Joanne Murphy analyses the contents of the OFMDFM consultation document on Cohesion, Sharing and Integration – and finds the paper sadly wanting. (Newsletter, 25th September.
The Office of First Minister and Deputy First Minister’s document on Cohesion, Sharing and Integration has at last gone out to consultation, but having studied the detail I find that it falls down on many grounds.

Firstly, there is no straightforward commitment to what the promotion of good relations policies means in Northern Ireland.

There is no definition of what the OFMDFM considers such a policy to be, or the guiding principles to which it should adhere – a serious omission because it serves to frame the debate and clarify the type of policy and implementation processes Northern Ireland needs.

The second letdown is more structural, because the document fails to produce a considered analysis of what the implementation of a CSI policy would mean.

What is needed is a fundamental organisational change that puts social cohesion,  service sharing and community integration at the heart of what public services do. The CSI consultation document gives no real recognition to what that kind of change involves.

For example, the Northern Ireland Civil Service is the main mechanism for service delivery. It is a large and complex organisation, made up of people who work ceaselessly to provide service to the NI public, through difficult and fraught times. Now, however, the environment in which this structure operates has changed irrevocably. The agenda today needs to be one of relationship building and inclusion, building pro-social and anti-sectarian policies and practices into every aspect of service delivery.

Yet few civil servants have received any training in good relations and indeed, attempts to develop such training have been persistently ignored.

How can good relations be at the ‘heart’ of the Stormont executive’s policy if the understanding of what it means is limited within the personnel structures of the body tasked with delivering the policy?

Certain public sector organisations in NI have made real and serious attempts at building relationships. Belfast City Council for example, has put equality and good relations at the core of its service delivery.

Yet the vision to take this template and replicate it across the diverse and complex structure of the wider civil service is completely absent in this consultation paper.

So too, is any recognition of the enormous organisational and cultural change that will be required if a serious attempt is to be made to adequately address our history of bad relations.

The severe funding challenges faced by the peace-building sector will wreak enormous damage on the existing structures designed to develop good relations and combat the corrosive nature of prejudice. 

The OFMDFM must face up to this challenge in a way that preserves knowledge and good work, while reducing duplication.

Regrettably, the approach taken so far - and the focus of the consultation paper –is on managing existing problems and tinkering around the edges of known concerns.

Northern Ireland needs a serious attempt to address the bad relations in this society, engaged in after a robust debate about our shared future.

Unfortunately, the CSI consultation paper misses this golden opportunity to facilitate the latter - and therefore gives little hope that it can produce the former.
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