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Community Relations Council Response
To 
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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 (CRC) exists to promote peaceful inter-community and inter-cultural relations and to actively support the development of a shared and peaceful future.  
Council believes that the Programme for Government (PfG) for Northern Ireland must be underpinned by a vision of reconciliation and transformation for our society.  For too many years public policy was framed around the containment of communities as a tool of conflict management leading to a pattern of separation, duplication and social distance.  The successful establishment of an inter-community devolved government presents a new opportunity for our Executive to develop its own plan for a reconciled society.  

Much progress has been made.  The Executive sets out a vision of building ‘a peaceful, fair and prosperous society in Northern Ireland’ and the Community Relations Council is supportive of this over-arching aim.  CRC is delighted   to see that a ‘shared and better future’ is identified as a critical cross-cutting theme within the final Programme.  We look forward to the development of a practical peace plan aimed at realising these values, through an enhanced programme for Cohesion, sharing and integration and through an inter-Departmental approach in pursuit of the important aim.

Peace and stability remain crucial to any strategy of doing business. The Community Relations Council endorses the core objective of ‘Growing a dynamic innovative economy’ and believes business has a hugely important role to play in helping to make the dream of a future shared by all a meaningful reality.  Business is good for peace and peace is good for business.  Good business relationships and strong relationships across society are interdependent as business will also be a beneficiary of the stability that improved community relations would bring.  

Building a Better Future: Draft Equality Impact Assessment:

Programme For Government 

Section 75 (1) of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 requires public authorities to have due regard to the need to promote equality of opportunity between people of different religious belief, political opinion, racial groups, age, martial status, gender, disability and dependant status.  In addition Section 75 (2) of the Act obliges public authorities to have regard to the desirability of promoting ‘good relations’ between persons of different religious belief, political opinion or racial group.

CRC has a specific interest in assisting statutory and governmental organisations in Northern Ireland to carry out their Section 75 (2) duties.
We welcome the acknowledgement that “many of the issues are interconnected; individuals and groups may experience multiple inequalities which cut across the Section 75 categories.”  This is an important consideration in addressing the impact of the Programme for Government, Budget and Investment Strategy.  Further, it is also vital to recognise the multiple-identities that exist in our diverse and changing society.  CRC consider that we can only ensure true and effective equality if it is based on trust, mutual respect and interdependence.  We would also highlight that whilst this EQIA was carried out at a strategic level, an assessment of the impact of the PSA’s should also have been conducted as these will be the key frameworks for delivery in relation to this Programme for Government.
Growing a Dynamic, Innovative Economy:
In order to continue growth and investment in our economy requires the development of more shared workplaces and tackling prejudice, sectarianism and racism within both our communities and workplaces.  We would put forward that the success of driving forward an innovative economy and increasing prosperity will be limited if work is not under taken to address the issue of lack of shared workplaces, fear of going outside ones perceived ‘own’ community to access employment and fear of sectarian attack.  The ‘Breaking Down Barriers: Exclusion of Disadvantaged Young People’ from Northern Ireland Society report produced by Professor Hargie, Dr Dickson and Dr. Aodheen O’Donnell, which was funded through CRC reached several conclusions relating to issues for young people in Northern Ireland.  The research found that whilst young people desired to gain employment “young people from interface areas in Belfast, barriers coming between them and stable employment took economic, educational, social and even physical forms.” (p.9). There was also a reluctance to enter a workplace perceived as belonging to one particular group.  In conjunction with this was also a fear of attacks based on ethno-religious background.  

An inextricable link between unemployment and social exclusion was also suggested from the perspective of employers, training provides and community leaders.  Sectarianism and relationships within the workplace were also highlighted as a key contributing factor in preventing young people from attempting to access employment outside of their areas.  The reports notes: 
“many young people brought up and living in Belfast’s interfaces not only do not wish to cross interfaces to take up work in out-group areas, but do not wish to take up employment anywhere outside what they perceive to be their own neighbourhood, or their ‘bubble’.” (p.10)

The assessment also suggests that “measures to address barriers to employment and long term unemployment are likely to have a positive impact on men, particularly those from marginalized and disadvantaged communities.”  While Council considers this to be an admirable objective we are unclear as to how this can be achieved if approached as a silo to promoting better community relations.  ‘The Cost of The Troubles Study’ found that “respondents in high intensity areas reported lower incomes, higher occupancy of public sector housing, higher unemployment and more benefit dependency…” Council recommends that all measures to address skill barriers have within them a core element of both community relations dialogue and discussion and are focused on developing understanding and respect for all in our society.  Additional to this is the need to address the legacy of the past. If we are to build an innovative economy, it is a necessity that we have a workforce that is able to communicate with each other, interact and be creative rather than fear intimidation or attack.  
As part of developing this innovative and dynamic economy, Central government should work to develop an inclusive work force based on equality and equity.  With this comes a responsibility to promote Good Relations within workplaces, in terms of all categories that fall under Section 75 (1) and (2) legislation.  
It is acknowledged in this Equality Impact Assessment that “…a third of Protestant School Leavers entering higher education choose to study in GB.”  Council recommends that there should be in-depth analysis as to why this occurring and the potential affect this may cause for economy, investment and enterprise.  If many of our young people are choosing to study in Great Britain and further afield, and in turn taking employment in these countries, Northern Ireland could face a serious skills shortage in the future, again the potential here is for detrimental affects on the Northern Irish economy and in turn our society as a whole.  Further we would urge the Departments to undertake research to determine the reasons behind why catholic females have the highest inactivity rates and put in place mechanisms and specific targets to reduce this within a specific timeframe.
In order to secure shared workplaces and communities for those of a different racial group, this may require the integration of those from different racial backgrounds including those who have migrated from other areas of the EU or further and Irish travellers.  In seeking to deliver an innovative economy, government needs to mainstream the ethos of integration and promoting good relations whilst retaining understanding of cultural differences and practices.  Additionally, there should be monitoring of the impact of this priority on migrant workers and Irish travellers and benchmarks need to set in terms of good relations towards these groups in workplaces etc.

Promoting Tolerance, Inclusion, Health and Well being:  

Council recommends that government seeks to develop ways in which we can grow as a cohesive and shared society throughout all priorities.

Community Relations Council welcomes the acknowledgement that “sectarianism, racism and intolerance are still too evident.”  The violent crime statistics for 2006/2007 recorded that sectarian crime was significantly higher than any other type of violent crime including racist, homophobic or faith and religion based crimes.  This is hard evidence that sectarianism continues to remain a worrying issue in our society.  CRC believes that this assessment would be improved through the inclusion of a substantial and detailed analysis on how the Programme will address this issue, to ensure that all members of our society benefit from this priority.  If we choose to ignore the problem of sectarianism and manifestations linked to sectarianism, then they will remain a threat to stability, ingrained in our society.    
We welcome the fact that the priority “aims to address the divisions within our society and tackle disadvantage and exclusion, regenerate disadvantaged communities and support the most vulnerable.”  Failure to address this will lead to future generations living, working and socialising in separation. 
Council would also note that community relations work and practice needs to be fully resourced to ensure that this priority impacts positively on all Section 75 groupings.  While we welcome OFMDFM’s support in funding community relations work, this needs to be mainstreamed as a responsibility of all departments, agencies and local government both horizontally and vertically.   In promoting and improving health and wellbeing community relations will be at the crux of delivery and success.  
CRC holds that issues such as health and wellbeing, poverty, exclusion community relations and isolation are interrelated and one can cause a ripple effect for the others.  Therefore council is of the view that whilst this priority may not have a negative impact on any Section 75 groups, many of its aims, objectives contained within the PSA’s and aspiration of this whole Programme for Government will be futile unless it is delivered in accordance with the principles and ethos of community relations working practice at all level in all departments and administration. 

Priority Three: Protecting and Enhancing our Environment and Natural Resources.
Under this priority it is noted that “the principles of a sustainable development underpin the Executives approach to development and social progress.”  Sustainable Development is not just about the environment, but about the economy and our society as well.  Council believes that enhancing our environment, promoting our natural and cultural heritage requires understanding of; our shared history, heritage, cultural practices, symbolic attachment to places and areas and this in turn is linked to creating a better and shared future for our society.  We reiterate that community relations and good relations underpin much of this at initial development stage.  As heritage, sense of place and belonging are inextricably linked to our history, tradition, and cultural activities there is the potential for this priority if not managed properly to have indirectly an adverse impact on persons of different religious beliefs or political opinion.  There is much scope for developing a community relations approach which could be developed with the Good Relations Officers and Environmental officers at local government level.  
Delivering Modern, High Quality and Efficient Public Services:

The cost of segregation on our public services has had a detrimental effect on Northern Ireland.  This is a direct consequence of the conflict and community relations issues such as fear or intimidation around entering areas or using public services that are considered to belong to the ‘other’ community.  For these reasons CRC suggest that in order to deliver a modern, high quality and efficient public service, efficiency savings will have to be made.  We recommend that one way of achieving this is to reduce the cost of segregation, via the medium of community relations and community development principles. While in the short term this may require larger investment, the long term financial rewards will be evident.  

Investment Strategy:
To enable Northern Irish society to regain substantial return on investment it will be key that issues such as previously noted above; integrating public services, enhancing social infrastructure and investment in higher education estate, impact positively on all sections of our society and do not have an unequal dimension.  Council posits that serious action must be taken to address the issue that many young Protestants go abroad to access higher or further education.  
We are also concerned that due to the overall geographical spread of the population and the location of infrastructure at a regional level may “point to elements of that investment having a differential impact on persons of different political opinion.”  While this may not have an adverse impact on people of different political opinion in reality, it will be the perception of that which causes contention and feelings of inequality.  We would recommend that a series of information events and workshops be held in relation to the investment strategy.  
Budget: 

Whilst CRC acknowledges there will be many challenges we remain resolute that building a peaceful society must remain a central theme throughout the budget and therefore adequate resources must be made available to all government departments to progress this priority area.  The budget should recognize the interconnectedness between prosperity and creating a stable society.  But stability after our history and with the growing reality of new arrivals will not happen through declarations, this requires committed financial and support resources.
Monitoring for Adverse Impact in the Future:

Council welcomes the monitoring of the strategic level impacts by departments.  We would also suggest that a working group be established of the key department senior officials to plan how the work of the programme can be implemented in a cross departmental,  joined up approach and share information in relation to positive and adverse impacts.

Community Relations Council would like to extend our appreciation to OFMDFM for the opportunity to respond to this Draft Equality Impact Assessment on the Programme for Government 2008-2011, Investment Strategy 2008-2018 and Draft Budget 2008-2011.  We would be happy to met with Departments or Committees to discuss further any aspect of this response.      
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