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INTRODUCTION

1.1 The policy framework in Northern Ireland for promoting good relations has been based on A Shared Future, and will continue to be based on the values of sharing over separation.  The process of reconciliation has been ongoing for many years, and it is widely recognised that it will take many more years yet to normalise relationships in what is still a divided society coming to terms with the recent conflict.

1.2 In rural areas this includes communities that have lived in close proximity during the conflict but often have had different patterns and behaviours within their lives.  Using separate social, economic, political, religious and sporting structures, while living lives with increasing mistrust and suspicion in many cases, and minority communities often feeling more vulnerable than they might in urban segregated areas, has had an impact on rural communities in the long-term.  It will probably require long-term intervention to overcome the generational attitudes that have developed.

1.3 The Programme for Government 2008-2011 identifies that “working together we can build a better future for all – a society which is at ease with itself and where everyone shares and enjoys the benefits of this new opportunity”.  It recognises that to build a peaceful, prosperous, fair and healthy society support from the public services is required and adequate infrastructure.

1.4 The document highlights in aiming to promote tolerance, inclusion and health and well-being:

· Vulnerable people and people living in areas experiencing high levels of poverty;

· The need to address divisions in society where sectarianism, racism and intolerance are too evident;

· Having a better future based on tolerance and respect for cultural diversity.

1.5 The Programme also seeks to regenerate our urban and rural areas, build community capacity and leadership, remove the barriers to employment and independent living for the most vulnerable and disadvantaged, and address significant inequalities in health and educational outcomes.  

1.6 It includes a cross-cutting theme of a shared and better future including fairness, inclusion and the promotion of good relations.  The Programme recognises that much has already been achieved in that regard and commits the Executive and government to working towards a shared and better future.
1.7 The programme includes key strategic priorities such as supporting rural businesses, improving the physical, economic and social infrastructure of rural areas, and making peoples’ lives better.  

1.8 The policy programmes of cohesion, sharing and integration are expected to be made more concrete over time 

1.9 The good relations focus for public bodies has for several years been on A Shared Future.  A Shared Future has fundamental principles that include:

· Political, civic and community leadership;

· Separate but equal is not an option – parallel living and parallel services are unsustainable;

· Improving relations is an issue that affects all public services;

· Relationships matter and are central;

· Becoming more culturally diverse enriches Northern Ireland.

It seeks “a society where there is equality, respect for diversity and a recognition of our interdependence.”  

Some of the A Shared Future policy objectives include:

· Reduce conflict and tension at interfaces;

· Facilitate the development of a shared community, where people wish to learn, live, work and play together;

· Support and learn from organisations working across ethnic divides for reconciliation, including those operating on a north-south basis;

· Encourage communication, tolerance and trust across Northern Ireland but particularly in areas where communities are living apart.

1.10 However, A Shared Future perhaps places less emphasis on division and separation in rural areas.  In the Reclaiming Shared Space priority it targets “developing and protecting town and city centres as safe and welcoming places for people of all walks of life”, and in that sense suggests “we must continue to reclaim the public realm for people who are living in or working in, or as visitors to Northern Ireland”.
1.11 A Shared Future does aim to reduce tensions at interfaces, and suggests that there is a need to go beyond a band-aid approach, with short-, medium- and long-term interventions.  This includes local dialogue and communication, sharing resources, and social and economic renewal.  

1.12 While recognising that the concept of an interface is more complex than previously acknowledged it focuses on urban interface issues.  It does acknowledge the need for “shared and neutral spaces come under particular types of pressure and need positive, sustained actions to ensure that they are not abandoned or avoided, but rather that they remain shared and used by all section of all communities” as identified in A Belfast Interface Project report “Demography, Development and Disorder: Changing Patterns of Interface Areas”.

1.13 The Racial Equality Strategy has a vision that includes “where we live together as a society and enjoy equality of opportunity and equal protection.”  It also seeks to increase participation and a sense of “belonging” of people from minority ethnic backgrounds in public, political, economic, social and cultural life.

1.14 The Racial Equality Strategy suggests that the conflict has created patterns and attitudes, including residential segregation and heightened territorial awareness, that impact upon minority ethnic communities.  These patterns and attitudes may also be relevant in rural areas given the proximity of communities and the need for them to manage during the conflict.

1.15 The expectation is that the new strategy for sharing over separation will also endorse these values and principles.

1.16 The Northern Ireland Office (2003) recognises 37 interface barriers in Northern Ireland – 27 in Belfast, five in Portadown, one in Lurgan and four in Derry/Londonderry.  However, it also accepts 44 barriers exist in Belfast alone reflecting a different emphasis between interfaces and the number of barriers that are used in one particular location.  Overall since 1994 nine barriers have been erected and another 11 heightened, lengthened or extended.

1.17 None of the locations identified are in rural areas, and no reference is made to an interface in a rural area. 

1.18 The practice of funding recognises the particular nature of interface problems and the additional support needs for groups and individuals working at and close to interfaces.  

1.19 However, this is focussed in particular in urban areas, and the cities of Belfast, Derry/Londonderry, Portadown and others, where the interfaces are physical, tangible and well-known, and where there has been a concentration of sectarian and conflict-related incidents over several generations.

1.20 The concept of interfaces in rural areas is less well explored and defined, and the outworking of divisions within rural communities is harder to categorise and make tangible.  Indeed, rural interfaces could be related to town-lands, extremely localised physical features, or a mindset that impacts on peoples’ behaviour, social patterns or who they trust.  This may be behaviour replicated over generations, on both sides of the community divide.

1.21 However, in rural areas, where people live together but perhaps at least as separately as anywhere else, the proximity of people from the other community may make relationship building more problematic and people are less likely to be able to express their cultural identity or to feel secure.  

1.22 Yet, interfaces in urban areas have received very significant financial investment and areas where divisions and “interfaces” exist in rural areas have not.  Indeed, it may be that in community planning and good relations strategies for local authorities the rural dimension is more difficult to measure and plan for and therefore may not be as fully included in strategies as other areas.

1.23 There appears to be no mention of rural interfaces as such in the good relations strategies of local authorities.  However, a number do refer to rural issues and good relations needs in rural areas.  Some, such as Derry and Strabane include particular budgets to undertake work in rural areas.

1.24 The nature of community development and support is different in rural areas to urban areas.  Obvious issues such as isolation and relative lack of public transportation, or relative lack of access to services have an impact, but the pattern of community involvement may also differ.  In rural areas there appears to be a greater utilisation of church-based services, and of community support offered by organisations such as the GAA and Loyal Orders.

2
BACKGROUND/DEFINING INTERFACES

2.1 There are a number and range of issues and needs that appear to be consistently relevant in interface areas such as greater marginalisation, disadvantage and social problems.  They are largely still defined in language and thought as areas of sectarian segregation in polarised largely working class areas which are highly sensitised to political, religious and community identity both as a positive expression of a community’s own culture and as a negative reaction to the culture of the community on the other side of the interface.  The focus is therefore, in definitional terms, and in peoples’ minds, on interfaces as an urban, territorial and estate-based or working class phenomenon.

2.2 In rural areas it appears people are more likely to live apart while being physically together in one area.  The definition of an interface as including a physical barrier that keeps communities apart is therefore less appropriate.  The rural community may have a different appreciation of physical space and how communities are separated.  Interfaces in rural areas may therefore include elements of:

· Physical division, but rather than a wall or fence it may manifest itself through townlands and a patchwork quilt of communities, villages and even farms, or through the use of community and other venues;

· Mindset division, as affiliations differ and people feel a sense of belonging in communities;

· Patterns of behaviour, as people from different background attend social, sporting, church or cultural organisations, and potentially shop and socialise in different areas or establishments depending on their background for a variety of reasons both proactive and reactive;

· Background, as people from different ages, gender, racial background, sexual orientation or other categories interact differently with people from different religious/political background and have differing views and behaviours.

2.3 The definition of an interface in a rural area therefore may include all of those elements, and for the purposes of this paper is defined as how people from different religious, political and racial backgrounds interface with each other and within their on communities, on the basis of physical, mindset and behavioural and group patterns.

2.4 It is in the context also of growing acknowledgement of the need to define interfaces and interface issues more thoroughly, taking in to account the complexities of urban living and separate strains and complexities of rural living.

2.5 In urban areas a number of perspectives exist that are largely unchallenged, and indeed supported by various research.  These include:

· Parallel provision and costly duplication has been a response by the public sector - probably as relevant in rural areas as urban;

· In urban areas innovative and community-based ways to help people access essential services such as health, policing and job training have been identified – has the same investment been made in rural areas?

· Capacity building is needed especially in interface areas with weak community infrastructure;

· Young people can be protagonists in any interface tension and “work in progress” for the future;

· In some areas, especially at certain times of the year, peaceful co-existence is a positive outcome;

· Perhaps for many relevant public bodies, including the PSNI, “keeping a lid on things” is the overall aim rather than long-term intervention to find preventative measures?

· In urban areas the PUL community seems to be under greatest pressure in terms of space and capacity – is the same true in the west and border areas and can the same be said of the CNR communities in the east of Northern Ireland?

· Leadership in interface communities is difficult and creates risk for the people and organisation concerned;

· Economic prosperity and the linking of an area to the wider economy may impact on attitudes leading to the need for economic and training-related investment – if so what does the future of the farming sector hold and how does that impact on rural areas?  Has there been sufficient economic-related investment to date, including in the draft Programme for Government?

· Public bodies aim to increase co-ordination in urban interface areas – is the same true in rural areas, and is it practically as cost effective and as coherent in rural areas?

· Peace walls in urban areas play a role in marking safe boundaries and providing a sense of psychological security – does this exist in rural areas for minority groups or individuals who feel under threat?

2.6 In a research document “Working at the Interfaces” Neil Jarman suggests seven different approaches to addressing problems at interfaces:

· Communication – within and between communities;

· Relationships – between individuals from both sides can lift tension;

· Networks – with a variety of stakeholders that can engage in preventative work and intervention;

· Inclusivity – of all actors through discussion and the communities ability to choose its own representatives;

· Young people – as part of the solution rather than as part of the problem;

· Trust – to sustain relationships and networks;

· Connections – link to other forms of community activity including social and health issues.

While focusing on urban interfaces, many of the approaches are relevant to rural areas and community development work generally.

3 KEY THEMES

Physical

3.1 While rural areas have a mixed population the different communities may attend and utilise different venues as part of their everyday lives within the local area or outside.  Venues, and their location, may be part of the structural divide that keeps people respectful but living apart.  These venues (sporting, cultural or church based) provide a very significant social and community bond and should be maintained.  However, a key question is how to support and increase that community use while making sure it does not reinforce segregation?

3.2 In rural communities access to adequate venues for community support work is important, providing a resource that can meet needs and that all members of the community are comfortable accessing.  Given social patterns and strong affinities this may include GAA, Loyal Order halls, church halls and other forms of provision.  It may also include school facilities that may not be open to community activity, although under-utilised in the evenings and at weekends.  

3.3 There have been few audits of available community or statutory provision, and while schools are being opened more often for community-based activity they are still under-utilised.  There may also be some work needed to define how a venue is defined as a neutral venue – both for location and the ambiance of the facility – and a debate needed on how and whether GAA and Orange halls, and church facilities, may or could be better utilised for people from all backgrounds.

Mindset

3.4 While people from different community background may live side-by-side in rural areas they may have differing approaches to relationships.  Some information between neighbours may or may not be shared, partly as a legacy of the conflict, and proximity to the border may be a further factor in defining behaviour.  The legacy of mistrust and division will manifest itself differently in this rural area than an urban area, where the interface is less between physical spaces than more directly about how people interface with each other.

3.5 In existing research exploring minority community’s issues in rural areas it is noticeable that minority communities from both a Protestant and a Catholic community background maintain their right to live within the community but have a weaker sense of belonging to their area.  This may include a sense of pride in the area, loyalty to the area, and include a way of “fitting in” that incorporates staying quiet about issues and needs.  Some people described how co-religionists in an area where they are a minority may exchange particular silent glances or expressions relating to a football result or use code words to discuss a sporting or cultural event.

3.6 It may be, therefore, that a decline in sectarian related trouble in rural areas is as much about how minority communities have learnt to adopt avoidance behaviour than about an improvement in community relations.  

Behaviour

3.7 Communication within and between communities may be adaptive depending on the minority/majority relationship.  How, when and whether people attend particular sporting and cultural events may also depend on the location and area concerned.  This may range from the mode and route of travel to and from activities, to how high a profile an individual may take in the particular activity if it associates them with one community background or another.  

3.8 In urban areas there has been significant concentration on the physical and safety issues associated with living at or close to an interface.  In rural areas people from a minority community may feel more vulnerable in their own homes given that fewer neighbours may be around and watchful, or that those neighbours are from one side of the community or another.

Groups

3.9 Interfaces in rural areas may also be impacted upon by the nature of the grouping involved.  For example, young people may congregate in areas or in villages and may reflect community background or community tensions, especially at certain times of the year.  Those gathering places may be the focus of interface-related issues.  Changing demographics in some areas may reinforce a sense of change, of loss or increasing confidence within some communities.

3.10 The use of modern information technology may also be a factor, both negatively in aiding communication and in the organisation of some aspects of tension or violence, but also may have a potentially positively impact.  New technologies, especially in rural areas, may be a useful communication medium to assist with distances, isolation and confidentiality.

3.11 There are many villages and rural towns in Northern Ireland where changing demographics has contributed to an increase in tension.  The tension can be manifest in the nature and routing of parades, sports results and celebrations and policing.

3.12 The social and interactive patterns of rural men and women may also differ and provide both opportunity and barrier to increasing social and attitudinal change.

3.13 Increasing numbers of minority ethnic/migrant worker populations add an extra dimension to the interfacing of populations, adding both opportunity and resource demand.  Issues around segregated living are also relevant.  The Racial Equality Strategy highlights the desirability of minority ethnic and migrant worker communities feeling at home in the communities where they live.

4
DRIVERS FOR, AND INHIBITORS TO, RECONCILIATION

4.1 In rural areas the lack of physical space that can be accessed by both sides of the community may be both a hindrance to reconciliation (in making the divide more difficult to see, define and understand) and a driver (in making the divide less obvious and therefore less of a barrier in peoples’ minds).

4.2 The interaction and interdependence between community development and community relation's work, with the values and principles of community development underpinning good relations development, provides an already resourced and experienced cadre of delivery agents.  The Protestant community in rural areas, especially along the border, may be less bought in to the community development concept, but significant progress has and is being made.

4.3 Building trust within and between communities is of fundamental importance, both in making inroads in separate living and behaviour, and in sustaining change once it happens.

4.4 In some areas it may take a long time for people in rural areas to be comfortable engaging in cross community, reconciliation work as it inevitably identifies people from different backgrounds living, at times, in minority communities and feeling vulnerable. 

4.5 However, that sort of engagement needs real leadership and capacity by individuals within rural, or any, community, which means risk taking.  During the conflict and afterwards people showing a lead in community relations may have been undermined within their own communities.  Leadership that takes risk needs recognition by public bodies.

4.6 In addition, the public sector and voluntary and community sector are inter-dependent in their ability to facilitate and deliver on good relations work.  The public sector can be a catalyst for the community to deliver locally, and the community should be aware of the need to provide outputs and outcomes on any funding received.  When that mutual dependence and those relationships are strong the partnership works effectively, but where recognition of the respective roles is les well developed the partnership between the sectors may deliver less well on-the-ground.  In other words, “stepping up to the plate” on sharing over separation, means all sectors recognising their own roles and responsibilities.

4.7 For public bodies issues such as funding, funding conditions, planning and planning decisions, and supporting leadership from communities when it comes, are all potential critical drivers for positive change, but an also be inhibitors if not properly managed.

4.8 Generally people in rural areas describe relations as good between communities, and don’t see an interface, or interface issues, as relevant in the same way as in high profile urban areas.  However, genuine contact between communities can be limited and relationships may still be fragile, open to fracture depending on the wider political situation or particular local issues, and managed by local communities themselves through learned behaviour and living patterns.

4.9 In an urban or rural environment, community space is important for facilitating development work, including cross community and reconciliation work.  Often community venues may have been duplicated across communities, and venues linked to the GAA, churches or the Loyal Orders are frequently used.  In continuing to support such cultural and social diversity, the challenge is to encourage shared use of those venues, especially as the funding environment becomes more difficult.

4.10 Rural regeneration, and the sharing of the “peace dividend” in economic terms in a rural environment, linking the local economy more broadly to the wider regional and global economy, may have an impact in lifting eyes beyond the horizon.  

4.11 This managed behaviour may also mean that in some areas groups are missing from community involvement because they lack a sense of belonging, their own community is so small that there is a lack of activities, or the existing community organisations are not reviewing their operations to ensure adequate inclusion.

4.12 Few minority ethnic/migrant worker residents are involved in community activity, partly due to their own priorities and partly due to barriers such as language, perceptions and time pressures.  Churches appear to be a useful conduit for migrant workers to engage more fully with communities.

4.13 Whatever the background, communication and dialogue, facilitated between communities, whether initially on local issues and needs that matter, is a critical driver of reconciliation, facilitated by appropriate support whether venue, funding or specialist advisors and mentors.

5 RECOMMENDATIONS

5.1 Recommendations below are derived from the identification of issues and range across the public, private and voluntary and community sectors.

Physical Resources/Environment

· Given the financial and funding environment, and the desirability of sharing as an aim in itself, there should be continued focus on the need to use shared/common facilities and resources;
· Some preparatory work through groups and churches may need to be undertaken first; 

· There should be a comprehensive review of potential and actual community provision – including by public bodies regarding schools and other statutory buildings – to facilitate greater openness of facilities to communities in rural areas;

· Guidelines should be developed on what constitutes a shared/neutral venue regarding site, location and the external and internal display of flags, emblems and other symbols;

· Funders should favour community facilities that meet the guidelines of what is shared/neutral, including those with a sporting, church or cultural tradition;

Capacity and Leadership

· Leadership and capacity within rural areas with weak community infrastructure may still need developed, but consideration should be given to ensuring there is recognition of leadership aimed at encouraging community leaders to take further steps in engaging on cross community contact;

· However, there should also be recognition that the pace of change will be different in different areas;

Public Bodies

· Development support is needed for rural areas engaging in reconciliation work, but there should be cognisance of the difficulties associated with it both from majority and minority perspectives; funders may consider the desirability of both single identity and sub-regional work to prevent individuals or groups feeling isolated or “intimidated”;

· Local authorities should include a specific equitable rural isolation budget in their strategy documents to allocate to supporting inclusion of rural communities in activities and meetings on an “as it is needed” basis;

· Youth Service could take more of a lead in exploring young peoples’ needs in advancing sharing over separation in rural areas, especially in delivering services that develop young people as part of the answer;

· The Review of Public Administration provides an opportunity for Councils governance arrangements in Councils to include adequate rural-proofing of policy and practice, especially regarding sharing over separation.

· Planning Service need to be engaged by other public bodies, political leaders and local communities in helping to identify how planning decisions and physical change can help and hinder the development of shared space;

Community Development

· Volunteering should be encouraged further in rural areas to motivate people to get involved and encourage people to stay in rural areas; that should include participation in skills development in conflict resolution and relationship building;

· Community groups in areas where community division exists should be helped to develop a good relations policies and practice for their group;

· At a local level identifying common issues and establishing cross community groups may be more practical, co-operating on quality of life issues such as health and education, before engaging in significant discussion on harder good relations issues;

· The use of IT should be explored, especially in the context of early encouragement of cross community approaches to issues;

Further Research

· Defining rural interfaces in rural areas needs more research and examination especially in association with rural dwellers themselves;

· Research should explore how minority ethnic and migrant worker communities (especially those staying in Northern Ireland longer) can best be included in community development work;

· The impact of the border, especially regarding road closures and the effects of the conflict in local rural communities, should be explored further including how families divided by the border have managed nationality issues;

· Research should be conducted to explore how increasing commuter populations in villages impact on community relations and how they may be engaged in community development work.
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Building trust within and between communities is of fundamental importance, both in making inroads in separate living and behaviour, and in sustaining change once it happens.








A debate is needed on how and whether GAA, Orange halls and church facilities may or could be better utilised for people from all backgrounds.





A key question is how to support and increase that community use while making sure it does not reinforce segregation?








Rural interfaces are about how people from different religious, political and racial backgrounds interface with each other and within their own communities, on the basis of physical, mindset, behavioural and group patterns.





The interface in a rural area is less about physical space and more directly about how people interface with each other.
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