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In the Spring 07 issue of Network News, Roger O’Sullivan stated,

“RCN (Rural Community Network) emphasized the need to acknowledge that sectarianism in the rural context is still very much an issue that is manifested in ways that are different to urban…..the clear message for government and those developing projects and programmes which impact upon rural life is, if you want to know how to address issues affecting people living in rural communities, then ask the experts – rural people themselves – and develop a vision with them for rural not impose one!”
1. Introduction

1.1. This paper focuses on the issues of flags and emblems from a rural perspective; in particular there has been reference made to the Executive’s first Programme for Government. In addition this research has looked at how political parties, councils, statutory bodies and local communities and community support organisations have responded to policy decisions.  This paper also contains a literature review of other research, focusing on statistics, attitudes and perspectives on flags and emblems from a rural perspective. Local initiatives have been researched and three examples have been highlighted.   Finally the paper draws a number of conclusions followed by recommendations specific to the theme of Flags and Emblems. 

2. Background

2.1. The issues around flags and emblems are cause for debate, upset and rancour throughout Northern Ireland.  Flags and emblems have been used traditionally for a variety of reasons, including the demarcation of territory; as a means of intimidation and also to celebrate particular events.  Over time the use of symbolism has come to reflect deep-rooted community tensions as well as demonstrating different attitudes and perspectives to what is considered the “other” community.  In recent years there has been increasing levels of publicity surrounding flags and emblems, particularly as local councils develop and implement their own Good Relations Strategies.  
2.2.   Rural communities can be isolated from policy developments and action plans which are intended to provide solutions to any problems which arise from flags and emblems.  Poor community infrastructure, non-existent support mechanisms and low capacity all impact upon rural community groups.  These factors also contribute to the ability of rural communities to approach the management of  flags and emblems. This paper explores the various issues at play within rural communities. In understanding the reasons for the display of flags and emblems there is also a need to understand the nature of relationships that exist in rural communities, with lower population bases to contend with, individuals and groups may not be as keen to tackle the issue in a way that can be done in urban areas, in that urban areas can afford more anonymity and support. 
2.3.  The consultation that was completed as part of this research found that there are a wide variety of opinions and thoughts around Flags and Emblems, along with a variety of proposals on how and issues should be addressed.  This paper takes on board some of these proposals to develop recommendations for the future.
3. The Policy Context 

3.1. The current Executive is committed through its Programme for Government to deliver on a number of strategic priorities.  The over-arching aim is 

“to build a peaceful, fair and prosperous society in Northern Ireland….”  

Within this document are five key strategic and inter-dependent priorities which have “growing the economy” at its core.  One of the cross cutting themes within this document is 

“A shared and better future for all: equality, fairness, inclusion and the promotion of good relations will be the watchwords for all our policies and programmes across Government.”

3.2.  The Programme for Government has five priorities the most relevant here are  – 

· Priority 2 - Promote Tolerance, Inclusion and Health and Wellbeing and

· Priority 4 – Invest to build our infrastructure

3.3.  Priority 2 recognises that  “sectarianism, racism and intolerance are still too evident’, the priority drives home the fact that these issues do nothing to promote the image and future of Northern Ireland.  The priority states that, “it is imperative that we all embrace the opportunity to create a shared and better future, based on tolerance and respect for cultural diversity”.    

3.4. Further to this the priority re-iterates “that the inclusion of all of our people is essential if we are to deliver the peaceful, prosperous, fair and healthy society we all want to see.”
3.5. Under Public Service Agreement 7 – Making people’s lives better, A Programme for Government  is committed to “a programme of cohesion and integration for a shared and better future for all.”
3.6. Priority 4 focuses on the development of infrastructure; this includes a Public Service Agreement under PSA 17 – Rural Infrastructure.  PSA17 includes a commitment to helping rural communities improve the physical, economic and social infrastructure of their areas.  Under Objective 2 of this PSA there is a commitment to enhance Rural Proofing process by end 2008 and plans to develop proposals for a Rural White Paper by end 2008.  The target for these being to ensure that rural issues are mainstreamed into all relevant government policies and programmes.

3.7.  The document also recognises that these proposals can only be achieved when government departments work closely together.  To ensure this inter-departmental work does take place a delivery framework is to be established by the Executive. This delivery framework will establish,  “ a robust and effective basis for monitoring and reporting of progress at a strategic level to, and by, the Executive.” The Programme for Government adds that OFMDFM ministers and the Minister for Finance and Personnel will lead the monitoring process who will then report to the Executive. 
3.8.  The Programme for Government concludes that although government has a leadership role it needs the help and support to deliver from beyond government.  It asks that all sectors – including voluntary and community play their part.

3.9. RCN have responded to A Programme for Government by raising concerns about the lack of a strategy to ensure a commitment to “tackle sectarianism, building shared institutions and spaces, and growing good relations”.  The organisation also warns that delivery plans for rural areas should not be the sole responsibility of DARD.

3.10. RCN also highlight that the themes of equality and good relations within the Budget and Programme for Government are vague and elusive. 

3.11.  CRC have also responded to the Programme for Government by supporting the Executive’s aim of building ‘a peaceful, fair and prosperous society in Northern Ireland’ but re-iterate that this aim cannot be achieved while there is no “practical peace plan or of any detailed strategy”.  CRC refer to the need for continued Good Relations commitments in any Government policy whilst highlighting the extreme levels of sectarianism that continue to exist in Northern Ireland.  
3.12. A Shared Future was the British government’s direct rule commitment to promoting good relations within Northern Ireland. It had as its overall aim:  “The establishment over time of a normal, civic society, in which all individuals are considered equals, where differences are resolved through dialogue in the public sphere, and where all people are treated impartially. A society where there is equity, respect for diversity and a recognition of our interdependence.”

3.13. In order to realise this aim a number of areas were identified, including:

· Eliminate sectarianism, racism and all forms of prejudice to enable people to live and work without fear or intimidation; 

· Reduce tension and conflict at interface areas; 

· Facilitate the development of a shared community where people wish to learn, live, work and play together; 

· Protect members of minorities (whether for example by religion, race, or any other grounds) and mixed marriages from intimidation and ensure perpetrators are brought to justice; 

· Ensure that all public services are delivered impartially and guided by economy, efficiency and effectiveness; shape policies, practices and institutions to enable trust and good relations to grow: 

3.14. Since the establishment of ASF and the Triennial Action Plan various departments have worked to meet the aims and objectives that were identified.

3.15. Partnership approaches were suggested as a means of addressing any problems that arose with the visible manifestations of Sectarianism and Racism.  This included the initiation of the Joint Protocol on the Display of Flags and Emblems in Public Places. 

3.16. OFMDFM have commissioned the Institute of Irish Studies at Queen’s University, Belfast (QUB) to complete flags monitoring on an annual basis since 2005. This includes annual auditing of flags flown on all arterial routes in Northern Ireland as well as attitudes to flags and emblems which is sampled through the Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey. 

3.17. The results for 2007 has not yet been released but the Flags Monitoring Project 2006 (Bryan and Stevenson) found that throughout Northern Ireland, “A decrease in political symbolism was unevenly spread across District Council areas.  Some areas evidenced effective local regulation of symbolism while others showed little or no decrease between census dates…. this reflects diversity in experiences of the flags issue across Northern Ireland, but also suggests variability in the effectiveness of political symbols management strategies at local levels.”

3.18. The monitoring team have identified that flags are routinely used to mark territory whilst also recognising that it is important to understand why people feel the need for symbolic displays.  These reasons can be complex and vary from place to place.  There is also no common set of reasons for flags and emblems to be on display in specific areas.   

3.19.    Interviews with Bryan indicate that sports flags have a greater influence in rural areas, especially GAA, while there is more permanence to flag flying in rural areas, albeit that there are less paramilitary flags in rural areas.  There is also a sense that there is less organization to flag flying in rural areas than in urban areas.   

3.20.    Bryan and Stevenson’s Flag Monitoring Project 2006 emphasizes that every district in Northern Ireland is affected by flags flying on arterial routes but there is no documentary evidence to show the extent of flags and emblems beyond this in rural communities.  However this raises two questions:  

· Is there a need to document flags and emblems in every rural community? 

· Is it possible to document the extent of flags and emblems in every rural community?      
3.21. More research from a rural perspective would be beneficial.  Bryan and Stevenson have already identified that flags are present throughout Northern Ireland. More pertinent questions that should be asked are: 

· How are rural communities affected by flags and emblems? 

· Do local people agree with flags and emblems on display in their area?  

·  What reasons do rural dwellers feel are behind displays of flags and     
emblems?

 These questions could be expanded upon to match those asked in the Northern Ireland Life and Times Surveys or to complement the work being done by Bryan and his team.  

3.22. PSNI stated that they will “continue to work with Departments and Agencies in operating the Flags Protocol and encourage local representatives and authorities to endorse it.”  The Protocol has been reviewed by OFMDFM with additional partners now on board with plans to extend its work.

3.23.  Prior to the OFMDFM review it was difficult to access information on the Protocol. PSNI have not been proactive in promoting the Protocol but the Protocol Group themselves are now planning on greater levels of publicity.  

3.24.     OFMDFM are keen to continue with the Flags Protocol and have now brought on board BT, NIE along with representatives from SOLAS.  There are also plans to bring other government departments on board. Interviews with OFMDFM indicate that the issue of flags and emblems will not be allowed to stagnate.  With an increased budget for Good Relations they are optimistic that the partnership approach will be extended and the work of the Protocol Group will be more widely publicized in the future.
3.25. Although ASF has been superseded by A Programme for Government the values and principles and objectives that underpinned the various partnerships remain relevant.

3.26. While A Programme for Government has some reference to sectarianism and Racism it lacks the specifics that were recommended in ASF.  Although the document states that robust monitoring will take place there is no outline of how this will be done. There are no specific mention of flags and emblems or any proposals to address the issues.   

3.27. OFMDFM have confirmed that although there are changes ahead, there are no plans to discontinue the progress made under ASF and the Triennial Action Plan.  Progress made under these will be continued through the new Cohesion, Sharing and Integration (CSI) under PSA 7

3.28.  As part of the actions required to reduce sectarian symbolism The Arts Council, DSD, Department of Cultural Arts and Leisure and the Northern Ireland Housing Executive developed a Shared Communities’ Consortium to support the “Re-imaging Communities Programme”. This programme provides an integrated approach to address the issues of flags, emblems and sectarian symbols, including murals and focuses on community re-imaging.  The aim of this programme is to deliver environmental improvement through a partnership with key statutory bodies to provide a regional model to address flags, bonfires, emblems and sectional symbols.

3.29. There have been three separate allocations of funding until March 2008 with over £1.5 million in grant aid allocated. Almost 80 grant applications have been successful in this period.  Of this figure over £900 000 has been allocated to Belfast and Derry Council areas with 29 awards made within Belfast City Council area and 10 within the Derry City Council area. 

3.30. The remaining amount has been allocated through Community Groups and Councils in a further fourteen council areas.  This figure is somewhat misleading however and needs to be looked at further.  Of the fourteen council areas in receipt of funding only three are West of The Bann..  There were no successful applications from Fermanagh; the five successful applications in Co Tyrone were from one of the District Councils while there were 16 successful applications from Co Antrim.  Most of the successful applications in County Antrim were from urban areas within the County.

3.31. These figures show that although the aim of the programme is to deliver environmental improvement through a regional model, there has been a greater uptake from more urban communities.  Consultation with the Rural Support Networks found that many smaller rural community groups are reluctant to apply due to the funding criteria and practical issues like insurance requirements. 

3.32. An interim evaluation of the Re-Imaging Communities grant aid is currently under way but the findings of this will not be available until early Summer 2008. 

3.33.  NIHE Corporate Plan  2007-2008 to 2009-2010, Strategic Objective 5 refers directly to “Building a Stronger Community”.   This document states that it will aim to help foster good relations, this will be done through,                               “.... the Housing Executive’s Good Relations Strategy through the Community Cohesion Unit with quarterly progress reports on the five schemes:  

· Flags, emblems and sectional symbols action plan:  

· Segregation/integration:  

· Race relations: 

·  Interface areas:

· Communities in transition” 
3.34. NIHE state “We have a broadly based approach centred upon working with communities to develop contact and dialogue and to reduce displays of offensive flags, emblems and graffiti.”

3.35. NIHE have produced their own guide along with the Inter Community Network their “Good Practice Guide to Flags Emblems and sectional symbols – A Community Perspective.”  This guide gives some help and examples of good practice for those wishing to address the associated problems.  It demonstrates the sensitivities involved and provides some techniques to enable local groups to handle problems successfully. 

3.36. The guide advises that – 

· The pace of change will be determined by the local community

· The process is dependent on local circumstances

· The process requires flexibility and review

3.37. In completing this Policy Context it is clear that although statutory bodies have a duty to deliver on Good Relations strategies it is important that local people have some say on what programmes are delivered in their locality.  

4.  The Rural Support Context

4.1. The Rural Community Network is a voluntary organisation established by community groups from rural areas to articulate the voice of rural communities on issues relating to poverty, disadvantage and community development.   RCN was formed in 1991 and is managed by a voluntary committee, elected every 2 years, made up of 2 community representatives from each of the 6 counties in Northern Ireland along with farming, environmental, district council, cross border and voluntary organisations representatives. It attempts to reflect a broad geographical, gender and religious mix in its membership and committee.   

4.1.1 Over the past few years RCN has implemented its Rural Community Estates Programme which has focused on those communities experiencing weak or low community infrastructure, which is described by RCN in their document “Low Community Infrastructure – Lost in Translation”, as  “an absence of or little community development activity; and an absence of or little resourcing and support for community development activity in any given community, whether geographically based or a community interest”. However RCN also caution against the use of the terminology suggesting instead that the issues of social need, social exclusion, social cohesion and community capacity be addressed instead.  These four issues combined have an impact upon a community’s ability to look at Flags and Emblems and finding ways to resolve any problems that arise.  

4.1.2 RCN is part of a wider rural community development networking infrastructure with 12 local independent Sub-regional Rural Support Networks covering the whole of rural Northern Ireland.  Together this infrastructure has a membership of over 800 rural groups and organisations. Consultation with RCN and RSN found that there was a training need to enable staff and volunteers to be able to work with communities wishing to look at the issues around Flags and Emblems.  Individuals stated that they would feel unable to deal with challenges that may arise and that a very strong support network would need to be in place to enable them to proactively address the issues. 

4.2. Rural Development Council (RDC) is a rural development organisation, their remit is to promote positive and sustainable change helping to develop and regenerate rural areas for the better. This is a Council of rural stakeholders, who bring together, organise and structure the different and often competing interests of rural development so that the collective needs and opportunities in rural areas can be realised.   
4.2.1 RDC was established in 1991 with a recognised track record in rural development, supporting the community, voluntary, private and public sector through a range of economic, social, cultural and environmental projects and programmes. RDC has developed an expertise in gathering and analysing data, research and information from a range of sources, testing and developing rural solutions, sharing information and building effective partnerships. 

4.3. DARD Strategic Plan 2006 – 2011 states as one of its goals that it will strengthen the social and economic infrastructure of rural areas.  This includes a number of key actions which include: 

· Champion rural issues and the robust application of rural proofing and review its effectiveness. 

· Implement a new Rural Development Regulation Plan. 

· Support economic diversification opportunities, including rural tourism.

· Develop a village renewal programme. 

· Further build the capacity of rural communities and the role of local partnerships. 

· Undertake research to underpin support for Rural Development policy.

4.3.1 The overall vision of DARD is a thriving and sustainable rural community and environment which is an advocate within Government for the needs of the wider rural community.  

4.3.2 In the delivery of all services and in implementing policies, DARD wants to promote all aspects of equality and good relations as well as making a positive contribution towards the emerging Northern Ireland Anti-Poverty Strategy, and other government strategies impacting on the community as a whole.  

4.3.3 DARD’s Northern Ireland Rural Development Plan 2007 -2013 states that, “ there is a high degree of residential segregation in rural areas and up to 87% of rural communities can be classified as “single identity”. The past conflict has increased polarization between the two main communities and reduced the opportunities for building cross-community relations. An integrated approach, at village level, to assist villages and their surrounding areas to realize the potential of their economic, social, cultural and environmental resources would ensure the areas reach their full potential.”   

4.3.4  Within the rationale for the plan DARD state that “Physical disfigurement of property and sectarian graffiti make visitors feel unwelcome and businesses suffer as a consequence. There is therefore a need to promote village renewal and development to enhance the sense of shared ownership and community.”   

4.3.5 Within the Plan are included a number of key aims which include – 
· Creating a Rural Champion - promoting a cohesive, co-ordinated and equitable approach to rural issues across Government Departments.
· Supporting and strengthening community infrastructure, capacity and leadership, and 

· Village renewal   

4.3.6 DARD are currently preparing to deliver funding through various axis which will assist the department to meet the aims identified in their strategy and under the Rural Development Plan. 
4.4.  Beyond the departmental and statutory obligations there are various organisations operating at grass roots level to support local communities who wish to address issues of sectarian displays.

4.4.1 Groundwork NI is one such organisation which is involved in supporting local communities. Example of their work includes a joint project with the Rural Development Council funded under Peace II as well as the partnership work completed with NIHE on various environmental programmes including bonfire management.   Groundwork NI is also working with the Arts Council to provide support to communities under the Re-Imaging Communities Programme.  Groundwork NI has worked in various areas to build relationships and capacity within rural estates and urban communities so that confidence exists to address the issues that may arise from the display of symbolism.   Groundwork NI emphasise that relationship building is central to their progress, particularly with hard to reach groups.  The relationships have enabled Groundwork to expand their remit. Groundwork state that once the relationships exist it is possible to transfer work to other issues, to include flags and emblems.         

4.4.2   Supporting Communities Northern Ireland (SCNI) (formerly Northern Ireland Tenants Action Project) states that it adopts a 'grass roots' self help approach to Community Development by providing support, advice, information and training to new and existing Community/Residents Groups, Statutory and Voluntary organisations. The organisation operates on a Northern Ireland wide basis, encompassing rural and urban groups, offering various services but in particular they can support groups interested in building community capacity, developing models of good practice, environmental programmes and helping groups work to the ethos of Good Relations.   

4.5. Small rural community development groups often rely on local council support for their work. Councils are developing strategies because of their duty under S75 (2) which will enable them to allocate funding through local community groups wishing to target Good Relations issues.  To gain further insight into the development of Good Relations on a local level, a number of District Council Strategies were reviewed. The following themes emerged: 

· The diversity of rural communities is evidenced in the priorities within these Strategies. Some strategies propose very precise actions to address the issues raised by the visible manifestations of Sectarianism and Racism.  

· For all those reviewed however, Good Relations Strategies recognized the importance of working in partnership with local communities to address the issues of flags and emblems. 

· Considering the variations in District Council Strategies more support and encouragement may be needed to enable them to deal with the problems associated with flags and emblems.  They should at least be able to offer support to those communities that wish to address the issues. 

4.6. The Equality Commission for Northern Ireland is an independent public body established under the Northern Ireland Act 1998. Their vision sees Northern Ireland as a shared, integrated and inclusive place, a society where difference is respected and valued, based on equality and fairness for the entire community.  The Commission’s duties and functions include:  

· Working towards the elimination of discrimination; 

· Promoting equality of opportunity and encouraging good practice; promoting affirmative/positive action; 

· Promoting good relations between people of different racial groups; 

· Overseeing the implementation and effectiveness of the statutory duty on public authorities; and 

·  Keeping the relevant legislation under review

4.6.1 The Commission’s Good Relations Challenge Paper gives a flavour of the many issues that can impact upon organizations desires to create and deliver on their own Good Relations Strategies.  There is particular reference to Flags and Emblems in this paper confirming the relevance and importance of the Monitoring Work. The paper states that “There is a need to legislate with regard to flags and emblems and such legislation must be accompanied by development work at a local level. This will reduce offensive emblems whilst ensuring that symbols of identity are recognised.”  

4.6.2 The Paper highlights the negativity that flags, emblems and symbols convey, emphasizing that displays, “assert the dominance of a particular political allegiance – and often parmilitary presence.” Further to this the Paper also states that displays “express exclusive possession rather than civic or shared ownership”.  
4.6.3 Examples of good practice are given to highlight progress that has been made throughout Northern Ireland. This includes the work within Derry City Council where all councilors and staff are trained in good relations.   
4.6.4 The report recognises that for positive change to be implemented there are other requirements, “there is a real requirement for leadership…at both a political and organisational level.”

 5.   Literature review

5.1 RCN has completed several pieces of research which focus on specific elements of rural community life. . Although no extensive research was completed in towards attitudes and beliefs about flags and emblems in these pieces there are references made to their impact and effect. The following documents refer to some of the issues around flags and emblems.
· “As long as you gel in”, Experiences of Ethnic Minority Communities in County Fermanagh.
·  “We don’t feel as isolated as you might think” Experiences of Catholic Minority Communities in Counties Antrim and Down.   

· “Protestant Communities in Border Areas” and
· “Low Community Infrastructure – Lost in Translation” 
5.1.2 When participants in “As Long as you Gel in” were asked if they could recognize if they were in Protestant or Catholic neighbourhoods a few said they could tell by which flags were flying in an area but they did not understand the significance of other signs and symbols. 

5.1.3 The research into the experience of Catholic Minority Communities indicated that many participants were uneasy with the presence of paramilitary bands and the erection of loyalist paramilitary flags in their communities.  Some people objected to their communities being covered in flags and emblems, particularly those of a paramilitary nature.  “We’ve had problems with tri-colours and black flags. We’ve gotten all flags taken down. If there are tri-colours - you can’t say - take them down- you have got to say - consider our situation here. You say don’t demean the flag.”   

5.1.4 Meanwhile the research from Protestant Communities in Border Areas brought another viewpoint, “One of the things that would stop Catholics from moving into the area is the flags and stuff. They would feel under pressure. There are quite a number of flags here in the summer and it can give the wrong impression. This is not a Loyalist village”.  

5.1.5 Questionnaires were completed as part of the Low Community Infrastructure – Lost in Translation. A number of questions, which focused on Community Relations, were asked of groups and individuals from 12 pilot areas.   

The results found – 

· That in each of the pilot areas respondents were able to identify events or practices which were hostile or sectarian to their community.

· Respondents would prefer not to have painted kerbs, sectarian graffiti, paramilitary flags/murals/emblems and paramilitary memorials/gardens of remembrance in their locality.

· The challenges presented around how to remove these features reflect a lack of leadership or ability to deal with the problem given that a small minority of respondents were “happy” to have many of the features. 

5.2 Research was completed by the Enniskillen Cultural Expression in Public Spaces Working Group “Cultural celebration versus cultural aggression: which way for ‘good relations’ in Enniskillen?” This Report was compiled by Fermanagh Trust, Counteract and TIDES in June 2004. 


5.2.1 Although focusing on the market town of Enniskillen it raises a number of 
points which are relevant throughout many other small towns and villages 
throughout Northern Ireland and adds further weight to the complexities around 
flags and emblems in rural Northern Ireland.       


5.2.2 The piece of work came about following concerns raised at Enniskillen 
Community Forum,; the flags, together with the emergence of sectarian murals, 
graffiti and symbols were seen by members of the working group as hostile to the 
development of good community relations.


5.2.3 The Working Group also recognized 
that those responsible for flying the 
flags and other sectarian features did not do 
so with the support of the majority of 
the people living on the estates. There was 
concern that it could increasingly 
provoke inter-community strife with adverse implications not only for local 
residents but for the wider Enniskillen economy.

   
5.2.4 The document presents a variety of recommendations to the problem of 
flags and emblems which included establishing a Community Forum alongside 
the development of a civic charter on flags and emblems and positive cultural 

celebrations.   The research recognizes that local solutions need to be found to 
local situations, all of which should be enshrined in council’s Good Relations 
strategies.

5.3 The complex issues at play in rural communities is reflected in the comments found throughout the previous RCN research documents and reinforced in the joint RDC/RCN document A Picture of Rural Peace which states that, “Rural areas in Northern Ireland are in the most part single identity. For many living within these areas there is little or no opportunity for interaction with people from the other main tradition in Northern Ireland and therefore the prospect of increasing knowledge and understanding of the different cultural backgrounds present in the region.”  

5.4 One of the most important resources on flags and emblems was completed by Lucy Bryson and Clem McCartney in 1994, “Clashing  Symbols?”-A report on the use of flags, anthems and other national symbols in Northern Ireland” provides a comprehensive view on all aspects of symbolism in Northern Ireland.   


5.4.1Although not rural in focus it still provides a useful barometer to reasons and 
patterns to flags and emblems, in particular that flags “are associated with 
allegiance, loyalty, territory and authority”.  The report also states that flags “can 

be used to challenge another group, to assert dominance or to seek a 
confrontation.


5.4.2 The research also highlights the fact that communities can be blind to 
behaviour in their own community which they complain about in the other. 

5.5 Aside from the OFMDFM research on arterial routes St Columbs Park House in the City of Derry have worked with the Queen’s University team to replicate the auditing process on a local basis.  In 2007 their Flags Audit and Household Survey was completed.  This included a count of flags in the city on three separate occasions as well as a Household Survey of over 600 homes in 5 target areas within the city.  St Columbs Park House plan on completing the flags audit on an annual basis to complement the work commissioned by OFMDFM. 

5.6 Aside from the work of St Columb’s Park House no other flags auditing work has been completed in any other areas in Northern Ireland. 

6. Political Attitudes

6.1. As part of this research a review of political party policy to flags and emblems was completed.  This found that while there are widely conflicting views to flags and emblems some parties make no formal mention of the issue whatsoever. The views of political parties do not all necessarily support positive change.   

6.2. It would be beneficial if political parties selected an approach that reflected the Priorities of A Programme for Government. In particular to “address the divisions within our society and achieve measurable reductions in sectarianism, racism and hate crime”. A new political approach would also support and encourage more positive leadership for communities affected by flags and emblems. 

7 . Best Practice

PLACE

7.1 The Portadown Local Action for Community Engagement (PLACE) Initiative brings together community groups and residents associations from some of the most strongly loyalist communities in the Portadown area, several of which share a physical interface with Catholic communities. The PLACE Initiative began as a project to help these loyalist communities take more ownership of the decisions involving their areas and to improve the quality of life.   


7.1.1 PLACE have focused on peace building in Portadown, beginning with the 
identification, recognition and addressing of sectarian attitudes and behaviour 
whilst also preparing the Protestant community to engage with other communities 
through confidence and capacity building initiatives.  


7.1.2 PLACE has over the past number of years delivered a successful 
environmental programme which has included a flag management agreement 
along with a reduction in the number of flags flown.  The project has also 
overseen the removal of offensive graffiti and various environmental 
improvements across the areas covered by the initiative.    


7.1.3The progress overseen by PLACE over the past few years means that the area 
has been vastly regenerated and improved.  The Flag Removal Programme is 
viewed by NIHE as an example of Good Practice.   

St Columb’s Park House

7.2   St Columb’s Park House in Derry/Londonderry has been working on a Flags specific project for over a year.  In that space of time the organisation has developed the following initiatives within the city:   

· Researched attitudes to flags in five local areas and audited the number of flags throughout the city on a two separate occasions during 2007. They have since published their Flags Audit and Household Survey.   

· Brought together a local Flags Protocol group and have expanded this to include NIE, BT and local council. 

· Consulted with the local community on how best to implement the findings from the Survey.

· Developed partnerships with ex-combatant groups from the loyalist community to develop flag management programmes.  

7.2.1 The initial aim of this project was to set up a Flags Forum but the project has widened in range and scope since it started.  The project has been led by guidance from the local community and the sector in the city. Staff working on the project have also researched other initiatives within Northern Ireland to see if any model would be replicated in the city.  Research was completed into the policy context for Flags in Northern Ireland.  This led to a strong relationship with the Institute of Irish Studies who have guided and advised on the auditing process and the flags protocol group.   

7.2.2 This project has been very successful due to a number of factors; 

· It has been LSP funded so that a dedicated member of staff has been able to oversee the implementation of the project.

· It has followed a strategic process which has mapped key areas and key issues within the city

· Targeted resources to support work within these areas.

· Adopted approaches that supported the needs of the communities in these areas.

· A strong underlying commitment to maintaining working relationships, particularly with hard to reach groups.      

7.2.3   Learning from the project includes;

· A flexible approach to the needs of the community  

· Partnerships can be fragile and require strong mediation skills   

· Every area within the city is different and support must be tailored accordingly.  

7.2.4  This phase of the project will end in July 2008, the next phase of the project is 
being developed and will focus on providing greater support for the Flags 
Protocol group as well as supporting local communities who wish to proceed with 
flags management programmes. Additional aims will include developing a 
partnership with local bands and the Orange Order to extend involvement of the 
local Flags Protocol group.  

7.2.5  Further consultation will also take place beforehand to ensure local community 
need is addressed.

Coleraine Flags Forum

7.3 The Flags Forum in Coleraine has been operational since late 2003 after Police, statutory bodies and the tourist industry received complaints and comments on flags, emblems and graffiti in the area.  A community led Forum was established which brought together 14 local Community Representatives.

7.3.1 The community was supported by local agencies and bodies to establish a formal Flags Forum.  The aim of the Flags Forum is – “to form a meaningful and inclusive partnership within the Coleraine Community with the capacity to increase economic and social standards and the community image within Coleraine Borough by proactively managing and influencing the display of flags, emblems and associated graffiti.”        

7.3.2 The Forum focuses on flag management with a respect for culture and heritage and seeks to work in partnership with local communities both within the town of Coleraine and in the wider rural area covered by the Council.     

7.3.3 Members of the Forum are trained in mediation skills and have successfully accessed funding to assist in culture and heritage programmes which seek to find alternative ways of expressing cultural identity.      

7.3.4 Although the project is a community led initiative it has attracted strong support from Council, LSP, CRC, NIHE, PSNI, DRD Roads Service and Coleraine District Policing Partnership.   

7.3.5 The Forum states that Good Relations is key with equality underpinning the voluntary work that is completed.    

7.3.6 The group is fully constituted and meets regularly all year round.      

7.3.7 The key learning for this community led group is that although there is council support, it is important to them that no councillors are represented on the Forum.  There is a sense that this policy enables the Forum to maintain its reputation as a non-political organisation.   

7.3.8 While the Forum focuses on managing flags and influencing change they have also become involved in a wider range of youth, cultural and heritage work as well.   

8. Consultation 

8.1. A number of themes emerged during consultation with the Rural Support Networks.  These themes fell into the following areas – 

· Flag Management – while there was strong support for flag flying from some communities there was also a sense that communities may allow flags to stay up to keep the peace. 

· Community Education – targeting perceptions and developing cultural awareness.

· GR support – standardized support from Councils. 

· Training for RCN and RSN staff to enable them to deal with the issues sensitively and successfully.     

Some quotes from the event included – 

· “The conflict may be over but flags are often used as a weapon instead.”

· “People are more prepared to accept flags and emblems in their own community and more easily offended by flags and emblems in the ‘other’ community”

· “There needs to be locally engineered solutions to problems generated by flags and emblems.”  
· “Who in a local community is going to talk to the people who are putting flags up?” 
9. Conclusions 

9.1 The Joint Protocol in Relation to the Display of Flags in Public Areas brings together those departments and bodies which have responsibility for public property.  The Protocol recommends that PSNI are the lead body and that DRD, Roads Service, DSD, Doe, Planning Service, NIHE and OFMDFM play a role.  The Protocol Group is committed to the original aims and objectives of ASF and TAP and with the review is committed to expanding the work of the various departments. As lead agency, PSNI in some Command Units have appointed flags liaison officers to carry forward the Protocol but this is still a work in progress in many areas. 

9.2 At ground level a variety of Flags Fora and Groups do exist throughout Northern Ireland.  Most of these Fora work in partnership with specific members of the Protocol group when required. St Columb’s Park House based in Derry/Londonderry is working with PSNI to establish a working model of the Protocol which is city based.  Bearing in mind that successful models have been developed in urban areas there are no reasons why the models could not be replicated in rural areas. 

9.3 Local arrangements which are structured and well ordered, with a commitment to progress work best.  The review of the Flags Protocol by OFMDFM will give an opportunity for more local solutions.  This gives the flexibility for local people to play a role whilst allowing for unique local circumstances to be heard.  The combined experience of those involved on Flags Fora and Protocol groups indicates that local resolution to issues around symbolism is more successful than an official PSNI policy of compulsory removal. 

9.4 This partnership ethos is evidenced in the work of other groups involved in the display of sectarian symbols.  Examples of this exist in the Groundwork NI and NIHE approach where work is completed together on bonfires and environmental work within estates, bringing in other key players when required.  Again this is an example of urban progress that can be transferred to the rural arena. 

9.5 This research has found that rural proofing has not filtered through sufficiently to allow for adequate conclusions to be drawn on Flags and Emblems from a rural perspective.  The rural support bodies have challenged government in the past to do more for rural communities and to encourage rural proofing in policy development. 

9.6 It is still the case that localized debates occur due to flags and emblems, especially around particular celebrations and commemorations.  Very heated discussions occur in council chambers throughout Northern Ireland when removal of flags and emblems is mentioned. At times debates can become divisive and destructive and often contradict the ethos of Good Relations while also giving local communities permission to continue with old habits when it comes to flags and emblems.  

10. Recommendations

In all aspects of this research there is not enough information on the impact of flags and emblems in rural areas. There is a danger that assumptions could be made on how to resolve what are only thought to be the real issues for rural communities.   What follows is a series of recommendations designed to enable all stakeholders to move forward on the issue of flags and emblems from a rural perspective:

10.1 RCN and the Rural Support Networks are already well respected and supported throughout Northern Ireland, their links place them in a key role to move this theme forward by – 

· Delivering PEACE III projects to rural communities that refer directly to the flags and emblems issue.

· Completing or commissioning further research into flags and emblems from a rural perspective, focusing on the following questions, 

- How are rural communities affected by flags and emblems?   

- Do local people agree with flags and emblems on display in their area?    

- What reasons do rural dwellers feel are behind displays of flags and emblems? 

Using NILTS and Flags Monitoring Project could help to identify further relevant questions for rural community flags and emblems research. 

10.2 Funding of projects from rural areas under Re-Imaging Communities should be monitored and evaluated to ensure rural communities are able to avail of support.  Increased opportunities may need to be made available beyond the life span of the current strategy to ensure rural areas have benefited. 

10.3 To ensure policy reaches rural communities it is important that the key stakeholders play a positive and proactive role.  Beyond this, it is important to work with the relevant rural stakeholders to develop strategies and projects which can move this issue forward positively and creatively. Although partnership and multi agency approaches are growing in number and success, there is room for increased rural proofing.  As such; - 

· Despite its inclusion under Objective 2 of PSA17 - More should be done at government level to ensure that rural proofing becomes a reality.  

· More leadership is required from PSNI in carrying the Joint Protocol in Relation to the Display of Flags in Public Areas forward.  Clarity needs to be given to the members of the Protocol on member roles and responsibilities while the Joint Protocol itself needs to be treated with more gravity and implemented properly. 

· It would be beneficial if political parties selected an approach that reflected government’s duty to promoting Good Relations.  This approach would also support and encourage more positive leadership for communities affected by flags and emblems.

10.4 Within rural communities this research has found there are various complexities which impact upon perceptions of flags and emblems.  As yet there are few successful rural flags and emblems management models.  While some sections of the community feel that the introduction of flags and emblems policies point to an attempted erosion of the expression of their identity, others remain afraid to address the issues. Accordingly: - 

· Local solutions need to be found to local situations, all of which should be enshrined in Good Relations strategies.

· Examples of best practice in rural areas. Like the Coleraine model should be highlighted and supported. 

· More support should be given to rural communities wishing to develop their own local initiatives. 

· A small grants programme would be a suitable vehicle to deliver programmes to low capacity groups; these grants should be easily administered and easily accessed.

· Appropriate support and signposting should be available from the Rural Support Bodies, Councils or through the Community Relations Council.

10.5 Bearing in mind the community relations aspects of this particular theme, RCN will benefit from the experience and knowledge of CRC so a continued partnership is recommended. 

10.6 Leadership through all tiers of society – political, economic, social and community - needs to be incubated positively and then demonstrated when dealing with the issue of Flags and Emblems. 
What is vital throughout this project is that rural communities are consulted on those things which impact upon them.
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