest of the report and the other 30 recommendations.  It is important the rejection of this recommendation does not prevent a proper debate on the remaining recommendations.  

6. The Commission for Victims and Survivors(CVSNI) 

6.1. The report makes recommendations for the programme of work for the CVSNI.  Council have attached our response to the Northern Ireland Affairs Committee which relates to future needs of the Victim and Survivors Sector, and highlights key areas that need action.  The CVSNI finds itself in an unenviable situation; over the past year they have consulted on a Victim and Survivors Strategy and are currently in the process of issuing a consultation on a Victim and Survivors Service.  There is also a delay in the setting up of a Victims &Survivors forum which is supposed to be representative of the sector.  The process is not joined up and there is growing frustration among the sector over this fragmented and uncoordinated approach.  It is a critical time for the sector and it therefore crucial for the CVSNI to finalise it plans asap.   
6.2. The Report highlighted the many different groups in the Victims &Survivors sector and the various needs. Through our internal discussions and dialogue with our funded groups there is a growing sense of a lack of vision for the sector.  The CVSNI need to consider the long-term vision for individuals and groups and articulate this.  This work needs to happen regardless of the development of a Legacy Commission or a Reconciliation Forum. 
7. Societal Engagement

7.1. Council believes that different organisations, sectors and individuals will need to embark on a process of reflection during the legacy period.  All institutions should address their contribution and whilst the authors of the report thought it necessary to highlight the role of the Christian Churches, Council believes it would be more appropriate to develop a process of dialogue with a number of sectors e.g. district councils, education providers, business sectors and many others.  Many sought to avoid and manage the conflict which devastated so many communities; however, it is clear that certain bodies and sectors need to reflect on their activities - past, present and future.
7.2. Council is aware that the space for public debate is required for the development of the various recommendations but would advocate the setting up of community fora on particular themes, with a mechanism for compulsory attendance and a process that develops next steps.  

8. Truth & Justice.
8.1. Council has a keen interest in the area of truth and justice.  Investigations and resolutions can help build confidence in the criminal justice system and deliver the justice that many families seek. The work of the Historical Enquiries team and the Police Ombudsman must continue as vehicles to attaining truth & justice; it is important supporting mechanisms continue to bring closure.  

8.2. Council supports the premium of getting information and gaining confidence within the community and therefore supports an Information Recovery Processes.  Confidence in this process will depend heavily on the co-operation by all those who have information to give.  A number of concerns have also be raised with regards to human rights legislation
8.3. Council strongly advises that this work needs to continue.  Council believes that the proposals that seek to replicate what is already happening elsewhere will cause concern as many will feel that the creation of new bodies will delay the truth recovery process.  We also seek further information on the accountability and oversight structures of these strands of work.  More information is required on this aspect of the proposals, particularly in relation to Human Rights compliance.  
8.4. It is imperative the processes and vehicles that seek to address injustice adhere to Human Rights standards.  

9. Remembering
9.1. Community Memorials - Council is particularly interested in the ‘shared space’ debate.  There is a need to remember what has happened during the conflict but it is how this is done within the context of shared space.  Generic principles were set out for the planning and erecting memorials, however Council would have liked detailed guidance and criteria e.g. dialogue, consultation at community level (cross-community), who should be involved, what statutory organisations need to consider.  Ultimately we need to create welcoming, accessible, good quality and safe spaces where people and communities do not feel excluded or isolated.  

9.2. Societal Memorial - Council felt that the report should have made firm recommendations on how society remembers i.e. a memorial.  The group was in a unique position in that it had been given authority to examine and make decisions on a way forward.  Council believes the group should have developed a process, but unfortunately it has been postponed for future consideration.

9.3. Day of Reflection - Council is supportive of Healing Through Remembering’s Private Day of Reflection and of the process for making it a Public Day that allows everyone to participate.  This is a process that has to be monitored and one which represents a marker for how society has moved forward.  Council discussed the role of politicians on this Day of Reflection and agree that politicians should not be forced to participate in this day at a formal level, but rather they should develop their own way of reflecting  - Council is not ruling out their involvement but give them the same opportunity of voluntary contribution.
9.4. Storytelling – Council feels that young people should be heavily involved in this aspect of the report.  It should be linked to the curriculum and youth provision and will therefore required much more thought as to how this can be rolled out across the various youth services.  This type of work with young people needs investment in time and resources - young people will need support to participate in this dialogue.  Capacity work will be central to this engagement.  Council would also stress that children from all the various socio-economic backgrounds engage in this work collectively to increase the sharing of different experiences.    

9.5. Ceremony – Council supports a ritual as being highly desirable but seeks clarity on how this would evolve?  Also, any such ceremony should not signal the end of the process but rather a significant step which should be built upon.  
9.6. Declaration – Council feels that it would be appropriate to develop a set of symbolic statements as a precursor to any final declaration.  Council discusses the issue of the 5 year mandate for the Commission further in the paper and feel that it would be better to produce a ‘state of the nation’ report in relation to reconciliation and justice at particular stages of the process – noting both successes and future challenges.
10. Timeframe

10.1. Council does not feel the proposed timeframe is realistic.  We would urge Government to consider the reality that many victims and survivors have only recently come forward requiring support. This may become more apparent as victims & survivors receive new information on the circumstances of the deaths of family members as a result of historical enquiry and information recovery processes.  There is a growth in the number of voluntary self-help groups being set up particularly to undertake befriending work (most noticeable in the West).  In addition, ex-service groups (UDR, RUC, etc.) have increased in number over the past 2 years, requesting support for respite, befriending and welfare assistance.  It is clear that, many new groups have been recently established, there remains a great need for support and resources to meet the needs of our community.  

10.2. While Council agrees with the need to have a vision and an end goal we are also of the view that this process will not be completed in a single planned moment.  Instead the process of dealing with the past will require continuing attention as well as delicate and sensitive handling.  We therefore believe that any institution or Commission should make recommendations on future work at the end of five years rather than drawing an arbitrary line underneath uncompleted work. A monitoring and evaluation process might record achievements and outcomes in order to influence any further recommendations.  

11. Next Steps

11.1. Primarily the Community Relations Council wants to see further dialogue and debate on all the recommendations contained in the report and decisions made on how to move the process forward.  At present Council is unsure how and when the report will be adopted and implemented.  The devolved Assembly as a corporate body has yet to examine the report in it entirety and it is unfortunate that the Assembly discussion started and ended with the recommendation relating to the ‘recognition payment’.  This recommendation has proven to be one of the most controversial and it has since been removed as an option by the Secretary of State.  Council will discuss this recommendation in more detail further in our submission.  

11.2. Council is concerned the report, despite the difficult task of engaging with many stakeholders and interested groups, will not get the full attention it requires and deserves.  Council wish to see a proper debate on all of the proposals - this public conversation is essential if our society is to begin a process of transformation.  It is tragic that sectarian-related deaths continue to occur. The cancer of sectarianism continues to have a devastating impact on families and whole communities.  Refusing to face sectarianism in the past and in the present does not mean that it will disappear in the future.  Strong leadership will be required and should be lead by the Assembly, and the British and Irish Governments. 
11.3. Regardless of the acceptance of some or all of the recommendations it is only right that those in authority provide time and space to carefully consider what has been researched and presented in the report. 

11.4. Council believes that the role of formal and informal Education needs to be taken more seriously. Specific proposals need to be developed in relation to the role of education in dealing with the legacy of the past.

12. Conclusion
12.1. It is extremely important the relevant recommendations in the Report are closely examined and decisions made on their value for society.  Council looks forward to engaging with Government, political parties and relevant organisations in the future.  

Appendix 1
Future Provision for Victims & Survivors in NI
1. General.  
1.1. Since 2002, CRC has acted as the Intermediate Funding Body for groups working with victims and survivors, and this role, in particular, has made CRC acutely aware of the sensitivities and extreme difficulties associated with addressing the legacy of the past.  This inquiry is of particular importance as it re-focuses attention on the needs of this sector.  Over the last 12-18 months there have been a number of very important developments at government level i.e. the appointment of four Victims Commissioners and a consultation on a draft strategic approach for Victims and Survivors.  However there are many outstanding issues which have not been addressed which continue to have a negative impact on the work of this sector i.e. clarification on the setting up and remit of a Victims and Survivors Forum, the setting up of the Victims Service and a final ratified and actionable programme of work for the Commission for Victims and Survivors Northern Ireland (CVSNI). 
2. Issues.  
2.1. The sector has been hampered by delays in appointments and the development of strategies etc so there is an urgency to take appropriate and deliberate action.  Council is therefore particularly interested in the recommendations of the Eames/Bradley Report and how they put the needs of individual victims and survivors, groups and volunteers first, and bring clarity to the bodies responsible for this sector.    The report correctly identifies the many issues affecting the V&S community: Funding sustainability, the complexity of needs – those of individuals, groups and carers etc, difficulties accessing services and duplication of services, the need to promote best practice, and ensure it promotes reconciliation long-term and the difficulties around this, trans-generational related issues, mental health, and addiction etc, alternative support e.g. be-friending. 

2.2. In Council’s recent submission to OFMDFM on the draft strategic approach for V&S we reaffirmed the need to address all of the above issues.  Furthermore Council identified key areas that must be dealt with in any final strategy:
3. Definition of Victim. 
3.1. Council believes it is unfair and inappropriate to place this sensitive matter within the remit of the Victims Forum as it could potentially alienate individuals and groups who represent victims and survivors, and one which might never be resolved by a forum with so many differing views.  It is a divisive piece of work.  Council recommends either a re-affirmation of the current definition or immediate work carried out by responsible politicians to develop a new definition – an agreed definition must be in place before the strategy is rolled out.  This would prevent future delays around this highly sensitive issue and ensure the forum does not end up as divisive structure.
4. Funding criteria & sustainability.  
4.1. The sector must be offered something more than the perpetuation of their current status.  Government cannot build ‘a shared and better future’ without engagement with the difficult process of acknowledgement and reconciliation beyond single identities.  Council believes that criteria for funding should include the need for groups to plan strategically and to evaluate the impact of their activity on an ongoing basis in order to extend their scope.  In the absence of such thinking there is a real risk that the delivery of change on the ground is becoming stagnated.  Effective evaluation tools should be in place to better communicate the exact nature of such progress.  If there is to be less money in the future for service delivery then effective evaluation models need to be in place now in order to focus service delivery on those interventions which are shown to have the greatest impact.  
5. Needs assessment.  
5.1. It is important this takes place to ensure needs are being addressed by the appropriate bodies.  It enables those responsible for Victims & Survivors to plan around budgets and work plans. Any needs assessment should include both qualitative and quantitative information. Qualitative information should be used to help assess why some victims & survivors make use of such services and others don’t.  Such information should be used to inform longer-term targeting of resources.   It is important that this also takes place in an area-based context in order to promote consortiums of groups who can deliver services across a geographic area.  This won’t happen in all places due to relationship difficulties but must be actively promoted to ensure the survival of these services, with the added benefit of developing reconciliation.
5.2. The need to identify best practice, with subsequent development of standards in order to quality assure.
6. Data Collection. 
6.1. Council has concerns over the repetitive nature of data collection during the application processes for support and assistance.  There is a growing sense of frustration among individuals etc who face a ‘bureaucratic’ system each time they try and access help and support.  Council therefore recommends the installation of a central database housed in a central location but which can be accessed by the various structures and services responsible for V&S – this would remove the ‘burden of proof’, and therefore help minimise the re-trauma of those seeking help and support.  It would also provide accurate data for monitoring and evaluation which could be used to identify gaps and ensure the strategy is meeting the changing needs of the V&S community.
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