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RE: Proposed Local Government Boundary Changes - FINAL
The Community Relations Council (CRC) welcomes the opportunity to contribute to the consultation on the proposed new local government boundaries. 
Council boundaries often create artificial borders between communities and this can be important where community tensions straddle two or more council areas.  Consequently CRC has a number of interests in the restructuring of local government boundaries and is interested how this process can create shared democracies which are free from historical boundaries of segregation.  

CRC is aware of the discussions taking place around boundaries, council names, the preservation of local identity, ward numbers and number of constituents.  CRC will not make specific comments upon the proposed geographical boundaries but rather concentrate on issues which we feel should be taken into consideration to ensure that whatever boundaries are in place local government will operate effectively and serve all of it constituents in a fair and equal manner.  CRC is particularly interested in how the new council arrangements will address fractured relations and promote good relations both within the council area and the Council itself.  

CRC acknowledges that power-sharing exists in Northern Ireland, at Executive and local Government level, and is pleased the the recent Programme for Government had as one of its main objectives the creation of ‘a shared and better future’.  CRC wants to ensure that this objective is linked to actions that demonstrate the internal and external realities of sharing.  Words are not enough.  Sectarianism is still a reality for many individuals and communities in Northern Ireland and Council’s will need to show leadership when dealing with divisive issues such contested space, flags and emblems, bonfires, victims and survivors, ex-prisoners, paramilitarism and language issues.  

Government is due to consult on the draft strategy ‘Cohesion, Sharing and Integration’ which will have recommendations for local government on how to promote community and good relations within and between the communities it serves.    

Review of Public Administration 

A recent analysis of a proposed boundary referred to the religious makeup of the constituency and the existence of majority and minority communities’
.  For this reason CRC is adamant that the principle of shared governance and minority protection must be central to the creation of any new local government institution.  The fear of exclusion makes it all the more relevant to adhere to the following key principles:

· champion minority rights
· implement mandatory codes of conduct for elected representatives 
· enshrine arrangements for power-sharing with standards of fair services, shared space and free expression.  
These principles will ensure that, irrespective of who controls the Council, each citizen will be treated equally regardless of their religious belief, political opinion or racial background.  It is imperative that the new arrangements avoid the situation where different council areas become ‘cold houses’ for any of its citizens.  It will be crucial to adhere to these principles to minimise chill factors and ensure local democracy is open to everyone.  

The Boundary Commission has an opportunity to help shape the operations of future local government which could be hugely beneficial to addressing the legacy of the past and building a shared and better future.  Geographical boundaries cannot be devised and implemented in isolation from our continuing communal divisions.  Whilst this is not within the official remit of the current consultation it is hugely significant and CRC urges the Commission to make recommendations on how:

· councils work in partnership
· guarantee community participation and 
· ensure civic culture remain a central focus.  
These opinions matter, and would add value to the work of the 11 transition committees that have been charged with integrating new functions at local level. These committees will examine policy issues such as development plans and local events and it is important this work takes place within a framework of sharing, equality and respect.    

PEACE III
Our experience to date with local government has been varied e.g. supporting the development of Good Relations Strategies, strategic partnership working, discussions on flags and emblems, parades and memorials.  CRC sits on a number of interagency partnerships alongside Councils and other key statutory providers. These partnerships have the potential to address key community relations issues and transform Northern Ireland into a more normalised region with no ‘peace walls’ to divide them, real choice in where they choose to live, learn, work and socialise.
More recently Council’s EU Programme has started working with local government in the administration and roll out of the Peace III Programme.  CRC, along with Border Action, play a supporting and development role to local councils who administer Measure 1.1 ‘Building Positive Relations’ of the Peace III Programme at local level. More importantly, under this priority local government has been arranged into clusters to deliver this aspect of the Peace programme, and they are:  

1. Antrim, Carrickfergus & Newtownabbey

2. Ards, Down & North Down

3. Belfast

4. Coleraine, Ballymena, Ballymoney, Limavady, Larne & Moyle

5. Cookstown, Magherafelt, Dungannon & Fermanagh

6. Derry, Omagh & Strabane

7. Lisburn & Castlereagh

8. Newry & Mourne, Armagh, Craigavon & Banbridge

Each cluster submitted a corresponding Peace Plan for their specific region, which was completed within a very tight deadline.  Currently, each cluster has received a letter of offer and is now starting to put in place the relevant mechanisms and resources to implement these plans at local level.  These peace plans are all the more significant in that they are being financed from what is likely to be the ‘final pot’ of European peace monies and it is therefore extremely important that these strategies, whilst being clearly separate from District Councils Good Relations Plans, add value and bring out good practice which can be built on at an organisational level after this European funding has ceased.  These monies must have a lasting impact on peace at local level. Councils are one of the cornerstones of the building of peace and reconciliation. They must ensure that they have long term strategies to undo forty years of conflict, injustice and division.  

There are enormous benefits to be reaped from the Council cluster structure including:

· Partnership on good relations approaches, between council clusters,  voluntary/community and private sectors and other key statutory providers? 
· Development and implementation of good practice on building strong civic leadership
· Policy development – in particular dovetailing strategic aims and objectives of Council Good Relations Plans 
It is crucial that all the above points are carried forward at a cultural and organisational level to guarantee their execution at a strategic level in the future.   The opportunity for change is important for another reason:  the current Peace Plans have a life span of 3 years and new plans will be re-submitted in 2011 in accordance with the new boundaries for a further 3 year period.  There are fears this could create disjointedness, councils ceasing to work with each other on creative projects, losing the learning and also needing time to bed down inside the new clusters.  CRC is hopeful that best practice can be carried forward but believe the transitional process could be strengthened if the principals of shared governance and minority protection are mainstreamed as core from the outset.

CRC is aware that RPA and Peace III are taking place within an ‘efficiency’ environment and is concerned this pressure will endanger good relations.  The prioritisation of good relations demands leadership; this policy area must be a core strategic objective and needs to be structurally built into the office of the Chief Executive whilst also having the support and buy in at middle management level.  If not, good relations policy will remain in the box of ‘nice but ineffective’ and good relations will be seen as a function rather than a model.  CRC also notes that Section 75 (2) is a statutory duty for all public bodies which makes the promotion of good relations a requirement and not an option.
Good Relations must be integrated into the next generation of institutions for Northern Ireland and the redrawing of council boundaries is an opportunity to create a new way of doing things at local level and guarantee that these new structures will represent all the citizens in their entirety in a non-partisan way.  
Recommendation:

CRC urges the Local Boundary Commission to make the following recommendation 

· embed good relations culturally and organisationally
· protect minorities 
· ensure equal and fair local governance
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