Facing the Interface:  Policy challenges for real communities.  
(Speech delivered by Duncan Morrow, CRC Chief Executive, at a CRC/Belfast Interface Project Conference 8 November 2006, Spires ConferenceCentre)
What is an interface?

The word interface has become a commonplace in talk about Northern Ireland.  But   what does it actually mean to be an interface community?
Inter-face: The place where faces oppose.  The difference from the rest of Northern Ireland is in the rawness and the brutality of the meeting.  Interfaces are borders between friend and foe that have a meaning far beyond the place they are located.  They are the borders - the point of extremity and the frontiers – the barriers for defence.  First and foremost, they make visible the ‘sides’ which continue to define relationships in political and social life across Northern Ireland.  They create physical space between them and us, the place defining the people and the people defining the place.  They seem to ask us to choose – yes or no.  The people doing the interfacing are doing it for all of us.

In these places, we are forced to identify and feel our long hidden fears.  Because above all, interfaces tell us where we are unsafe and safe, telling us more about the underlying obstacles to reconciliation than many long speeches.  And for the people who live near to the boundary, they create a target zone, in which people are ‘legitimate targets’ because of who they belong to, no matter what they do.  
To live beside an interface is a euphemism for the crisis caused by living beside enemies, beside a ‘them’ against which I (we) must protect myself (ourselves).  It means to dwell permanently with the sense of being unsafe in an area with strict and narrow boundaries.  Over the wall, I do not belong, I cannot go I must protect myself.   Violence is always possible and is not necessarily locally controlled.  Because the interface is where political communities bigger than this locality collide and meet: Communities where we play out and pay for the wider antagonism of NI Society.

Interfaces are not unlike us.  They are like the rest of us- only more so.  Here antagonism leads to more deaths than elsewhere, more fear more reasons for conflict, more paramilitaries, more poor people, more socially excluded and more traumatised  people.
A shared future for interface communities?

Real change in Northern Ireland must include real change in, on, at and beyond interfaces, or in the end, we are only pretending.  The vision of A Shared Future talks about reconciliation based on equality and mutual trust, and of a normal civic society where disputes are resolved by politics.  The acid test for all of us comes, when we take down the borders, end the narrow polarisation which divides easily into them and us and banish the notion of legitimate targets.  The easy talk is of living, working and playing together.  The hard work is making this plausible and sustainable for people and communities who have internalised the lessons of the past- higher fences are the only defence against annihilation.


Northern Ireland is a world leader in conflict management.  While trying to keep the show on the road, the political necessity was to reduce the incidence of violence and restrict its impact.  It was called – accurately if brutally- ‘the acceptable level of violence’.  Acceptable to the system at least.  The harsh truth is that Northern Ireland, the north of Ireland, carried the memory of British-Irish conflict long after the rest of them had long departed the field.  We, on the other hand, were and became one gigantic, festering cultural interface – an ethnic frontier of dreary steeples.  That was acceptable to the vast majority on these islands.  And any vestige of peace threatened to disappear in a maelstrom of special powers, bombings, shootings, burnings out and strikes the political response (from outside) was first to contain the problem within Northern Ireland and then, over time to reduce the areas of direct impact.  The result was that, after 1975, 90% of the deaths and injuries attributable to conflict were of people trapped in the poor areas of Belfast, people in contested zones of ancient land conflict like the border and Mid Ulster and the security forces.  Outside the community interfaces and the army- community the rest of us tried to hold life together, often by ignoring our contribution to the ongoing dispute.
The challenge now is to move from management to the transformation of conflict and of relationships.  Transformation suggests a fundamental reorientation, one which engages with the existing material, rather than denying or romanticising it, but allows it to be turned into something else. The idea of transformation involves seeing things differently.  It alters the vision.  For interfaces it holds out the hope that interfaces will end, rather than settling for the common sense of management.  At the same time, transformation recognises that this is a step by step journey.  It cannot proceed without taking into account the real fears, the deep objections and the sheer implausibility of the idea that we can live together in peace.   It is enormously difficult in practice and requires actions by people, communities and institutions currently far away from the interface.  The new relationship between Britain and Ireland as a whole has already had enormous impact on life in Northern Ireland.  More will be demanded from government and from the comfortable in the journey forwards.  In the end, however, it is the only way to guarantee the high goals of the peace process like Human Rights and Equality because it sets both within a context of trust, reciprocity and citizenship which are absent if every gain for them is a loss for us.  
Taking steps

So how do we move ahead?  First and foremost it is important to name and acknowledge the complexity and depth of antagonism in Northern Ireland and its impact on interface communities.  Naming the issue gives permission for policy to address it with properly tailored answers.  Part of that acknowledgment also links the quality of life at interfaces to the actions and decisions of others:  decisions taken in politics or in policing, education, housing, cultural policy and local government have a direct impact in areas where conflict is local.  Hatred where there seems to be no cost, is paid for by a climate which legitimises violence at the border.   

Secondly, there is a need to take steps now which make transformation in the long term plausible.  The problem with interfaces is that the problem of division is not equal to the problem elsewhere.  If division is to be overcome, we need pilot schemes which anticipate and model possible models for the future.  Some of them, as in housing, will require a creative approach that incentivises sharing within a clear commitment to equality.  Others, such as safe spaces will require the conscious creation of models of safety.
The Shared Future Triennial Action Plan begins the path towards the goal.  For the first time, it acknowledges that a shared future depends on tough actions across government.  Transformation is holistic, requiring actions in many areas.  Furthermore, the TAP identifies real issues – like education, housing, local government and culture, rather than merely tinkering with small isolated budgets.  
Work is already underway to produce mechanisms for measurement and to identify the costs of division to the economy.  The re-imaging scheme is geared to engaging communities in practically Changing the image of their community and thereby changing the communities themselves.  Real change is already emerging from the North Belfast Community Action Unit’s work. 
The first TAP is a first step.  But it will need to go much deeper into the future.  The holy grail of ‘joining up’ is a critical issue for good relations work in general and for interfaces in particular.  As we move forward it will be important to link policies more coherently together. Access to shared space and new strategies to meet housing need must be consistent with equality.  For that we need new strategies for housing development, the creation of shared spaces for access, community safety strategies which take everyone into account and the provision of educational and youth services which are open to all.  Above all, we need real political partnership and leadership which promotes engagement and creativity.  The real test of change in the interface will be away from a politics which defines everything in terms of feet and inches of territory but instead prises negotiation of necessary change, secures and delivers the right of people to live safely and freely in communities where they feel part of a minority tradition or culture.  

Change in interface communities will require us to ensure that we hold ourselves to account for real changes.  That means real measurement  of less deaths, fewer acts of violence, less fear, less paramilitary activity and real stretch targets, such as better partnerships, shared facilities, better programmes for young people and easier movement around our towns and cities.
But conflict transformation will also mean redefining success.  Above all it starts with the end point: the end of the idea of interfaces and its replacement with a society where safety and freedom to live, to work and to play everywhere are taken for granted.   Cities are dynamic not static.  Territory in shared societies is never for ever.  Change in population over time is normal, desirable and manageable.  Investment in the issues of interfaces therefore means investment in people, families and infrastructure NOT in the maintenance of areas as they currently are.  Ultimately, interfaces need reintegration with the whole wider community not only with each other.  Success means that areas currently branded as ‘the interface’ are not abandoned or avoided, but become places for people to move to rather than run from.  
- 


In the shorter term, there are some key areas for steps now.  We need to continue our investment in communication and partnership.  North Belfast Conflict Transformation Forum has already explored a variety of issues which were previously unspoken and taboo.  Increasingly, people who would previously not have supported engagement are coming to the fore in many interface communities.  The same is true in Derry and in the work of Interaction and East Belfast Community Forum.  CRC is privileged to have been part of these developments.  The new projects in Suffolk and Lenadoon and the co-ordination work of Belfast Interface Project are all models of best practices.  
It is also crucial to support emerging pilots which tackle key issues.  The issue of mixed housing in working class districts has been pioneered in Enniskillen and Antrim.  Negotiations have begun over cultural issues including parades.  The opportunities created by the Girdwood/Crumlin Road Gaol site to address a number of planning and housing issues should not be underestimated. 
Conclusion

Northern Ireland finds itself almost exactly at the crossroads described by the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci:  “The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new cannot be born:  in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms appears.”
Interfaces urgently need change.  But for us to seize the opportunity of the day we must reach for transformation not just management.  And for interfaces to move, will require decisions across the board.  
CRC is committed to a shared future for all.  But it will not be reached by avoiding hard conversations and real trade offs but only by finding ways to name our differences, and find agreed ways to address and resolve them will we have anything approaching good relations.  Understood this way, this conference represents a lot of progress and hope for the future. When before have so many agencies sat together to think about steps for change in interface communities? It is time to turn new relationships into transformative action.
