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RE: NI ASSEMBLY COMMISSION GOOD RELATIONS CONSULTATION DOCUMENT 

1. Introduction

a. The Community Relations Council (CRC) welcomes the opportunity to comment on the above consultation.    
b. CRC’s aim 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.  Our overall aim is “to lead and support change towards a peaceful, inclusive, prosperous, stable and fair society founded on the achievement of reconciliation, equality, co-operation, respect, mutual trust and good relations”.

2. CRC position

a. CRC believes that the fundamental challenge facing political life in Northern Ireland is to move from antagonism, with all of its associated fears, threats, violence, exclusion and discrimination to a peace based on real justice for all, recognition of the value of diversity and the contribution to be made by people from different backgrounds and trust. Above all, CRC is committed to a shared and better future for all.  

3. General Comments

a. The promotion of good relations in Northern Ireland is complex, but necessary.  It is proactive and preventative work that is required of public bodies by legislation and it works to build reconciliation, equality and appreciation of diversity at an organisational level.    

b. CRC is pleased to see strong recognition and commitment given to the principles of Equity, Diversity and Interdependence (EDI) in the introduction of the action plan.  It is important to embed values such as these within a framework for delivering good relations, and it will be critical to measure progress against the interconnected principles of EDI, along with the six shared aims of the action plan.

c. CRC has supported a range of public sector bodies and organisations in the development and delivery of good relations, both through practical input, as well as an advisory capacity.  Furthermore, CRC has developed and published A Good Relations Framework: an approach to the development of Good Relations (Appendix A), and it is within this context that we make the following observations.  
4. Audit

a. CRC supports the undertaking of an internal good relations audit, as well as the establishment of a forum to address issues arising for the internal audit.  

b. CRC is pleased that the Commission will also carry out an external audit, thereby enabling a wider trawl of good relations issues.  It is important to view the Assembly as both a working institution and a service delivery agent, providing space for parliamentary business and discussion, but also providing a link to our historical and cultural past.  Engaging and assessing the views of a wide range of individuals and groups is essential.  It is therefore crucial to examine the workings of the Assembly from many different perspectives e.g. staff, elected representatives, suppliers, schools, tourists, community organisations and stakeholders etc.  

c. In relation to the audits themselves, CRC is of the opinion that ideally they should be conducted prior to the development of an action plan, therefore ensuring the development and implementation a current and up-to-date action plan.  However, CRC acknowledges that the internal audit is currently underway and that plans are being made for an external audit and for these reasons CRC recommends the adoption of a flexible approach that enables updates and revisions over the lifetime of this action plan.  
d. Furthermore, and in line with comparable local government audits, CRC would expect to see outcomes and recommendations that will seek to address chill factors and barriers to engagement and isolation.  It will important to explore issues such as current users/visitors to Stormont, whether it is a welcoming place to our diverse communities – both individuals and organisations, and whether it is a space that can be accessed and used by everyone regardless of race, religion or political affiliations.  These are critical in relation to promoting and developing good relations.
e. It will be important to examine how staff, MLA’s and suppliers relate to the Assembly, as a structure and in terms of its practices and procedures.  
f. These discussions are not easy, and it is very likely that this discourse will raise difficult issues, issues that some would rather ignore and push aside.  However, it is important to take the lead from other institutions and carry out this work.  The vision should be to create a civic institution that represents, respects and reflects the diversity that makes this region. 
g. Northern Ireland and its political institutions have a strong history of contested space and segregation, as well as extended periods of direct rule.  However, the current devolved administration offers a real chance to move the peace process forward further.  We have secured the peace and must now advance the conflict transformation process.  In order to develop this phase the Assembly must embark on difficult conversations and develop and implement actions that will promote and deliver an inclusive and shared Assembly-for everyone. 
h. This process of dialogue must engage a wide range of stakeholders, and the audit will provide an opportunity for stocktaking.  As previously recommended an external assessment should compliment this process.  
i. The consultation document has indicated that a forum will be set up to address the issues and co-ordinate and implement audit outcomes, and will be managed by a cross-directorate. As well as forming a cross-party good relations panel to facilitate dialogue on key good relations issues (5.3), it is imperative that elected representatives form part of the forward planning mechanism as set out in 1.2, and CRC seeks clarification on the role and participation of elected representatives on this forum .  Current practices in local government reveal the need to have political buy-in and participation from the outset of this process e.g. working groups exist within Councils to address audit issues.  Ultimately this cross-directorate forum will have to engage with elected representatives and it would therefore be advisable to have agreed support and membership from the outset of the process.  CRC recommends further engagement with local government counterparts who are designing and implementing good relations actions.  
5. Training

a. CRC is pleased the Commission intends to revise its mandatory staff training and include the promotion of good relations.  

b. CRC would also like to see this extended to training or personal development initiatives with MLA’s.    

c. CRC is aware that many barriers exist when trying to promote training initiatives and many local councils have commented that since there is no legal obligation for elected representatives to undertake training, this can impact negatively to uptake and commitment.  CRC therefore recommends the development of a Voluntary Code which would include the undertaking of training encompassing good relations.  This could be embedded in the Statement of Commitment. 
d. Another important aspect of training is to make sure it is relevant.  CRC recommends learning from existing good relations training.  It would be particularly important to talk to those who have delivered training to political structures and institutions.
e. It is also important to consider single identity training as part of a process that leads on to more challenging conversations i.e. the Epilogues training programme
. 

f. An additional element that creates interest in training is selling personal benefit.  Developing relationships with colleagues and constituents is one gain, but an accredited scheme such as the one recently delivered in Coleraine Borough Council, whereby attendees received an accredited award certificate from ILM in Leadership and Good Relations, is another way to promote training.     
g. CRC is not naive and is well aware of the complexities of political institutions and power-sharing.  However, this plan whilst in an embryonic stage must not assume it is starting from scratch.  The majority of MLA’s started their political careers as local government councillors and are well aware of good relations issues, audits and training.  It is therefore advisable to undertake an audit of previous training to ascertain the different capacities, thereby assisting in the development of tailored training packages.
h. It would also be useful to liaise with local government good relations officers and community relations officers to explore current training models, particularly those involved in Peace III partnerships who are engaging on a cluster basis
. 
6. Dialogue
a. The draft action plan intends to set up a cross-party good relations panel to facilitate dialogue on good relations issues e.g. display of memorabilia etc.  Belfast City Council set up a similar working group during its recent refurbishment programme, and other councils have set up cross party groups to undertake audits of artefacts etc.  The Assembly Commission should liaise closely with these councils.  

b. In addition to this working group CRC would like to see the development of a safe and inclusive space, whereby long-term engagement can be facilitated and developed for all MLA’s.  This should be managed by the Assembly Commission, but driven by an external facilitator.  This will require significant leadership from senior management and elected representatives, and its success will depend on the desire to make it happen.  

c. CRC is aware of similar instruments in local government and strongly believes this can be of huge benefit to relationships, and can help create an inclusive environment.  

7. Capacity Building

a. CRC is pleased with the commitment to build relationships and learn from external best practice.  CRC is available for further discussions on this aspect of the plan.
8. Education
a. CRC is interested in the Education Programme of the Assembly Commission and how it can contribute to the development of good relations.  
b. The education team interact with a range of groups and individuals and it is crucial they feel confident and competent to deal with difficult issues, particularly as many visitors are interested in the historical nature of the Assembly.  Recently the Good Relations Forum, of which CRC and the Equality Commission provide its secretariat, published a challenge paper entitled ‘Ensuring the Good Relations Work in Our Schools Counts’
.  It made a number of recommendations in relation to the mainstreaming of good relations within school and CRC would welcome the opportunity to discuss this publication and its recommendations in more detail with the Equality Unit of the Assembly Commission. 
9. Exhibitions/Conferences
a. Firstly, CRC would like to congratulate the Assembly on the range of activities they have held in the Long Gallery and illustrates the variety of issues which are relevant to society and the legislative assembly.    
b. Exhibitions provide space to explore various elements of our past and our present.  There are numerous examples of exhibitions that have informed, challenged and altered perceptions and again CRC would advise engagement and learning from external stakeholders in relation to exhibitions, particularly in relation to legacy issues.
c. As part of the Assembly’s engagement and participation strategy it would be interesting to explore opportunities for community exhibitions.  
d. There is potential for tension in all exhibitions, specifically in relation to differing perspectives.  It is therefore important to have a mechanism in place which enables opens dialogue and representation of various views and opinions.  Good relations will play a key role in these debates. 
e. CRC has been involved in preliminary discussions regarding a future conference on Good Relations.  We look forward to engaging with the Commission on this issue over the coming months.  
10. Weaknesses
a. From its inception in 1990 CRC has supported and funded local communities to address issues such as sectarianism, segregation and social exclusion.  Local government too has been heavily involved in the promotion of good relations, with Peace III monies focusing on partnership developments within and across local government boundaries.  It is therefore disappointing that despite the designation of the Assembly as a public authority and the approval of the Commission’s equality scheme in 2008, the Assembly Commission is now only developing its Good Relations Action Plan.  According to Guidance issued by the Equality Commission of Northern Ireland (ECNI) it recommends the development of a good relations action plan
, and whilst this is only a recommendation and not bound within a specific timeframe, CRC would have expected a body as prominent and prestigious as the Assembly to lead by example.  
b. Furthermore there are a number of actions within the draft action plan which do not seem specifically relevant to good relations, but rather fall under the wider heading of engagement and participation e.g. subsidised travel and participation at the Balmoral Show.  Whilst it is important to examine chill factors in relation to cost, and to use external events to interface with the public and promote the work of the Assembly, it is crucial that a Good Relations Action Plan clearly focuses on barriers based on religious, race and political grounds.  Unfortunately, there are many actions that seem irrelevant to section 75 (2).

c. Finally, the action plan refers to the A Shared Future Strategy (ASF) and the Racial Equality Strategy (RES), as well as the Triennial Action Plan.  CRC welcomes references to these policies and is pleased these policy frameworks & strategies are held in high esteem by the Assembly Commission.    
11.  Conclusion
a. The legislative Assembly represents our society and it is therefore necessary that its policies and procedures deliver equality and good relations, and it is also important to acknowledge how the behaviour and attitude of political representatives within the Assembly can impact on wider society. We are a society emerging from conflict and it is essential those governing and administering this change process are fully aware of the issues affecting a post-conflict society, and use this knowledge to build a shared and better future.  The development of this Good Relations Action Plan and the forthcoming strategy will assist this process.

b. A partnership approach will speed this process up and the Assembly Commission should actively engage with external stakeholders’ e.g. local government and trainers to harness best practice from grass roots and local government.    

c. CRC will continue to offer support to the Assembly Commission and looks forward to continuing this dialogue over the coming months would welcome an opportunity to discuss this submission in detail.

END

� http://www.epilogues.net/Home.asp


� Recognising a the various levels of understanding and competencies around addressing sectarianism and racism and local communities a number of peace partnerships have implemented programmes as part of their PRAP to deal with this issue. Some have specifically funded Partnership Development Programmes.


Donegal Peace 3 Partnership - Engaged both elected members and social partners in study visits to Messines and have delivered Epilogues programme.


Louth - Engaged members in a overnight residential to Glencree.


Carrickfergus, Antrim and Newtownabbey.  - Delivering a Partnership Development Programme for all members of the partnership.


North East - Delivering a Partnership Development Programme. In addition their Programme 1 is a civic and community leadership programme involving councillors and community leaders from all 6 councils that are part of this, the largest cluster.





� Ensuring the Good Relations Work in our Schools Counts - A strategy to meet our needs for the 21st Century


April 2010


� Page 27. ECNI, Good Relations Guidance.  
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