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1. Introduction

1.1. The Community Relations Council (CRC) welcomes the opportunity to comment on the above consultation.    

1.2. 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”.
1.3. CRC believes that all government policies should be embedded with the concept of building strong cohesive and sustainable communities.  This approach will require the involvement of all government departments and agencies working together to deliver particular strategies and that suitable and effective monitoring and evaluation measures are in place to map progress.

2. Context

2.1. CRC has a key interest in the planning system, in particular its contribution to building a shared and better future as set out in the Programme for Government (PfG).  DRD’s Strategic planning guideline 3 (SPG-SRC £) stipulates an aim to develop community cohesion: ’to foster development which contributes to better community relations, recognises cultural diversity, and reduces socio-economic differentials within Northern Ireland’
.  CRC therefore believes that the Reform of Planning 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.
2.2. The onset of the Review of Public Administration and the transferral of specific powers to local government offer an opportunity for the development of aims and objectives that will adequately address the ongoing issues of inter and intra-community division which continue to shape the structure of life here. It will also offer the opportunity to consider new and existing policies, strategies and corporate plans through a good relations lens which should consider the good relations impact and opportunities to promote good relations in line with Section 75. 
3. Vision

3.1. CRC believes that planning should fundamentally ensure that the fabric of our social life is more than the sum of private, market-based activities.  It can achieve this through fostering the development of the public realm e.g. parks, galleries etc.  These public spaces can then act as places with permeable boundaries allowing ownership by all, thus preventing the creation of territories.  Without a commitment to developing the public realm we end up with commercial centres with no sense of place, and which bring no benefit to the disadvantaged communities on the periphery e.g. the commercial and economic development of Belfast has had little impact on the most deprived neighbouring communities, who are often the most segregated communities, and the shared spaces that exist in the city are unevenly matched with the interface barriers across Belfast.     

3.2. There are positive references to community cohesion, sustainable communities and shared spaces, but no acknowledgment that Northern Ireland is a community emerging from conflict and the realities of contested space.  CRC is concerned at the absence of any explicit aim and objective linked to peace building in the proposed reforms and would urge the Department to include this in the final reform proposal and recommends the development of a specific aim and objective that promotes good relations, accompanied by actions to ensure the rhetoric and vision of cohesion and sharing becomes a reality.  We cannot afford to drift back into pretence that our divisions are normal, will simply disappear or have no relevance to social and economic goals.  Avoidance and denial of our past and current conflict related problems by those responsible for the development and delivery of public policy will create serious long term problems.  

4. Comments

4.1. CRC will examine the reform proposals which have the potential to impact positively on spatial planning in terms of good relations.  

5. Planning Policy Statements

5.1. CRC supports the proposal to designate Planning policy statements (PPSs) as strategic direction and regional advice, and also the proposal to produce shorter and more focused statement within a shorter timescale.  However there are some concerns that shorter statements may be open to mis-interpretation.  It will be necessary to develop clear guidance that allows flexibility for local interpretation for development plans etc but adherence to the spirit of the statement.  It is essential this proposal offers an opportunity for clarity and an end to confusion and doubt as to what is acceptable.  
5.2. Furthermore, PPSs only offer guidance and CRC would be keen to know what discussions or options are available in terms of strengthening the statements as statutory obligations.
6. Local Development Plans (LDP), Major and Regional Planning

6.1. The proposed reforms are the most significant opportunities for change over the last 30 years within planning and CRC strongly believes that the reforms must address legacies of the past in terms of divided communities, contested space, and the extension of the peace dividend to disadvantaged communities.  
6.2. This is not the singular job of the planning service but it does have a key role to play.  The developments of regional significance will be decided upon by the DOE and the Minister and should include involvement with other government bodies to maximise benefits for the whole of society i.e. economic, environmental and social impacts.  
6.3. Planning considerations for regional and major projects should include whether they contribute or do not contribute to the enrichment of the public realm.  Those which will maintain social separation or community divisions should not normally receive support and this reflects the views a recent QUB report which states ‘a distinctive contribution that can be offered by a proactive form of planning is the privileging of shared and safe places for inter-communal dialogue and intra-communal choices’
.  Those which point to the emergence of a more integrated society should normally be favoured.  
6.4. The inclusion of good relations impacts and monitoring is crucial.  The technical design should consider accessibility and connectivity etc.  These regional developments should contribute to the Executive goal of a ‘shared and better future’ and DRD’s strategic planning guidelines.  
6.5. Major developments and local development plans will reside under Council control and the impact of these developments must occur within the immediate Council boundary.  Again CRC wants to see the inclusion of good relations objectives and mechanisms to monitor the impact/contribution to reconciliation and shared spaces.  Spatial planning under Council authority should compliment the Peace Plans of district councils as required under current Peace III funding, as well as the regional obligations. 
6.6. Local Development plans should compliment the community planning function of RPA, and community planning should foster a holistic as well as participatory approach to planning issues.  CRC has already commented that guidelines for community planning should stress the goals of promoting the common good and a distinctive sense of locality that all can share
6.7. A huge challenge to this process will be the ability to design and develop space that is welcoming to all.  Leadership is central to this process, particularly where there are big majorities of ‘one side’; there is a real need to ensure that members of minority communities feel at home.  Localities should be developed as places that do not exclude people.

6.8. Barriers to access must be considered - a recent report found that leisure facilities are ‘similarly viewed as being divided on the basis of community background with some interviewees indicating a degree of fear in accessing certain areas to make use of the facilities’
.  It is therefore vital that serious efforts are made to ensure that developments are genuinely open and available to all.  Issues around connectivity and permeability of boundaries are being addressed examined by Belfast City Council e.g. maximising entry points to facilities and examining transport systems for connecting communities to and across the city in order to address disconnection from services and opportunities for economic development.  ILEX’s regeneration project in Derry is also considering all of these issues in order to promote an inclusive and connected city. 
7. Statement of Community Involvement (SCI)

7.1. The Department views this statement as a tool to promote equality of opportunity and community relations.  It is an important mechanism for community engagement and participation and it is proper that the process for devising local development plans should not proceed prior to the agreement of the content of these local SCI between the council and the Department.  

8. Community consultation

8.1. CRC supports the introduction of a pre-application community consultation as this will give communities an opportunity to influence the design of a development in the early stages, and also to raise awareness of the particular circumstances of the area and how the development could positively contribute to tackling division and inequalities.  The type of engagement which has yet to be agreed upon in these statements is of key interest for CRC.  Models of best practice should be provided and standards set for community dialogue and involvement.  There are many processes for engagement and participation, and therefore important to develop a range of approaches which reflect the particular needs and capacities of different communities.  What CRC does not want to see is a consultation system that enables minimal engagement – it must be a robust system which encourages dialogue and debate at the early stages of design and development proposals.  

8.2. In order to enable dialogue and discussion the proposals should examine what needs to be in place to address low capacity within communities to engage with developers and planners.  Capacity for community engagement is central for spatial planning in contested spaces e.g. interfaces. Morrissey examines what should be avoided when planning in contested spaces, which links directly to the issue of urban and rural regeneration.  If government promotes and plans with each community separately, especially if ‘in a society marked by acute sectarian geography, it may lead to an even more portioned city by offering each community the chance to ghettoise further and to press for its factional ethnic interest over the wider civic good.  Such policies would end up as managerial solutions, attempting to cope with, rather than to change, the deep divisions’.
  
8.3. To meet the challenges of moving away from segregated planning and the development of shared spaces, the reforms should examine the development of approaches that will build capacity within and between communities.  
8.4. It is also disappointing that the statutory obligation for community pre-consultation required for, local development plans, regional and major planning developments is not a requirement for smaller local developments.  It is important to recognise the impact which 50 dwellings or re-designation from a residential home to a commercial unit could have on particular communities i.e. interface communities.  The practice of community engagement should continue at this level to ensure it does not negatively impact on the work of local communities e.g. does not create another interface or contested space.  
9. Community Levy/Developer contribution
9.1. CRC would be interested in exploring this proposal in more detail, particularly in relation to the management of sites and facilities as shared and safe spaces.  The planning system should consider ways in which developers could contribute to make developments safe and accessible e.g. 
· Management as a shared site

· Training on good relations issues/conflict management

9.2. Shared space requires high quality facilities which attract people, open and safe design, thought out location and access and serious ongoing management. Management of sites and facilities, particularly in areas which are contested will require proactive intervention to ensure safety, openness and equality.  This is both a good relations imperative and an economic priority if public resources and facilities are to be sustainable.  

10. Cultural Change/Leadership
10.1. Spatial planning should address socio-economic issues.  Whether it is regional, major or local development plans aims and objectives should include the creation of sustainable, safe and welcoming spaces.  The reform of the planning system must represent more than an operational and management change, and reflect a change in attitude – one that truly embraces and works for the objectives of social change, regeneration and reconciliation.   

10.2. Leadership will be the lynchpin for many developments.  It will require officials and councillors to consider much bigger geographical areas (clusters) and the macro environment will have primacy over the micro.  Local authorities will become the key shapers of their local area and will require the creation of a strategic vision that is developed, supported and implemented by the developers, planners and communities.  The process of developing a vision will involve difficult conversations and will require engagement across communities.  According to Gaffikin’s report this dialogue should be led by planning authorities within a framework that shows that local development need not be a zero sum game and also alongside an agreed set of fair principles in terms of addressing the re-definition of space and the distribution of contested land
. Training will be required on how to navigate contentious discussions and decisions, and should include guidance on areas such as mediation, collaborative approaches and confidence building.  The goal should be the improvement of the physical and economic and social infrastructure of communities – not in isolation but as part of a strategic vision.    
11. Other

11.1. Sustainability appraisals should include good relations and equality indicators. 

11.2. Annual monitoring reports and the 5 yearly Review should incorporate indicators for shared space, accessibility, permeability etc and make recommendations for tackling negative impacts e.g. ‘a sectarian audit of the impact of all main public intervention: does it contribute to, or subtract from, the divisions that cripple community relations?
’.

12. Draft Strategic Level EQIA
12.1. CRC is concerned that the EQIA issued alongside the consultation document has paid little attention to its duties under the promotion of good relations.  ‘The Equality Commission recommends the use of the seven-step EQIA procedure to consider whether, and how, policies have an impact on goods relations, whether that impact is positive or negative, and to consider mitigating measures and alternative policies which might better promote good relations’
.  A fundamental reform is taking place of the planning system and there is little recognition that an improved planning system has significant capacity to transform the character of our segregated society.  Therefore we would argue that good relations needs to be acknowledged and actioned at an early stage of policy development, and not assumed as an outcome.  CRC strongly recommends the strengthening of the good relations duties contained within the strategic EQIA document and the development of mitigating measures e.g. resources required to facilitate community engagement, capacity training for developers, planning officials and local government representatives in terms of spatial planning in contested space.  
13. Conclusion
13.1. The reform of the planning system offers an opportunity to think about how we design the space in which we live, work, socialise and visit.  Whilst the efficiency and effectiveness of a system is important in terms of processing and monitoring plans and developments, it is more important that the decision making process is given primary and reflects the vision that planners and government have for Northern Ireland in partnership with agencies and community and voluntary organisations.  Faster decisions do not necessarily equate to better decisions.  CRC is interested how the proposed reforms can initiate a cultural change across all government bodies and agencies devising plans and strategies for economic, social and cultural change.  Have they considered equality and good relations, and not just one or the other but both.  Do the current proposals ensure these issues have to be considered as part of the decision making process? The content of the proposals completely fail to identify the realities of living in a divided society that has been blighted with ‘one for you and one for us’ approach.  Whilst the proposals do refer to sustainable, cohesive communities and shared spaces they do put forward specific aims, objectives or actions on good relations particularly within the context of contested space.  Enabling reform at local level will require serious investment in training and capacity building to facilitate decision making at a strategic level rather than trying to tackle problems within each micro community.
13.2. CRC would like to see a stronger recognition of the impact of the conflict on the planning system and the challenges it faces.  Specific aims and objectives that address barriers, promote accessibility and safety, and develop open and welcoming spaces should be developed.  Capacity building programmes should include equality and good relations measures to facilitate difficult decisions for successful spatial planning and regeneration.  Finally, the planning system and its decision makers should support public realm developments that promote integration and not social division.  Murtagh paper on post-conflict Belfast states ‘a sharper set of competencies to do with managing segregation, connectivity and planning gain are urgently required. This needs to be located within a clearer and simpler policy framework that places the legacy of segregation and exclusion at the heart of urban planning and regeneration. Belfast’s renaissance will be put at risk if the city simply displaces one form of segregation with another. The lateness of these processes and an understanding of experience and practice in other places may provide an opportunity to rethink the purpose and nature of spatial planning in the post-conflict city’
.  
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