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PROMOTING THE VOLUNTARY SECTOR




Response to the consultation on Cohesion, Sharing and Integration

November 2010

"Social cohesion is the capacity of a society to ensure the well‐being of all its members, minimising disparities and avoiding marginalisation."
Report of the High Level Task Force on Social Cohesion in the 21st century.
NICVA, the Northern Ireland Council for Voluntary Action, is a membership and representative umbrella body for the voluntary and community sector in Northern Ireland. Our membership reflects the make up of the sector in terms of both thematic (issue based) and geographical representation. NICVA offers a range of services including advice (governance and charity advice, HR), fundraising, research, policy and lobbying, training and consultancy.
1.
Introduction
1.1
NICVA is pleased to respond to the Cohesion, Sharing and Integration consultation. There can be no doubt that dealing with the results of conflict and agreeing a shared way forward for everyone in Northern Ireland is the great prize of devolution.  Social and cultural relationships have improved significantly over the last decade and we must not lose sight of this.  However if we are to progress further the current CSI Strategy falls somewhat short of the kind of clear vision and practical plan for change that we had expected to see after such a long lead in and development time. 

1.2
As the voluntary and community sector was not originally included in the sectoral consultation programme, NICVA was grateful to officials in OFMdFM for working with us to organise three additional sessions for voluntary and community organisations. Our comments reflect the issues raised during those meetings as well as issue brought to our attention by NICVA members.

1.3
NICVA represents a sector which wants to see human rights and equality for all citizens. NICVA believes that ‘benign apartheid’ is not an option.  NICVA believes that the voluntary and community sector has a key role to play, along with other social partners, in the transformation of Northern Ireland to a peaceful and stable society.

1.4
The difficultly with CSI arises from the fact that the document says very little about what will actually change as a result of the strategy.  NICVA understands that an action plan to implement CSI will be developed but we contend that if the strategy itself is flawed then any proposed actions arising out of it must also be. 
1.5
In the past, government departments have responded to the call to contribute to action plans by simply including things already being done which broadly fit in with the aims of the strategy being developed - eg new TSN.  Ministers in the NI Executive have a lead role to play in ensuring that this is not the case with CSI. A proactive and innovative policy approach is needed to achieve change on this fundamental issue. We need to do things differently. Real and measurable objectives should be set for each department in areas relevant to its work.

2.
General Overview of CSI
Given the long delay in producing this strategy it is hard to read the current document without a sense of disappointment. Key concepts are poorly or not at all not defined, the scope of the document is unclear, and there is no analysis of the legacy of the conflict or a baseline from which to measure progress. While a number of options for implementation and funding mechanisms are offered they are confusing and complex. There is no explanation outlining the problems with the current arrangements – therefore it is difficult to choose which of the proposed arrangements will be the most effective solution. 
Specific Issues
3.1
Scope of the Policy

Despite careful reading, the scope of the CSI policy remains unclear.  1.9 says that the focus of the policy will be to “promote cohesion, sharing and integration for all sections of society”.  However in response to a question in the NI Assembly, Junior Minister Newton confirmed that the document applies to ‘race and sectarianism’. The exact scope of the policy needs to be made clear in the final document.
3.2
NICVA believes that CSI should provide a framework which can accommodate all excluded groups in Northern Ireland. This should include those from minority and non-Christian faiths, women, the LGBT community, different age groups and people with disabilities. 

3.3
We agree that the aims of a policy for cohesion, sharing and integration should permeate through all of the strategies, policies and programmes of the NI Executive.  CSI presents a strong opportunity to interlink key policies and strategies which help shape how we live in Northern Ireland and we welcome the ‘family of policies approach’ adopted by the strategy. 

3.4
While NICVA welcomes the commitment to produce a sexual orientation strategy the LGBT community are not mentioned anywhere in the document.  In order to be convinced of the authenticity of the Executive’s commitment to ensure that CSI is really about inclusion and integration for everyone living in Northern Ireland, a timetable and terms of reference for the production of the sexual orientation strategy should be included in the finalised document. NICVA suggests that the revised CSI strategy should ensure that progress on the sexual orientation strategy begins well before the 2012 date suggested in the oral questions in the Assembly on 27 September. 

3.5
NICVA is disappointed that a document which aims for inclusion, sharing and integration makes no reference to women. In particular there is no recognition of the role of women in peace building despite Northern Ireland being included in Security Council Resolution 1325.  Women were not considered as a sectoral group in the consultation process and the meetings were held in the evenings with no childcare – making it difficult for women to attend.  The Northern Ireland Gender Equality Strategy calls for all new policy to be gender proofed and it is difficult to see how this document could have passed this process.  This is a serious flaw and one that should be corrected in the new document as a matter of priority.
3.6
NICVA welcomes the commitment to a partnership approach in taking forward the six shared aims of the Racial Equality Strategy.  However we would point out that the current Racial Equality Strategy covers the period until the end of 2010.  It is therefore imperative that OFMdFM engages with partners in the minority ethnic and wider communities to produce a robust and revitalised Racal Equality Strategy as a matter of urgency. 

3.7
There is very little attention paid to sectarian discrimination in the main body of the document.  As there is strong recognition of the relationship between equality and good relations, CSI should also reference the role of anti-discrimination measures  in achieving equality. This is a notable omission made all the more surprising given that the elimination of discrimination is a ‘shared aim’ of the Racial Equality Strategy. If CSI is to be implemented by a series of underpinning policies on areas such as age, disability, gender and sexual orientation (para 1.8) then it follows that a strategy for the elimination of sectarianism should also be developed. 
4.
Defining good relations 

Good relations is mentioned more than any other concept in the document. However there is no definition of what this actually means. Debates on CSI in the NI Assembly have shown that good relations can mean very different things to different parties. It is important that CSI is built on the strong foundation of an agreed definition of good relations. The 2010 Equality Act, (which does not apply in NI) offers the following definition “having due regard in particular, to the need to: tackle prejudice, and promote understanding”  

5.
Reconciliation

5.1
There is no mention of the need for the new policy to focus on reconciliation. The absence of any commitment to move towards reconciliation and healing adds to the sense that CSI is more about creating a ‘separate but equal’ society rather than a community with a strong sense of interdependence and genuine integration. 

5.2
This omission is surprising given the importance placed on reconciliation in the Peace III programme, which is endorsed and supported by the Executive.  The Peace III programme also provides a definition of reconciliation and a framework for monitoring progress towards reconciliation which was developed by Hamber and Kelly: 

“The definition regards reconciliation as a voluntary act which cannot be imposed and involves five interwoven and related strands, as follows:

• Developing a shared vision of an interdependent and fair society: The

development of a vision of a shared future requiring the involvement of the whole society, at all levels. Although individuals may have different opinions or political beliefs, the articulation of a common vision of an interdependent, just, equitable, open and diverse society is a critical part of any reconciliation process;

• Acknowledging and dealing with the past: Acknowledging the hurt, losses, truths and suffering of the past. Providing the mechanisms for justice, healing, restitution or reparation, and restoration (including apologies if necessary and steps aimed at redress). To build reconciliation, individuals and institutions need to acknowledge their own role in the conflicts of the past, accepting and learning from it in a constructive way so as to guarantee non-repetition;

• Building positive relationships: Relationship building or renewal following violent conflict addressing issues of trust, prejudice, intolerance in this process, resulting in accepting commonalities and differences, and embracing and engaging with those who are different to us;

• Significant cultural and attitudinal change: Changes in how people relate to, and their attitudes towards, one another. The culture of suspicion, fear, mistrust and violence is broken down and opportunities and space opened up in which people can hear and be heard. A culture of respect for human rights and human difference is developed creating a context where each citizen becomes an active participant in society and feels a sense of belonging; and

• Substantial social, economic and political change: The social, economic and political structures which gave rise to the conflict and estrangement are identified, reconstructed or addressed, and transformed. “

5.3
NICVA recommends that the final document reflects the need to move towards a reconciled Northern Ireland and consideration should be given to basing this on the Hamber and Kelly definition. 
6.
Community development

6.1
Recognition of the role of community organisations in building peace and regenerating communities is sadly lacking from the document. There is no acknowledgement of the historical contribution that community development has made to building social capital in and between communities in Northern Ireland. During the worst days of violence it was local people organising together that ensured some semblance of normal life. Community organisations have been vibrant and vocal supporters of the opportunities afford by the peace process
6.2
Moreover the CSI document does not consider the future role of community development and community groups to help ensure its aims are achieved.  John Paul Lederach has shown there is a clear role for grassroots leadership and communities to play in building peace, transforming conflict and underpinning reconciliation. 
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6.3
The role that community development can play in achieving the aims of CSI should be fully recognised in the strategy and included in the departmental action plans.

7.
Good relations, equality and human rights 
7.1
Section 75 is a key tool to promote equality in Northern Ireland and so it is right that it features so prominently. NICVA has long asserted that the good relations and equality agenda go hand in glove and we welcome the statement that “good relations cannot build on inequality. It is recognised that the promotion of equality of opportunity is an essential element of building good relations.” 

7.2
A document such as CSI should be underpinned by a strong human rights framework and unfortunately this is lacking in CSI (though present in the Racial Equality Strategy).  Key local and international commitments which already apply to Northern Ireland and relate directly to the issues under consideration, should be referenced in the document. These include UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on the role of women in peacebuilding, the UN Convention on Human Rights and UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Disabled People and the European Convention on Human Rights. 
8.
Legacy issues

8.1
The strategy makes no analysis of the legacy of the conflict. As a result there is no baseline which will allow us to monitor and assess progress. Sensitive legacy issues such as trauma, former combatants, victims and survivors etc, are not included in the document and yet success in these areas is key to building real cohesion, sharing and integration. 
8.2
There is no analysis of the cost of administering a society divided along sectarian lines.  While NICVA appreciates that this is a complex and controversial topic there is a moral as well as financial incentive to ensure that this issue is no longer allowed to be the ‘elephant in the room’. The NI Executive should show strong leadership by quantifying the cost of division and exploring how savings can be made and people in Northern Ireland can enjoy living in a truly shared society. 
9.
Economic development

9.1
NICVA agrees that there are considerable economic gains to be had by 
creating a society that this more cohesive and integrated.  Renowned 
economic expert Richard Florida suggests that tolerance is one of the three 
conditions needed to build strong, vibrant creative economies.  International 

attention also remains focused on the cost of division as evidenced in the 

contribution by New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg at the US-Northern Ireland Investment Conference (2008) when he pointed out that people do not want to live in a society defined by division, and stated that a united community is necessary to attract investors, particularly in an increasingly competitive climate. 

9.2
We also agree that for many communities life has not changed very much since the signing of the Belfast/ Good Friday Agreement and in some cases local people would say things have gotten worse. These communities 
need to see an economic peace dividend and this will be most effective if it 
happens at local level rather than relying on a trickle down impact from macro 
economic policy.  
9.3
The social economy and community organisations are key players in this area and should be included in the formulation of each stage of the action plans. 
10.
Young People

10.1 NICVA is also concerned at the negative tone in which young people 
have been addressed in the document.  Whist there are some young people 

engaged in the type of behaviour that has the potential to undermine the aims 

of the strategy, and it is right that specific actions should be developed to

engage with this group, this is far from true for the majority of 

young people In Northern Ireland. NICVA believes young people are a key 

asset in ensuring the kind of change that is necessary in Northern Ireland and 

that government should be investing in this asset from early years. The 

current consultation on the 0-6 strategy should be considered as one of the 

many strategies to underpin CSI. 

10.2 NICVA believes that the decision of the Department of Education to 
withdraw funding for community relations youth work runs contrary to the 
aims of CSI and should be reviewed as a matter of urgency. 

11.
Implementation

11.1
NICVA agrees that the responsibility for the implementation of the strategy should be spread across the entire Executive and therefore we welcome the creation of the ministerially-led subgroup. 
11.2
We welcome the fact that the subgroup will also include key statutory and community partners and look forward to the details of how these partners will be selected. This should include information on the accountability mechanism that should to be developed to ensure information and advice flow from the subgroup to the community and vice versa.  This point was raised time and again by NICVA members during their engagement in the consultation process. There is a strong feeling that the wealth of experience at community level has been overlooked in drawing up the draft strategy and this sets a worrying precedent for how the Ministerial Sub Group will operate. NICVA would be pleased to engage with OFMdFM to take this matter forward. 

11.3
While we agree that CSI is an issue for the entire NI Executive, past experience of cross-departmental working has shown that this model has not always been a success in practice. In programmes such as Neighbourhood Renewal some departments struggled to see how it was relevant to their work and did not engage with the programme.  Without a statutory responsibility or a financial incentive to engage with CSI there is a real worry that this will be the case again. The aims of CSI are much too important to allow this to happen.  
11.4
With this in mind NICVA is advocating that the role for monitoring the implementation of the strategy remains with a strong, independent body such as the Community Relations Council.  In general government is not good at monitoring itself. In this case political parties have, understandably, such a strong ideological bias and historical commitment to many of the issues relating to CSI that it is to everyone’s benefit that CSI is monitored by an organisation outside of government with a strong challenge role and the ability to offer independent advice and support when necessary. A similar point is made in the analysis of CSI prepared for the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust, which points out that “an effective strategic and critical role is necessary alongside the practical political common sense of the dominant parties and local communities. This critical strategic role has to be institutionalised if it is to be effective.” 
12.
Funding
12.1
Traditionally there has been a difficulty with the development of community development/good relations programmes. Organisations trying to access funding have had to work their project criteria around the expectations of the funding bodies which does not match the work required on the ground.  Experience of work in communities has shown that different projects and communities are at various stages of development  when it comes to tackling the sensitive issues relating to CSI. Therefore there is a need for funding to be strategic and flexible and address the real need as expressed by local communities and not the perceived need. 

13
Conclusion
NICVA welcomes the publication of the CSI draft strategy and the part it has played in revitalising the public debate on how we move forward in Northern Ireland.  We look forward to engaging with the Office of the First and deputy First Minister on the revised strategy and the crucially important implementation plans. 
