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Sometimes it is useful to face facts.  Neither of the great political traditions of Ireland and Northern Ireland – Unionism or Nationalism – have ever aspired to share.  This was always an ‘either –or’ kind of place. Never a ‘both-and’.  The language of ‘ourselves alone’ and ‘a protestant parliament for a protestant people’ underpins a deep sense that freedom and security depend on separation. Protestant and Catholic, Nationalist and Unionist, British and Irish were in this context different ways of speaking about the same thing – them and us.  Sure, the explanation changes, depending on whether the bogy man is the British state, Popery, the IRA, the Orange Order, republicanism, discrimination, imperialism or terrorism.  Each explanation sets up a slightly different set of fears and strategies.  But funnily enough, most of the same people still end up on our side and their side. 

Freedom and security also meant that resort to force or violence was always an option.  The others were not just theoretical enemies, but people who did or would do things to us.  Above all, they were people who would use power against us.  We were not safe in their hands.  Patriotism was standing up against it, and fighting for freedom, justice and security.  Sure there were millions of personal relationships which crossed the line.  But they were often unusual, matters of comment, somehow unexpected.  They existed under a shadow of fragility – what other people might think or even do, never talk about politics and religion, an ignorance about the rituals, passions and fears of others, the disapproval of mixed marriages, the fear of visiting people at night, at risk of misunderstanding in the event of political turmoil.
My point is not to dwell in the past, but to acknowledge that what we are living through is a 180 degree turn on expectations.  The structures and expectations of this society, the train tracks on which ‘normal’ has always run, are built on hostility.  The paradox, of course, is that while we did not really know each other, we were obsessed by the threat which each other posed.  This is both a place where we are separated and a place which is obsessed and inwardly focussed. 
Over and over again we hear the mantra that ‘we have to be realistic’.  What this seems to mean is that we have to acknowledge that the pace of change will be painstakingly slow, characterised by more of the same, albeit at a lower level of violence.  But, at two levels, I want to challenge that.  First of all, peace is not a ‘realistic’ project.  It is a profoundly unrealistic project. Deciding to abandon hostility is to abandon the common sense of decades and centuries and it is profoundly unrealistic.    Above all, it means we have to deal with each other as people with pasts, pasts lived out when hostility was normal, but now lived in a context when we have come to a new understanding of both ourselves and them.  It is the difficult and fragile territory of guilt, loss, fear and anger and, dare I say it, of repentance and forgiveness, no matter how unpalatable.
Secondly, peace building is not a project that is decided in a single political act, no matter how significant that act.  Agreeing to share government is a momentous moment.  But reconciliation is also all the things that flow from that act, not just the self-congratulation of old enemies or the great achievement of prime ministers.  The next stage of peace building is not a return old realism but a series of acts of extreme unrealism.  In a shared society, Unionist politicians will make clear in word and deed that Catholics deserve a decent house, that discrimination is a disaster for the advantaged as well as the excluded and that Irishness is a central and real part of any ‘we’ that we make together.   And nationalists will make clear that any ourselves alone has been replaced with our future together, that violence is counter-productive and that living apart in hostility is not good for us.  

Of course, even getting this far, we have already seen so many acts which seemed impossible before.  The point after devolution, is that this is now up close and personal, and therefore more difficult.  Internationally we are celebrated as a people looking at what life is like on the far side of revenge.  What we now know is that setting revenge aside is only one of the steps - committing to a shared future, in which the other is now part of the new us is the second.  And in the absence of the second step we will remain stranded – unable to go back, unwilling to go forward and caught in a society of hostility, festering bitterness and gridlock.  And to put forward a second paradox- the only way to freedom, justice and security is to seek them with and for others as well, not from them.  Whatever language we use, this is the underlying principle joining community relations, cohesion, sharing, integration and peace.
Prosperity and a secure economy is clearly a part of all of this.  But in the absence of real peace, the outcome will be the deepening of the ‘two speed’ society we have already witnessed.  Areas which have ‘got out’ will continue to be favoured.  Areas, associated with violence and ongoing difficulty will be left behind.  It is simply impossible to attract investment and sustain development if the atmosphere is one of conflict and threat.  Tourism will remain at risk, if every summer people living here get out, and nobody else comes to enjoy either the celebration or the scenery.  The greatest myth of all is that sharing the future is a middle class issue.  Because the people who pay are usually those most at risk on the margins both economically and geographically.  Sharing the future needs to be a demand of working class and violent communities not the easy option for the pampered middle class.  
This will be a challenge not just for traditional community relations but for what has passed as community development.  Until now, too much community development has been about getting resources for ‘us’.  It sets community against community and area against area as each seeks to outbid the other to become Manhattan on the Foyle or Lagan in gathering in scarce resources.  And it is unsustainable.  The most recent example of this was this week’s news that Belfast’s Leisure Centres are running massive deficits through underuse and a sectarian pattern of access.  But development was never about setting communities against each other.  It was about improving life chances, and the quality of life and insisting on the full participation of all.  In a global economy, Northern Ireland is not even a single region.  The task of community development is to insist that all should participate and that all should benefit.  And that means three things above all:  Firstly, access to education and learning, which will require high quality and targeted training which everyone can access.  Secondly, the ability to move around our cities and towns to be able to get to work - mobility.  Currently, the poorer you are the less likely you are to feel safe to move around.  The more you rely on public transport or walking, the more risky the enterprise.  If West Belfast and East Belfast are to benefit from Titanic quarter, then people have to be able to get there safely.  Thirdly, once you get there you have to be safe, and lots of people don’t feel safe in the wrong area.  People do not live near their work in the way of Harland and Wolff of old.  Less than 10% of working class Catholics work in Protestant areas and vice versa.  The result, inevitably, is a concentration of resources on greenfield sites or in the areas which are marked as mixed or neutral.  The Crumlin Road and Girdwood or Ebrington or even our rural towns will only work is people want to come there, and currently too many people do not.
So the task for community development is not simply to demand resources, but to demand safety and to make areas safe for people to visit and work and play.  Interfaces are the antithesis of this.  We do not seek to take interfaces down merely because they are immoral.  The point is that they only exist at huge cost to those who rely on them.  It may be unrealistic to hope for their removal in the next year, but it is imperative that a plan of action is developed, with real local and political buy in, if poverty is to be tackled.  Tackling deprivation does not mean poring resources in to areas to make life bearable while doing nothing to change the underlying pattern of relationship.  It means connecting people and areas to the economy around them, through making movement normal and inviting others in.  
Building a shared and better future means more than simply throttling violence.  It means changing the messages that we think of as normal.  The current crisis around the behaviour of some young people is too simple.  Young people are the lightening conductor of our society, the ones with enough time and energy to hang about and do things.  The so called ‘crime’ of some of our young people is to actually act on the messages this society gives them at home, in the playground, on the playing field and on the walls– that you are only worth your economic value or your political power and that them over there are ‘our’ enemy.  If we want to stop young people engaging in sectarian violence, then we have to change the message.  The absence of a consistent message or clear policy plays out at the interface, it is not invented there.  And that will require leadership among adults – political, social and cultural.  It is my experience that many young people are actually in the lead on this issue – not behind.  There is an urgent requirement to stop simply blaming young people and to start putting in new approaches which do not simply write off people outside the formal youth system and leave them to be sorted out by the police, the criminal justice system or by so-called paramilitaries.
Maybe the word that is missing in all of the language is ‘different’.  We need to be clear, we are building a shared, better and different future, in which learning to do what we don’t know how to do, working with strange partners and exploring new avenues is the new realism. The role of politicians is essential.  The message needs to go out that we are safe in each other’s hands.  Until now it has been extremely hard to be a minority in Northern Ireland.  Being a Protestants along the border has been very hard when being British was seen as a treasonable act.  So too has been the life of Catholics in some parts of Antrim, where hanging out the Gaelic jersey was seen as sufficient justification for a violent attack by some.  But it is often no easier for lesbian and gay people or for people identified as foreigners or ‘ethnics’.  
The essence of equality is a commitment to ensuring that those who cannot enforce their rights have them as part of our recognition of one another as brothers and sisters.  Equality should be taken for granted not forced.  There are no good relations if people fear for their lives, culture and freedom if the others have power and there is no confident equality if peace means waiting for the next chance to get one over them.  

This then is the challenge.  Peace with others is the new black.  In the end, the only other option is gridlock, and there is alarming evidence that this will be a trial through which we will have to go.  In the mean time, community relations work, and good relations work and community engagement and tackling hard issues remains a vital part of any future building.  
The Community Relations Council has no monopoly on any of this.  But I do believe that we and you have a vital role to play in the midst of the complexities of balancing realism and unrealism.  Somebody has to be licensed to be unrealistic, even if only to keep the nature of the agenda ahead of us in public view and to roll up our sleeves and get on with the work of making some of it real.  
For years, we have been haunted by the language of cause and effect, of outputs, outcomes and targets.  All of it is a good discipline.  But I want to conclude with one plea.  In the end, this work is not about one project saving the world or about straight lines of cause and effect where I claim that I or we alone did everything that saved the world.  Much more realistic is the language of seeds, growth and fruits.  Over many years, often unseen, many seeds have been planted, and they have grown into hugely impressive plants against the odds.  The fruits of all of this remain to be seen, but your work contains much of the evidence for hope of a harvest.  The task now is not to withdraw investment, but to plant more widely.  Without it, there can be no shared and better future, only words and a society talking peace and struggling to contain violence until the next explosion.  Reconciliation is not an event.
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