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RE: Local Government Reform – Proposed arrangements for the establishment of transition committees in statute. 

1. Background to CRC
1.1. The Community Relations Council (CRC) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the consultation on the establishment of Transition Committees in statute. 

1.2. CRC’s 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.”  We do this 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

· In a changing environment, CRC works 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. 
1.3. Council welcomes the opportunity to comment on this consultation.  Our response will focus on community and good relations issues and will examine how the goals of sharing can be applied throughout the work of the Transition Committees.
2. Community/Good Relations and RPA

2.1. RPA offers Northern Ireland the opportunity to become a society where the promotion and protection of shared space, shared education, shared communities and shared public services are standard government policy and practice.
3. Representation/Checks and balances

3.1. The document specifically refers to a ‘system of checks and balances to protect the interests of unionist and nationalist communities’ and Council is aware of the many discussions dominated by majority and minority concerns.  

3.2. Council is particularly concerned to ensure that minority voices can be articulated on the transition committees.  When a substantial civic minority faces exclusion via a specific numerical formula, measures should then be taken to ensure the representation of that minority on the committee e.g. a co-option.   This should be applied specifically in the areas of Section 75 (2); however consideration should be given for other equality categories.  Furthermore robust and transparent consultation procedures should be applied by the main transition committee and any sub-committees in order to promote inclusion and participation. 

3.3. Councils are first and foremost civic institutions, making services available to all citizens on the basis of civic equality. Their party political composition is secondary.  Those involved in local government, and particularly those involved in the transitional phase need to ‘buy-in’ to the requirement to ensure civic outcomes before party political advantage and take the responsibilities which go along with this change.  This is not a matter of lobbying and protecting ‘each’ tradition but rather delivering high quality services to an entire community regardless of where you live or your perceived political affiliation.  Councillors, despite party affiliations, are the custodians of civic equality and cohesion within a geographic area and it is their duty to build cohesion among their electors.

3.4. It is important to note recent demographic changes and Northern Ireland’s increased diversity – it is therefore essential that any checks and balances reflect this change and offer protection for everyone.  It is no longer acceptable to limit protection to the two main traditions - Northern Ireland has evolved and it is particularly important there are protections for all minorities.   

3.5. The Executive’s Programme for Government advocates the development of a ‘shared and better future’ for everyone which must be incorporated into local government.  The current ‘A Shared Future’ strategy which is currently being updated under ‘Cohesion, Sharing and Integration’ will reportedly incorporate the Racial Equality Strategy and it is essential that any legislation proposed for the transition committees takes cognisance of this change in our society.

3.6. Council urges the department to devise legislation which guarantees inclusion and protection for all minorities and promote a vision for the ‘whole’ community during the transitional phase and beyond. 
4. Community Planning 
4.1. Council welcomes the inclusion of trialling initial community planning arrangements.  Community planning offers a unique opportunity to mainstream good relations and deliver change.  Good Relations should be seen as an integral part of planning and strategy and not as an add-on. This requires new and innovative thinking that transforms ‘traditional’ ways of doing things including:

· the integration of Good Relations (GR) models into the core community planning work

· recognising the uncomfortable reality of sectarianism and racism and the decisions that people and organisations have made historically in the midst of that reality

· a re-examination of these decisions in the light of a commitment to promoting GR and information gathered through the community planning process
· most of all it requires action to ameliorate the effects of negative relationships and a responsibility to address problems of division through the community planning framework..
4.2. A major issue, which emerges in discussion on community planning, is developing Community Planning in a divided society which is also a growing multicultural and multi-diverse society.  
4.3. It is vital for the success of mainstreaming GR into CP that it is ‘driven’ throughout the process by someone who has specific responsibility for it and the credibility to tie together the different strands of the process.  The Chairs of the Transition Committees and the designate Chief Executive etc will play major roles in ensuring this work is undertaken by all those involved in the process of change. It is therefore essential that capacity building and training programmes are developed for this phase of RPA and understanding and skills in community planning must include GR.  Partners in the CP process should be considered as ‘advocates’ for GR and care should be taken at an early stage to identify and support individuals in their role as ‘advocates’ for GR, and continue to support them as the process develops.
5. Committees

5.1. Council feels that in the context of openness and transparency the work of the Transition Committee and any of its sub-committees should be accessible to the public.  This will instil confidence in the change process by the main beneficiaries.   
5.2. Furthermore in terms of best practice Council encourages the transition structures to seek advice from and consult with external stakeholders.  In particular the community and voluntary sector should have official representation on sub-committees dealing with community planning.
5.3. The chair of the transition committee and the designate chief executive should seek at all times to represent the local citizens in their entirety, rising above partisan sentiment and brokering solutions to disputes. 
6. Leadership & Good Relations

6.1. Council believes that the RPA offers an opportunity to create an inclusive vision for local government - one which transcends historic divisions and is driven by equality, diversity and interdependence.  At present many council’s are working towards these goals within their respective community and good relations units; however, they need to be the watchwords of all Council business and will require civic leadership from the Chief Executive and the elected representatives.   Leadership is a key element in the successful promotion, introduction and delivery of GR and since transition committees are key agents in the development of a new agreed corporate vision they must therefore be strong advocates of good relations. 

7. Code of Conduct
7.1. Council recommends that the code of conduct for councillors should include provisions that ensure the promotion of good relations and equality of opportunity are a mandatory requirement.
8. Equality

8.1. The equality screening process carried out by the department does not sufficiently address how the transition committee promote good relations.  Council is also concerned at the lack of information produced regarding political opinion on (future) transition committee’s i.e. current political make-up of cluster councils.  It would also be important to consider gender representation on the committee and sub-committees. 
9. Other
Council is aware of the forthcoming consultation on RPA and governance.  We look forward to continuing this dialogue with the department and will address issues such as flags and emblems regulation, and codes of conduct in more detail.  
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