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Background

The Community Relations Council (CRC) strategic aim is to “promote a peaceful, inclusive, prosperous, stable and fair society founded on the achievement of reconciliation, equality, co-operation, respect, mutual trust and good relations.” CRC leads and supports change to achieve this vision by –

· Identifying and developing new and effective approaches to peace-building and reconciliation in partnership with people, organisations and government

· Promoting the adoption of good relations policies and practice at local, community and institutional level

· Assisting communities and institutions in working through and beyond the legacies of the Troubles

It is within this context that we are pleased to make a response to the above consultation.  
Community safety is an important issue for all of our society.  CRC believes that everyone has the right to live, work, play and socialize in a safe environment; furthermore we believe the Community Safety Unit (CSU) and Community Safety Partnerships (CSP) have a key role and opportunity to tackle and promote safety within and between our communities.
Devolution and RPA

CRC is keen to stress that whilst it will respond to the consultation, we have concerns on the timing and drafting of this strategy.  Like everyone, we are fully aware the Assembly is debating the specific timing of the devolution of Policing and Justice Powers and we are concerned this consultation will get lost in the forthcoming debates.  It is imperative the devolved administration address the issue of community safety through locally joined-up government, as this would add value to a final strategy.  CRC feels it would have been better to postpone this consultation in light of future developments and advocates addressing the issue through the devolved ministry.     

CRC welcomes the statement that recognizes the impact the Review of Public Administration (RPA) will have on Community Safety structures.  RPA will have a major impact on service delivery, and there will be implications in terms of the restructuring of CSP’s and DPP’s – this should be given more consideration within the current strategy.   

Nevertheless, there are a number of comments we would like to make on the draft strategy, with specific relevance to our core business.  

Community Safety (CS) & Good Relations
An important aspect of community safety is how safe local areas are; by this we mean in and between communities.  Community safety must encompass everyone regardless if they come from the community or not.  Cities, towns and neighbourhoods must be safe places for everyone and ‘shared space’ must be a central theme in terms of designing, developing and implementing measures and programmes that can contribute to safe shared space.  CSU and CSP’s must be used as a vehicle to promote good relations, it offers opportunities to encourage inter and intra community dialogue around the issue of how safe our society and local communities are.  
It is important the structures of Community Safety, at both regional and local level, enable genuine community participation – this is crucial for good quality community safety. 

Furthermore good relations should be in the performance management system and there should be a Good Relations Framework. 

Hate Crime

CRC is concerned at the continuing high level of hate crime, specifically sectarianism and racism.  During 2006/2007 violent crime incident statistics recorded sectarian incidents totaled 1695.  Sectarianism continues to be a significant problem within Northern Ireland that must be addressed.  Deputy First Minister, Martin McGuiness in responding to assembly question (AQO 3673/0) observed that ’we cannot hope to tackle racism without tackling sectarianism, and vice versa. Both racism and sectarianism have their origins in unacceptable attitudes, and find their outlets in unacceptable behaviours.’  

Hate crime is referenced within the draft strategy; however we would like further information on how this will be targeted within the NIO’s Public Service Agreements (PSA’s).  
The strategy mentions the various initiatives used to challenge racism i.e. School’s DVD in Craigavon.  It is important this model is evaluated in terms of impact within the school and local community.  Furthermore if it has had a positive impact on pupils in terms of challenging this behaviour CSU should consider delivering this package to other schools within the area and also collectively – thus increasing opportunities for engagement on a cross-sectoral and cross-community basis.  CRC is pleased racism is a key focus, but would urge sectarianism to be examined in the same way – it is an equal challenge.    
Interfaces

Environmental improvements are an important aspect of improving the safety of a community and CRC believes sectarianism and racism should be carefully considered when implementing measures to improve safety.  We agree it is important to ‘design out’ crime and CSU and CSP’s should consider how the segregated nature of communities can contribute to feelings of insecurity, restrict mobility and create barriers to accessing public space. 

Interface communities are a core constituent of the work of CRC, and face many difficulties.  Community Safety has a critical role to play in these areas and should work with key agencies and local communities to help tackle problems relating to their segregated geography and how this impacts on the safety of the residents within the local area, and those from outside.  
CRC feels it is particularly important interfaces are considered at a strategic level, which will ensure they are given due regard when developing local action plans.  

Flags/Murals

Community dialogue is an essential aspect of this approach, and it will be important that staff from within CSU and local CSP’s undergo special training.  Good relations should be a core part of this preparation.
Physical Security Measures

CRC suggests involving local organisations who are involved in tackling hate crime at local level.  It is important to get feedback on what works locally and explore how this could be developed and implemented in other areas.  
The sharing of information on what works and what has a positive impact can also assist in the identification of gaps.  ‘Tension’ monitoring is an important tool to measure potential or growing problems in a locality - CSU should examine how this could be implemented at a cross-agency level.  

Young people/Dispersal Zones/Individual & parenting support & parenting compensation orders 
CRC is concerned there is very little reference to the legacy of the conflict and urges CSU to seriously consider the impact of this legacy on different communities and social groupings.  

Northern Ireland is a society which needs to learn from the lessons of the past while looking forward to the future and to move from conflict management to conflict transformation and reconciliation. Living in a divided and unstable society continues to impact on the daily realities for young people.   They experience unacceptable levels of violence and instability in their everyday lives e.g. their opportunities for work and social life are limited by where they feel safe to travel.  Issues of sectarianism and racism affect young people in a wide variety of ways. They are sometimes the perpetrators of incidents and sometimes the victims and most vulnerable. In the publication Sharing over Separation, CRC highlighted the issue of sectarianism in relation to young people.

“While the concept of what is “sectarian” can at times be subjective and hard to pin down, reliant on personal interpretations and “feelings” of stress and threat, the concept is something that permeates through all levels of society through sets of social relationships…. All factors should be considered when influencing policy-making regarding the control and prevention of youth violence across communities and at interface areas. Intercommunity youth violence should be perceived on two levels: (1) addressing the specific needs of “flashpoint” times in the calendar and in specific areas in relation to sectarian concerns; and (2) addressing holistically the ecological factors that augment this violence… Tying in with aspects of recreation and innovation, young people should be involved on every level with anti-sectarian campaigns, media or otherwise.”

CRC therefore has a number of concerns in relation to the dispersal zones and the impact they may have on young people.  For many young people they do not feel safe to access different social facilities and can be restricted by numerous barriers.  Young People, especially around interfaces, remain constricted in the areas they can go to as they do not feel safe either walking through other communities or taking public transport through areas that have predominately people from the ‘other side’ living there.  
It is important CSU acknowledges the realities for some young people and how this impacts on where and when they gather.  Furthermore, people living at interface communities are very rarely those involved in the disturbances and it is important to clarify how dispersal zones would be authorized and implemented.  Targeting hotspots will require a joined up approach and should include work with community leaders.
CRC has concerns with the various support and compensation orders and how they might impact on young people. CRC advocates strong monitoring and intervention measures.  Offending and anti-social behaviour are often the result of unmet, complex social and educational and health needs – and it is therefore essential these underlying causes are given due consideration.  Enforcement approaches may not necessarily result in a reduction in crime and anti-social behaviour.   CRC considers that it is necessary to put in place preventative projects that link both conflict transformation and reconciliation with reducing crime and hate crime incidents and offending.  Without this joined up approach to offending it will be difficult to move towards building a better and shared future for all.  CRC is well placed to develop this further in partnership with the relevant bodies.

CRC suggests that core to tackling low level offences is in the development of partnership between appropriate agencies and or government departments with the task of delivering programmes for young people and adults at risk of offending or who have offended, which are focused on transforming the legacy of the past, exploring diversity and promoting a cohesive and shared society. 

Pete Shirlow recently undertook research for the North Belfast Community Action Unit (NBCAU) to devise a ‘Peace Plan for North Belfast’, and part of the process involved the setting up of a youth sub-group.  Within that group a number of issues where raised that are relevant to CSU and this strategy.  Some of the recommendations include:  

· additional investment development work rather than short-term intervention and diversionary programmes
· develop meaningful communication networks - establish a fora for young people, funding agencies and youth workers
· to further ongoing skills training for youth work providers to ensure standardization of skills and knowledge
· Interface Youth Providers Forum
· Review of Funding Mechanisms for youth work in Interface areas
CRC advocates early intervention measures as a way of achieving a long-term impact in this area. 

Neighbourhood Watch - CRC would also like further information on how neighbourhood watch is developed in areas – does it happen on a cross community basis.  It may not always be feasible due to the segregated nature of housing but it should be pursued in those areas where it is possible.  

Audits – CRC feels there are too many separate audits between the different agencies i.e. CSP’s, DPP’s and local councils.  In order to streamline the identification of needs it would be reasonable to devise joint surveys/audits that capture data for the different agencies who are involved in partnership work.  

Business Community – it is important to involve the business community, both in terms of identifying issues but also as partners in problem solving i.e. how they can create safe commercial space for our diverse communities.  

CRC would also seek further clarification if attitudinal surveys are considered when developing measures e.g. Northern Ireland Life & Times Survey (NILTS) has modules on community relations, flags, murals.  How are these surveys used to measure safety? 

Equality Impact Assessments EQIA)

We strongly advocate the need to carry out Equality Impact Assessments (EQIAs) on the proposals contained within the Strategy.  An equality focus would question the impact of the proposals. The absence of an EQIA is in danger of increasing, not reducing, existing inequalities in Northern Ireland.  We are particularly concerned with the adverse impact on young people that the proposals may have.  The purpose of Section 75 is to prevent inequalities taking place and to find alternative measures that could promote equality of opportunity and promote good relations, and for that reason we are deeply concerned at the lack of a high-level Equality Impact Assessment (EQIA) around the proposals to date.  Carrying out an EQIA would demonstrate the NIO’s and CSU’s commitment to Section 75.

Conclusion

We believe this consultation should be brought under the devolved administration; however in the absence of progress the consultation provides an opportunity for the NIO to show both its commitment to, and leadership on, the promotion of good relations, to challenge and eliminate sectarianism and racism.  From the outset these issues must be identified and given adequate attention and not adopted as an add-on or as a less significant partner at a later stage.   
Therefore, we hope that these comments serve useful in bringing forward a community relations perspective to this discussion and we would be willing to discuss any aspect of these comments in further detail.  

END
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