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BACKGROUND 

 

IBIS designed this event as to bring together comparative specialists, community leaders, NGOs and 

policy actors from north and south with a view to broaden debates on the continuing conflicts within 

contemporary Northern Ireland.  Participants explored the extent to which the continuing conflicts in 

Northern Ireland are rooted in culture, community or interest, what a non-conflictual society might look 

like and how far research on other conflicts can give insight into what can and should be done in the 

North. The debate reflected on comparative perspectives on how 'sectarianism', exclusive boundaries or 

antagonism can be lessened.   

THEMES AND FORMAT 

 

The workshop involved intense discussion of the following three themes.  

1. Comparative perspectives on conflict in Northern Ireland 

 

2. Moving out of conflict in Northern Ireland after 1998 

 

3. What problems and what policy options  

 

 

Discussions were guided by pre-circulated papers drawing on the relevant academic literature for 

understanding and policy in Northern.  The three sets of papers dealt with conflict and cohesion as 

interactive processes, the lingering problems and unaddressed legacies of conflict and the policies that 

could carry forward the healing process initiated with the signing of the Good Friday Agreement of 1998.  

Notes made during the discussions on each set of questions were compiled and served as the focus for 

conclusive discussions.   A summary of main discussions and recommendations is presented below.   

SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS 

 

The first session dealing with issues of conflict, identities and violence generated an understanding that 

although identity may not be at the heart of the conflict, a strong “ethos of conflict” operates as a system 

of beliefs that perpetuates a state of conflict and continues to sharpen identities.  Fifteen years after the 

Good Friday Agreement (GFA) violence has been gradually fading away but as the recent flag protests 

demonstrate, there are still deeply embedded cultural assumptions in the Northern Ireland society and a 

very little support for creating a Northern Irish identity.  The middle class is increasingly buying into an 

emerging Northern Ireland identity but the working class continues to identify as either British or Irish.  

Although the construction of a Northern Ireland identity may be possible, intra-groups constraints make it 

difficult for people to declare Northern Irish identity even when they may feel it.  

 

While the GFA may have succeeded in ending the violence and opening up a peaceful political process, 

the failure of the GFA to address what Northern Ireland is as a place has created a fundamental problem. 

For Unionists the Agreement the current power sharing is eroding the fundamental basis of their project to 

keep a British Northern Ireland and they seem prepared to defend its British-ness by all means.  For 

Catholics this is a step towards a United Ireland.  No one seems to know what NI is a “place”, is it Irish, 

British or a new place that is still to be defined in parallel with the implementation of power sharing.  This 

will continue to be recurring issue in the years to come. The GFA is often criticized for not achieving 

social transformation and healing but its primary goal was to end the violence.  Now that all parties 
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involved are growing more mature, it does not do any good to criticize GFA – instead we should take it as 

a basis of a long process which we will need to charter ourselves.  

 

Participants also expressed the danger arising from complacency premise on the assumption that the 

peace process cannot be derailed. While the flag protests may not bring the conflict back, there is a danger 

that if we become complacent, the flag protests may escalate and things may get out of control.  Concerns 

were raised that the flag protests are not sufficiently understood and reported in the media.  It was also 

reported the protests are more pervasive and widespread than the media tents to portray and extend well 

beyond Belfast and the disadvantaged working classes.  Other participants suggested that instead of 

drawing comparisons between flag protest and London riots, it is better not to lose focus of the fact that 

tensions in Belfast are still boiling and the undirected dissatisfaction may threaten the fragile peace.  

Without exploring the deeper the causes of the discontent surrounding the flag protest, it is difficult to 

anticipate what the political consequences may be. While it is not clear if any political party supports 

them, it may be that those participating in the flag protest could later surface more organized as a political 

movement.   

 

The lack of leadership in explaining the mutual benefits of the GFA to different groups was identified as 

one of the reasons for the continued “sectarianism”.  Although all parties are winners if the peace process 

holds, the UUP and DUP have thus far failed to sell the GFA as a victory to unionist. Various participants 

suggested that instead of focusing on GFA’s gaps we should work from the premise that GFA provided 

the necessary “breathing space” for all parties and work together and address other issues in a cross-

community spirit without blaming GFA for every shortcoming. 

 

The second session focused on the ways to move out of the conflict and strengthen the social cohesion.   

Social cohesion lies in the ability to manage inequalities and tensions and the sense of social cohesion is 

highest when individuals have a ‘claim’ on the locality.  The stronger the sense that area ‘belongs’ to 

everyone, the higher will be the social investment. However, participants also noted that the absence of 

conflict should not be constructed as social cohesion.  It was agreed that there has been no integration of 

any meaningful kind in the post GFA peace process and the lack of ‘positive’ contact with “other” 

category will continue to reinforce myths and false beliefs among groups in conflict. Several speakers 

focused on the need to identify and promote best ways of encouraging community cohesion.  Schools 

were identified as important venues for enhancing social cohesion as inter-group interaction does not just 

happen for kids, but also for parents through their kids and positive contacts in school may lead to a more 

cohesive future generation. In parts of Belfast, reconciliation is encouraged in schools, but not at home.  

 

It was also suggested that social cohesion also depends a lot of how proactive the people and communities 

are in different place.  Why Belfast has failed while Londonderry has moved ahead in the parading issue 

is because in Londonderry it is not about parades! Rather is has become about finding space to work 

together, and also a commitment to non-violence, which has taken away the fear of violence. In some 

places violence is still being accepted as a tactic. We need to find words and positions that allow both 

communities to move forward and remove violence, keeping issues at grassroots level.   

 

Discussion also touched on the need to promote a culture of tolerance and encourage a notion of 

toleration which treats all equal without domination. This notion needs to be embedded in institutions and 

a culture of civility and both minorities and majorities must tolerate. The main challenge is how to shift 

from a top down ethno-national labeling into a bottom-up processes and more universal identifications. 

One solution more generally is to try to look at issues that concern people from a universal rather than bi-

communal perspective. For example, human rights are universal and are likely to attract community wide 

support as everyone has an interested in having human rights respect. After the GFA, there should be 

more universality in equality and more emphasis on cross-community issues.  
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The last session focused on the remaining challenges, the policies and responsibilities of different actors 

in moving the reconciliation forward.  The fact paramilitaries are still around and active shows that the 

threat of returning to violence remains. Paramilitaries continue to have a strong hold over cooperative 

loyalists and still have a lot of control in deprived areas; they dictate the contact that is allowed outside 

the area.  

Segregation and the increasing number of peace wall remains a problem.  Road building in the past has 

disconnected Belfast; cul-de-sac housing estates created divisions and new social housing has reinforced 

segregation.  Social and sectarian segregation need to be tackled together and that’s what interface groups 

are advocating. Politicians talk about tearing down walls, several reports have been prepared in this issue 

so there is a plan to move forward but there is a reluctance to implement the recommendations in case 

violence resurfaces. Any policy intervention aiming to bring the walls down should take into account that 

middle class is also part of the disintegration problem.  Disintegration is not a problem created by 

working class and youth only. 

There are still considerable pockets of deprivation in Catholic and Protestant urban areas. There is a sense 

that some areas have not benefitted from the peace process but lack of financial resources in the current 

context can be put down to the general economic downturn. People are not seeing the “Peace Dividend” 

and there is an increasing disenfranchisement taking place.  It was suggested that the leadership should do 

more to explain to everyone the benefits of peace in economic, social and other terms. Irish government 

should start a proper high-level debate over tackling segregation in the North, it is an issue that needs to 

be addressed even if it is complex; it is not helpful that the South is not engaging with what is happening 

in the North, it needs to be more actively involved.   

School integration is at 6% but is worth not abandoning this initiative as new evidence shows that 

informal and sustained contact is very conducive to positive inter-community attitudes amongst school 

children. Shared education should be encouraged as bringing together children from different schools has 

been shown to be productive and sustained contact breeds tolerance. Dealing with issues likes symbols 

and teaching certain subjects like history is still proving to be challenging. Mixed/shared rather than 

integrated education might be the better way forward.  Availability of resources is a primary concern but 

there are also parental and community barriers that still exist.  If a few parents take the initiative for 

sharing schooling and is accepted by communities, these first-movers may start a trend which could have 

a ripple effect (a tipping point).   

Conclusions  

In a final round of discussions, the continued influence of paramilitaries, increased number of peace 

walls, youth segregation and economic deprivation as well as the failure of politicians to explain the 

benefits of peace were be identified as key challenges to overcoming the past bitterness. Participants 

recommended that instead of being reactive and short term, policies to deal with such problems should be 

long term and include detailed and phased in action plans with clear allocation of responsibilities for all 

actors involved in dealing with the past.  It was also suggested to predict and plan for different scenarios 

through a long term plan (i.e. 20 years). All participants recommended not only Northern Ireland 

institutions but also the Republic of Ireland and United Kingdom can and should play a more active role 

in advancing the social healing in the North.  


