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RESPONSE

of the four
Area
Children and Young People's Committees
to the

Consultation

of Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister on
the Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration
October 2010
1 Context of Response.
1.1 The four Area Children and Young People's Committees (ACYPCs) are the multi-agency and multi-sectoral partnerships which currently oversee integrated planning (Children's Services Planning) across Northern Ireland. These Committees were led by the four Health and Social Services Boards prior to the Review of Public Administration reform of Health and Social Care.
1.2 These Boards have now been unified into the Health and Social Care Board, which commissions and plans health and social care services across Northern Ireland. Children's Services Planning is therefore now a statutory responsibility of the Health and Social Care Board, and consequently a Northern Ireland wide partnership – to be called the Children and Young People’s Strategic Partnership (CYPSP) – will be set up to replace the four Children and Young People's Committees. The CYPSP will draw up a Children and Young People’s Plan for Northern Ireland which will set out how integrated planning and commissioning arrangements will be put into place to secure improvements in the 6 high level outcomes for children and young people set out in the Ten Year Strategy for Children and Young People. 
1.3 The remit to be covered by the Children and Young People’s Plan is wider than that of the present Children's Services Planning process, which was designed originally to address the needs of only vulnerable groups of children and young people. It has now been accepted, both through the experience of Children's Services Planning within Northern Ireland, and through similar experiences in other UK jurisdictions and beyond, that vulnerable children are best supported and protected when all services, from universal to those targeted to address specific needs, are planned together in an integrated way. The intention is to develop fully integrated services, addressing the rights and needs of each and every child and young person. 

1.4 The CYPSP will begin operation on the  31st January 2011 and until then the four ACYPCs, under the leadership of the Director of Social Care and Children, Health and Social Care Board, will continue to oversee Children's Services Planning.

1.5 Each Children and Young People's Committee (ACYPC) has carried out its planning through the processes below to achieve better outcomes for children and young people;-
· Using an outcomes approach to  addressing the rights and needs of children and young people 

· Seeing children and young people in the round

· Providing support to families

· Setting up locality inter-agency processes to improve outcomes for children as articulated by their communities as well as local agencies

· Incorporating children into the planning process so that their view are heard and listened to.

Each ACYPC leads a number of planning or working groups, which plan for specific groups of children and young people who are likely to suffer social exclusion. One of these particularly addresses the rights and needs of Black and Minority Ethnic Children and Young People.
2  General Issues.
2.1 The Area Children and Young People's Committees (ACYPCs) welcome this opportunity to respond to the Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister’s consultation on the Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration. This response has been brought together by drawing on the expertise of member agencies, including consultation with communities and children which has been carried out by partners. It is also based on our shared view that policy and planning should address the rights as well as the needs of children and young people; a view which has been built up through 12 years of partnership working.
2.2. The ACYPCs are therefore concerned that the framework for the document does not appear to draw on the international human rights instruments that would appear relevant to sharing, cohesion and integration in general, or, in relation to its approach to young people, the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child.
2.3. The ACYPCs take a holistic view of how to improve the lives of children and young people, through working together across agencies to contribute towards progress on the high level outcomes laid out in the 10 Year Strategy for Children and Young People: our Children and Young People, Our Pledge ( OFMDFM). However, the CSI document appears to separate issues relating to the impact of sectarianism and the history of conflict and division within Northern Ireland, from the issues of racism and discrimination which relate to people from BME communities (including migrant communities and Travellers).  Our view is that these two sets of issues are interlinked within Northern Ireland, with sectarianism being a particular form of racism, so that the two sets of issues should be addressed through a coherent approach. The framework of the CSI Programme should then be underpinned by relevant human rights standards, including those agreed at the UN World Conference against Racism. Our view is that if these two sets of interrelated issues are dealt with separately, the outcome will not be a cohesive society.
2.4. In relation to the issue of linkage between sectarianism and racism, the CSI Programme, in our view, does not make the appropriate connections between the ‘good relations’ duty and the equality duties. It is our view that good relations cannot be addressed without addressing disadvantage, inequality or other causes of division. This view is consistent with the framework provided by the rights section of the Belfast ( Good Friday) Agreement, where, in the context of significant reference to employment and social inclusion, the UK Government committed itself to … ‘a range of measures aimed at combating unemployment and progressively eliminating the differential unemployment rates between the two communities by targeting objective need’

2.5. In relation to the scope of the programme, we are also concerned that the other elements of the equality duty are not referenced. Our view is that promoting a cohesive society requires inequalities of all types to be addressed.

2.6. We endorse the NICEM response to the consultation, when it sets out the Council of Europe’s Directorate of Social Cohesion definition of cohesion, which NICEM proposes the CSI Programme should adopt, as follows ‘Social cohesion is the capacity of a society to ensure the well being of all its members, minimising disparities and avoiding marginalisation."(Report of the High Level Task Force on Social Cohesion in the 21st century).

2.7. We appreciate the need to set out high level intent, but we are very concerned at the lack of a clear statement of the scope of the programme, a coherent aim, objectives and action planning process, and resource identification with the programme. Given that the actions required under the Race Relations Strategy have been delayed since the development of this programme, this has been impacting negatively on our efforts to enable agencies to promote better outcomes for BME children and young people. We are also unclear about whether the timeframe for actions under the Racial Equality Strategy 2005-2010 is to be extended to run concurrently with the CSI, or if a new action plan is to be developed under the present or reviewed aims of the strategy. 
3. Children and Young People.

3.1 In our view the way in which the lives of young people are addressed in the document is profoundly negative and unfounded. The concentration on the lives of ‘disaffected  young people’ concerns us as, though we agree with  a specific and targeted response to the difficulties of young people who have acute experiences of the effects of the conflict and on-going sectarianism, we note that this is not put in the context of the contribution that children and young people can make to a better future. It is also disappointing as an OFMDFM programme, given the Department’s responsibility both for the 10 Year overarching children’s strategy, and for the Executive’s approach to alleviating child poverty. The focus is on young people as a problem to be solved who are outside their communities, rather than the holistic view of children’s lives as set out in the children’s strategy. Our concern is that such a characterisation resonates with wider voices, including within the media, which already contribute to further isolation, marginalisation and disillusionment. 
3.2 We are very aware of the kinds of difficulties in the lives of children and young people which may be the source of this negative portrayal. Very valuable research over many years now is available which sets out how children’s rights are not being upheld in Northern Ireland, how children and young people in areas most affected by the conflict are not being effectively helped to live in harmony with young people from other communities or traditions, and how BME children and young people’s lives are blighted by racist attitudes and exclusionary practices.
3.3 The legacy of conflict has impacted severely on communities that have endured persistent violence, economic hardship and inadequate service provision. In research conducted for the Northern Ireland Commissioner for Children and Young People (NICCY), Children’s Rights in Northern Ireland (Kilkelly et al. 2004), the legacy of the Conflict was highlighted as a significant cross-cutting theme. It noted the comment by Olara Otunno, Special Representative of the United Nations Secretary-General for Children and Armed Conflict who, in 2000, called on the Government: …’ to provide more support for families and parents affected by  violence, living in segregated environments and hampered in their own ability to build bridges with neighbouring communities. Educators and other members of civil society working to encourage cross community links need to be given adequate and sustained support’. 
3.4 The recent report by Queens University, Princes Trust and Save the Children ‘Childhood in Transition: Experiencing Marginalisation and Conflict in Northern Ireland’ (
) raises profound concerns about entrenched inequalities, infrastructural under-resourcing and the systemic denial of children’s rights in Northern Ireland. The research was conducted within six communities in Northern Ireland most affected by poverty and the legacy of the Conflict. Presenting evidence from their daily experiences in families, schools, and communities, it illustrates the marginalisation and exclusion experienced by children and young people. It considers the persistent impacts of violence and sectarianism on children’s and young people’s experiences, including their sense of identity and place. 
3.5 This report particularly addresses the impact of negative stereotyping of young people. ‘Overall, children and young people considered that the negative reputation imposed on young people was unfair and uninformed. The constant pressure of rejection and exclusion, together with direct threats of violence, undermined self-confidence and, simultaneously, provoked angry reactions. While some turned in on themselves, indicated by regular comments about suicide, others responded through violence and antisocial behaviour. Yet all agreed that positive responses from adults within the community drew positive reactions from young people’. 
3.6 The report also noted that, on the other hand ‘Promotion and protection of children’s rights is central to development of positive interventions, opportunities to challenge discrimination and stereotyping, secure free association, promote participation and create conditions for good health and well-being.’
3.7 In relation to children and young people from BME (including Traveller and Migrant communities) we support the submission, in particular, from Belong – a family support programme to promote a sense of belonging amongst BME children. Belong carried out an extensive consultation with BME children aged 7-12 for the purpose of facilitating their response to the programme. Some of the messages speak volumes in relation to the lives lived in exclusion:-
3.7.1 ‘some of the children noted that, in relation to safe place, if they do not have a house they will never feel safe and they and their family members will be unprotected from attacks’.
3.7.2 ‘Children had a long discussion about safety in shared spaces and they pointed to the police and other institutions’ negative attention to migrants, and one child explains ‘I would like to see country without racism. That all will be equal. More safe to play and walk in the street. That police will be more fair and that innocent people is not blamed’’.

3.8 In addition to points in relation to BME children in general, we would also make the following points in relation to the lives of Traveller communities and therefore children.

3.8.1 Following the publication of the 2010 All Ireland Traveller Health Study a number of inequalities have been highlighted. Traveller male life expectancy now is 61.7 years which is identical to what it was in 1987. Traveller female life expectancy has increased from 65.3 years in 1987 to 70.1 years. Infant mortality rates have deteriorated since 1987. Traveller infants today are 3.6 times more likely to die than infants in the general population. In 1987 Traveller infants were 2.4 times more likely to die than in the general population.
3.8.2 In the research A Need to Belong (2009) – Summary Report An Epidemiological Study of Black and Minority Ethnic Children’s Perceptions of Exclusion in the Southern Area of Northern Ireland Andy Biggart, Liam O’Hare and Paul Connolly Report Commissioned by and Prepared for the Southern Area Children and Young People's Committee, Traveller children had the lowest self-perceptions, greatest need to belong and lowest academic achievement of all children surveyed.
3.9 This points to the need, in relation to promoting a cohesive, shared and integrated society, to recognise the needs, culture and lifestyle of Travellers, Gypsies and the Roma Communities. Clearly, such a society cannot be achieved if the current lack of adequate transit sites, group housing and site provision for Travellers continues – and the current objections from settled communities to proposed Traveller accommodation.
3.10 The Committee on the Rights of the Child in its most recent Concluding Observations has highlighted its concern at the discrimination experienced by excluded groups of children and young people … ‘the Committee is concerned that in practice certain groups of children, such as: Roma and Irish Travellers children; migrant, asylum seeking and refugee children; lesbian, bisexual, gay and transgender children (LGBT); children belonging to minority groups continue to experience discrimination and social stigmatization (para 24)’.
3.11 The ACYPCs welcome the reference to people whose immigration status precludes ‘recourse to public funds’, and requests that a resolution is adopted which addresses the needs of some of the most vulnerable families in our society.
3.12 The ACYPCs would strongly advocate that children and young people should be a priority focus for Government in any serious attempt to promote a cohesive, shared and integrated society.
4. General Conclusions

4.1 Given the above, the ACYPCs recommend that the CSI Programme document be withdrawn, and that OFMDFM begin a longer, more coherent consultation on how Northern Ireland could move towards a cohesive, shared and integrated society.

4.2 We suggest any new consultation be based on setting out the international and national agreements underpinning a Cohesion, Sharing and Integration strategy, and the implications for such a strategy on all other departments in the Executive in relation to their policies, strategies,  timetables, outcomes and allocation of resources.

4.3 An outcome of such a strategy should be, in essence, a founding document for the society envisaged, and be underpinned by a Bill of Rights, within the framework of the advice already provided to the NIO.
4.4 That  the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission, in accordance with the Belfast Agreement be adequately resourced to hold the Assembly to account in relation to underpinning Cohesion with protection of basic rights and freedoms and  to support the development of a culture of protecting the rights of  others in society.

4.5 That the N. Ireland Equality Commission, in accordance with the Belfast  Agreement, be adequately supported to ensure that those most vulnerable to inequalities of access, opportunity, treatment and outcomes are  adequately and actively protected and empowered.

4.6  That an Integration Commission be established and adequately resourced which would hold the Government to account on its progress towards dismantling institutional segregation on which sectarianism and racism thrive and developing appropriate infrastructure for integration at all levels of society, including restoration of   the Civic Forum as part of the political infrastructure to help alleviate the impact of segregation and sectarianism on representative democracy.

4.7 The Community Relations Council should be invited to consider its potential interest and capacity in providing   a strategy and terms of reference for taking forward 4.6 above.

4.8 In the interim, OFMDFM should ensure that no further delay ensues in implementing the Racial Equality Strategy, to which end the Racial Equality Forum should meet as a matter of urgency, and the Racial Equality Unit is strengthened, and adequately resourced to take forward an agreed programme, and the Community Relations Council continue  with its work. 

END.
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