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"Promoting a peaceful and fair society based on reconciliation and mutual trust.
Community Relations Council Response 

to 

Consultation 

on 

The Northern Ireland Policing Board’s 

Draft Community Engagement Strategy
The Community Relations Council was formed in January 1990 as an independent company and registered charity.  It originated in 1986 as a proposal of a research report commissioned by the NI Standing Advisory Committee on Human Rights.  The Community Relations Council was set up to promote better community relations between Protestants and Catholics in Northern Ireland and, equally, to promote recognition of cultural diversity. 

Its strategic aim is to:

“Promote a peaceful, inclusive, prosperous, stable and fair society founded on the achievement of reconciliation, equality, co-operation, respect, mutual trust and good relations.” 

The Community Relations Council leads and supports change to achieve this vision by –

· Identifying and developing new and effective approaches to peace-building and reconciliation in partnership with people, organisations and government

· Promoting the adoption of good relations policies and practice at local, community and institutional level

· Assisting communities and institutions in working through and beyond the legacies of the Troubles

· Managing the grant making and other services of the Council in an effective, efficient and economical way 

· Ensuring that Council members and staff have sufficient capacity to deliver the corporate objectives

The Community Relations Council welcomes the opportunity to contribute to this consultation on the review of The Northern Ireland Policing Board’s Community Engagement Strategy.  Council has a keen interest in how this strategy will engage meaningfully and effectively with community and how it can contribute to the consolidation of peace and further the goal of reconciliation through establishing trust in the police service.
Council welcomes the review of this Strategy and considers that this is a positive step towards fulfilment of the Patten Recommendations but more importantly in increasing trust and faith in the fairness and openness of policing and justice within Northern Ireland. 
The Good Friday/ Belfast Agreement sets out that it “provides the opportunity for a new beginning to policing in Northern Ireland with a police service capable of attracting and sustaining support from the community as a whole.” The Patten Report has also sought to introduce to Northern Ireland, the ‘formal’ concept of closer working with the community via district policing partnerships (DPPs).  As we have gradually moved closer to this ideal it has been acknowledged by the Oversight Commission that “Policing with the Community remains a work in progress” (Revisions of Oversight Commission 2007, p.58)
The Good Friday/Belfast Agreement, brought about rights based legislation which was introduced into a legally binding obligation on public authorities to guarantee people’s human rights and promote equality in the form of Section 75 (1) & (2).  In addition, the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission (NIHRC) and Equality Commission Northern Ireland (ECNI) were established as monitoring and watchdog bodies of the key principles of peace building.  The Community Relations Council stands as a partner alongside these bodies seeking to ensure that the future is shared, fair and open to difference and change.  
The PSNI are tasked with key actions within the Racial Equality Strategy (RES), for example monitoring and tackling hate crime, building and sustaining confidence in the police service from all sections of our community and developing new partnerships with our diverse community.  This is highlighted in the PSNI Shared Future Strategy as a fundamental priority it aims “to deliver a police service which contributes to building a shared future, by ensuring that it is developed by taking account of difference interpretations of policing in the past.” (PSNI: Policing A Shared Future Strategy 2007, p.9) 
For the Community Relations Council the crucial task is to increase levels of confidence and trust in democracy here.  Until policing and justice powers are properly undertaken by the Northern Ireland Executive, mistrust will remain worryingly alive.  The successful devolution of policing and justice powers would therefore be a real step forward in our journey to a shared peaceful and just future.  However in the interim policing and community engagement cannot be left in limbo and the initial steps, some of which have already been taken must be developed further to engage effectively with community; to build relationships at the local and regional level, encourage active and participatory engagement and work towards tackling the legacy of the past in relation to the issue of policing. 

Currently, there are no specific priorities relating to policing within Programme for Government.  However, a key stated priority is to Promote Tolerance, Inclusion and Health and Well-Being and a cross cutting theme centres on building ‘a better and shared future for all.’  Further within the Programme for Government under PSA 20 (4) there is the commitment to “promote and improve access to public services and information in Northern Ireland.”  We are therefore of the view that the NIPB, PSNI and DPP’s should ensure that their strategies and policies take due recognition of the relevant themes and priorities and explore how they are best placed to contribute to the aims and objectives within the Programme of Government and work towards building a shared, prosperous and equal society.
CRC understands the many difficulties relating to conflict over the last 35 years, concerns both between and within communities and in relation to government, law and order. As noted in research carried out by ICR “Policing and the arrangements for its governance have been contentious issues since the foundation of the Northern Ireland administration in 1921.”(ICR Policing, accountability and the Lesbian Gay and Bisexual community in Northern Ireland, 2006) CRC’s focus has been on creating opportunities to build sustainable relationships across society that are free from fear and suspicion.  The results have been positive but there are no quick fixes.  Without ongoing commitment, perseverance and leadership, the risks of polarisation and division remain real.   
Sectarianism and Racism continues to have a significant impact on our society and a strain in terms of costs and resources to many statutory bodies including the Police Service.  It is crucial that organisations responsible for tackling these attitudes, such as the PSNI, make the elimination of sectarianism a priority.  CRC believes that the Community Engagement Strategy should endorse the plans  set out in the ‘Policing a Shared Future Strategy’ which named tackling sectarianism as a priority and sought “to embed four overlapping concepts into police practice and performance,  which include equality, diversity, legacy of the past and promoting good relations.”  CRC believes that these are all fundamental in developing and implementing fully the Board’s Community Engagement Strategy.  
The relationship between the police and parts of our community has often been and continues to be difficult, and sometimes violent.  Policing has been polarised by political division and there have been periods of immense hostility.  In addressing community problems, it is vital that an atmosphere of collaboration and trust between the interested agencies and the community are cultivated.

The development of good relations, within, and between the PSNI, NIPB and DPP’s and the community is crucial and requires commitment and leadership.  The Patten Report tasked the police service with implementing a number of structural, organisational and cultural changes aimed at improving relationships both internally and externally, improving the delivery of services, modernising the service and the overall efficiency of the organisation rooted in a commitment to policing with the community, 

An essential element of a successful policing approach is the involvement of communities in the actual processes of identifying issues and priorities, and being part of the solution. Only through direct and continuous engagement can a sustainable and effective approach be ensured.  The focus of this requires an emphasis on relationship building, listening and problem solving.  NIPB and PSNI need to appreciate those members of our community are not merely service users but in fact stakeholders in developing better communities and building a shared future.  Therefore it is vital that there is a cultural and attitudinal shift to this thinking.  For this to be achieved there needs to be a continuous dialogue and two-way exchange of information and views.  Further this should be directly linked with increased opportunities for participation so that that people are more involved.  It is vital that communities see how their input is affecting change and the delivery of policing service. 
If all these elements are not present within a model for encouraging community engagement then there is a serious risk that the engagement will be either short term in nature (as communities will pull back from engagement if they consider that it is not a two way process, and neither meaningful nor equal), or if from the outset it is not centred on building longevity of relationships between community and police service.

Council further considers that much can be learned and gained from looking at external models on how to develop and increase community engagement.  At the same time, it is imperative that the Board continues to acknowledge that the Northern Ireland experience and situation is not parallel to that that of England, Wales or Scotland and as such will necessitate different approaches, methods and time frame and throughout, this engagement process must recognise the impact of the conflict and the legacy of the past.  
The review has gone to significant lengths to put in place mechanisms to ensure that a relationship-building approach is core to this strategy for engaging community.  In the ‘Future of Policing Conference Report’ acknowledging that “the development of Policing with the Community has reached a plateau and requires added impetus from leadership.”
CRC feel that through this strategy the NIPB are well placed as an independent body to revitalise and take the lead in continuing the process of bringing policing closer to the community.  Council also considers that the strategy outlines the key steps, and measures to ensure that this is a long term process of engagement to ensure the voice of our community is heard and that the key issues and priorities which are raised by communities are seen as valued and real and in turn that the appropriate methods to address these are undertaken in partnership with communities were feasible.  

CRC supports the Policing Board’s vision of community engagement work which seeks “to support and enable all communities in Northern Ireland to meaningfully participate in shaping the police service they use and thereby contribute to a reduction in crime, enhanced confidence in policing and an improved quality of life.”  Involvement and participation are central factors to any community engagement process.  Communities must feel part of the solution through taking action, endorsement etc.  There must also be direct involvement in decision making and action, with all parties having clear roles, responsibilities and powers.
Council feels that perhaps this vision could have been taken a step further and included as part of its community engagement vision, one that is underpinned by  equality good relations building towards a shared, peaceful, fair and better future.  

Section 2: Background

Council would suggest that in the process of highlighting the Policing Board as a statutory public body with responsibility in the oversight of policing, the strategy should also acknowledge that it is the Board’s responsibility and duty to promote equality and good relations.  
Section 3: Current Community Engagement Strategy.

CRC welcomes the acknowledgment that Northern Ireland is a society growing in diversity and that this needs to be incorporated in developing a community engagement strategy.  It has also been noted through ICR research that the NIPB’s Equality Impact Assessment on its data collection policy discovered that the Board lacked information on the views of minority communities in Northern Ireland about policing issues. (ICR: Policing, accountability and the Black and Minority Ethnic Communities in Northern Ireland, 2006.)  We would encourage the Board to fully consider how it defines key groups.  While Community Relations Council supports the inclusion of many of these groupings, we are concerned that persons with disabilities have not been included and hope that this can be  addressed to avoid adverse equality impacts.  It would also be important to engage with ex-prisoners, those with dependants and carers who often can feel vulnerable to crime as they are often isolated.
Section 4: The Board’s Approach to Community Engagement.
Council supports the bottom up approach being developed by the Board in regards to community engagement.  This type of engagement is vital to develop as is highlighted in the Programme for Government 2008-2011 (PfG) a programme for cohesion, sharing and integration that will build a ‘shared and better future.’  It will also help to build towards a vision of a “peaceful, fair and prosperous society.”  Council supports the key principles that have been incorporated in developing this reviewed community engagement strategy.  Council considers that as part of ensuring the success of this strategy it will be vital that it is intertwined with an effective communication strategy.  There is a specific need to look proactively at the how young people are engaged and actively participate in these conversations, consultations and reference groups.  CRC believes that there is a need for real engagement with young people at all levels of decision-making in line with UN Convention on the Rights of the Child to ensure that young people are involved in all decisions and the decision - making process that affects them, e.g. consultations etc.  Equally so it is vital that efforts are undertaken to explore how to engage those ‘hard to reach’ members and including ex-prisoners both loyalist and republican who may have specific experiences of policing as part of the legacy of the past.  
Council considers that in working with sector reference groups, it is fundamental that those represented are not only employed community workers but are members of the area or community they represent. It is vital that those involved are of the local community and are actively involved in “establishing and negotiating priorities for action and in identifying and implementing solutions.”(Building Communities, Beating Crime- A better police service for the 21st century 2004. p.2).  Further these groups need to be fully representative in terms of political, religious, age, disability and gender.  It has been recognised that a significant barrier to participation is timing, location and access to meeting venues. To ensure that there is real community engagement Council recommends that resources are put in place to ensure provisions are made  in relation to venues, meeting times or unforeseen costs.  
Part of the remit of the reference group role should be focused on developing the indicators that will provide an evidence base against which this strategy can be monitored.  Council would also suggest that within these indicators include community relations and good relations attitudinal, quantitative and qualitative measures.  CRC also asserts that in sponsoring events the Board should seek to move from single identity to cross community integrated events on policing and community.  
CRC has some concerns that as these reference groups will be sector specific, there potentially will not be ongoing and regular opportunities for those from different backgrounds and identities to work together in a shared context.  Reference groups must not be merely an added layer for consultation purposes but must have working and functioning roles through which equality and good relations are mainstreamed.  
The Northern Ireland Policing Plan 2005-2008 defines the term ‘hate crime’ as encompassing ‘crimes that are motivated by racism, homophobia, sectarianism, religion or a victim’s disability. (NIPB, 2005c:1.21) ‘Hate crime’, and in particular homophobic and racist attacks, in Northern Ireland have increased steadily in recent years, attaining a high media profile both locally and internationally.  Yet within Northern Ireland, the violent crime statistics for 2006/7 shows that sectarian crimes remain most prominent, significantly above racist and homophobic crimes.  Given the diversity within our society and the continued trend in racist and sectarian attacks it is vital that both the Board, DPP’s and PSNI work collectively to facilitate dialogue and partnership working across sectors and perceived identities. 
Council also considers that make up of these reference groups may be to some extent problematic, given that people in society have cross-cutting, relational and multiple identities.  We are therefore unclear as to how membership of the reference groups will be determined.  It is vital that in our society we promote integration rather than segregation.  We suggest that perhaps reference groups could also be geographically area based in line with DPP’s remit rather than merely thematic and that equality and good relations should be inter woven within these on this basis.  If this is not feasible Council would strongly recommend that opportunities for those from different reference groups to meet are on a regular basis.  
Further Community Relations Council would suggest that events which are held to raise awareness and increase knowledge on the work being carried out by the Board are not urban centred.  While these events are important in raising awareness etc, engagement must go beyond one off events and the Board needs to invest in a meaningful relationship with community.  Part of this will require providing regular updates and feedback to both those involved in the reference groups and the wider community.  
Section 5: Review of Board’s Community Engagement Strategy.

Community Relations Council welcomes the vision and overall aims of this strategy and framework.  We believe that a key aim should be building confidence in policing as should building trust and relationships with local police officers and bodies.  CRC welcomes the Board’s response to the key issues raised during the consultation process, to ensure active participation and citizenship is important that the concerns of those involved in the process are recognized as valid and are valued.  We further support the acknowledgement a ‘one size fits all’ model is not appropriate or effective in relation to community engagement.  However we feel that the Board should explore cases of best practice where statutory organizations and community have engaged and worked in partnership effectively, an example of which is the NIHE and the Antrim town estate Springfarm, where a shared neighbourhood scheme has been developed. 
In measuring for success good relations and community relations should be central themes within the indicators, Council would recommend that in the interest of transparency and objectivity that progress is monitored and evaluated both internally and externally.  As outlined above while we welcome that Board’s commitment to facilitating information exchange and sharing across groups we reiterate our position that it is vital that this appears to be a segregated rather than integrated approach and as such we are concerned as to how this approach will work towards building a better and shared future for all in our society and how it will build mutual understanding and respect for diversity.  Key to this strategy is how the information gathered is both feed in at a strategic level, how it is utilised and also how it is disseminated to these involved and the wider community.  As is noted in the white paper: 

  “local people need to be clear who is responsible for what in terms of community safety. They need to understand how they as individuals, families and members of the community, can play a role keeping their communities safe and in preventing and reducing crime; how they can have a say in setting local priorities, and how well their local police are performing. This information needs to be available to every household and people should know what they can do…” (Building Communities, Beating Crime, A better police service for the 21st century 2004. p.10)

The Board must take due consideration of this if the vision is to be effective, worthwhile and achieved.

Community Relations Council would like to extend our appreciation to the Northern Ireland Policing Board for the opportunity to respond to this review of the Community Engagement Strategy, CRC will be available as a resource for Board and would be happy to discuss further with them any aspect of this response. 
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