
 

1 
 

LESSONS LEARNED  FROM  LISTENING  TO  GRASSROOT  VOICES 

1.  I want to thank the organisers of this gathering for giving me 

the opportunity of sharing with you some interim findings from 

a 2.5 year project called Women and Peacebuilding: Sharing the 

Learning.  This project is being carried out by a partnership of 

the Women’s Resource & Development Agency (Northern 

Ireland), the National Women’s Council of Ireland (Republic of 

Ireland) and the Community Foundation for Northern Ireland, 

which as an independent charitable trust has long had a 

commitment to supporting community-based women’s 

initiatives.  The funding has been provided under Measure 2.2 

of the EU PEACE 111 Programme, awarded through the Special 

EU Programmes Body, and it is with the aim of Contributing to 

a Shared Society through the development of key institutional 

capacities.  The key institutional capacities that we were 

interested in developing was an understanding of how Res. 

13/25, and indeed related international resolutions, might be 

applied by a range of institutions in the context of experience 

drawn from women across Northern Ireland and the six 

southern Border counties. 

 

2.  The policy context for the development of this project was the 

commitment noted in the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement 

almost exactly 15 years ago for the promotion of the 

representation of women in decision-making.  However, from 

the work of the three partner organisations it was clear that, if 

anything, there was less institutional interest in the 

development of community based women’s work, and 

alongside this, declining resources available.  Furthermore, 
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where any official attention was paid to the Agreement 

commitment it was limited to an interpretation of the 

involvement of women within formal representative 

democracy (ie. As elected representatives) rather than 

examining the potential contribution of groups within broader 

participative democracy that was so important during the years 

of the Troubles, and indeed in the 1990’s, during the period of 

transition out of violence.  In addition to this, we quickly found 

that the official narrative of the British Government that, in 

effect, the Northern Ireland conflict was ‘an aggravated crime 

wave’ rather than a war – of whatever denomination – meant 

that they rejected the application of Res. 13/25 to 

developments in Northern Ireland.  This position reflects an 

even deeper fault line in the peace process that has otherwise 

been so successful – that there was no discussion let alone 

agreement on the causes and nature of the conflict. 

 

3.  While these issues could be discussed in greater detail, my 

brief this morning is to be both brief but to focus on the lessons 

garnered from a series of Workshop sessions that we have 

been holding with community-based women over the past 18 

months.  These seminars have drawn together women at 

locations in Derry; Dundalk; Rathcoole (Newtownabbey); 

Monaghan, with two additional cross-Border seminars being 

held in Newry and Armagh and a smaller Focus Group in South 

Armagh.  Additional sessions are being organised in 

Leitrim/Sligo, Donegal, Enniskillen and Belfast over the next 

nine months.  A process of facilitated reflection and discussion 

is used, with the added input of a keynote speaker to 

encourage women to share both their experiences and their 
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views.  The seminars (North/South and cross-Border) are 

grouped around issues related to the main pillars of 13/25 – (i) 

Increasing women’s participation; (ii) Protection against 

gender-based violence; (iii) Relief and recovery as they impact 

on stability and development and (iv) Prevention in terms of 

gender training and other measures required.  These pillars 

have been translated for practical purposes as – 

  Violence, safety and security 

 Women’s rights are human rights – women and social justice 

 Decision-making and representation 

 Women and the legacies of the past 

 Women and institutional change. 

 

4. The general rather depressing learning set relates to the fact 

that very few community-based women – even those active in 

local groups – had ever heard of UN Res. 13/25 and many 

expressed the view that they felt further from having any 

influence with, or impact on, institutions than in decades past.  

Indeed for some of the women attending the seminar 

discussions – particularly in largely loyalist/unionist single 

identity areas such as Rathcoole in Newtownabbey, there had 

been very little knowledge of – let alone involvement in – the 

Women’s Sector.  Whereas, in other areas such as South 

Armagh, where there had been an active involvement over 

many years in women’s and community action, there was now 

a sense of increased marginalisation and loss of voice. 

 

5.  With regard to the seminar findings on the theme of Violence, 

Community Safety and Security much depended on factors 
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relating to the age and community context of the women 

involved in discussion.  However in summary – 

 

  There was concern at the breakdown in the social cohesion 

of communities which somewhat ironically the previous 

state of conflict had sometimes enhanced.  There was now a 

greater insecurity notwithstanding the dramatically 

increased acceptance of policing in Northern Ireland. 

 There were increased inter-generational fears expressed and 

concern at the feelings of hopelessness and alienated 

demonstrated by young people in deprived areas, resulting 

in the latter sometimes glorifying previous years of violence. 

 There were major concerns raised about the levels of 

domestic violence during both the northern and the 

southern meetings, particularly as it impacted on younger 

women. 

 Concern was expressed about continued dependence on 

prescription drugs that had readily been proscribed in the 

North during the Troubles, and the need for mental and 

emotional health initiatives to enhance feelings of individual 

security. 

 Finally there was the belief that during the years of violence 

there had been a sense of communal fear, now fear was 

more individualised in nature – which actually made it 

harder to address. 

 

6.  The need for forums and channels for women’s voices to be 

heard was felt to be necessary – as participants felt that 

women had the potential to address some of the issues raised, 

but needed the continuing resources to take the lead in 
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prioritising community issues rather than simply responding to 

siloed, top down official programmes.  On a positive note it was 

felt that it was now easier for women to work on a cross-

community basis; although the continuing challenge of 

ensuring that the voices of women from the Protestant 

community in southern Border areas was heard was 

acknowledged – particularly at the Monaghan and Armagh 

seminars.  The nature of their silence was often different than 

the silence of women within Northern Ireland where it was felt 

that the new political dispensation allowed little or no room for 

questioning or critique. 

 

7.  On the theme of change there was a shared concern about the 

need to proactively create opportunities for the involvement 

and participation of younger women at both community level, 

but also on a wider societal basis.  Possible mechanisms 

whereby older women could mentor younger women were 

discussed, but there was also an acute awareness of the deep 

differences in opportunities as between young women who 

were educated and had career and income potential, compared 

to those who were effectively caught within cycles of poverty, 

low educational attainment and deprivation.  It was felt that 

the programmes of economic and social ‘recovery’ from the 

Troubles had not sufficiently addressed this challenge.  It was 

further suggested that the educational system did little to 

address the legacies of the past – let alone on-going community 

segregation.  In the words of one woman ‘Segregation breeds a 

sense of difference and difference contributes to fear’. 

 



 

6 
 

8. On a positive note it was felt that many women are now more 

empowered with information and support options, although 

equally they were bearing the brunt of a range of pressures- 

both social and economic.  There was still the assumption that 

women would maintain a caring role in both family and 

community, with often dwindling resources.  In some cases 

concerns were noted about how women’s caring role had been 

stretched as a result of the legacies of the Troubles – looking 

after people that were survivors/victims in whatever guise; still 

taking primary responsibility in fearing for younger family 

members if they became involved in any activities that might 

be deemed ‘anti social’.  And at community level, a certain 

concern that decision-making structures and positions had 

become overly ‘owned’ by one or other political party or 

organisation.  One comment summed up a range of views when 

it was asserted that at both the local and the macro political 

level decision-making needs to be ‘stripped back and opened 

up’.  This view was expressed both North and South. 

 

9. There was also a sense of the impact of change fatigue – so 

much had changed over the past 15 years since the Good 

Friday Agreement that at both political levels and institutional 

levels the response was – What you want still more?  But the 

reality remained that community-based women from the more 

disadvantaged areas – which incidentally were also the areas 

that suffered the brunt of the conflict – had experienced only 

limited change in terms particularly of levels of participation 

and a say in effective decision-making. 

 

10. The Women and Peacebuilding initiative is continuing to 

ask the two main questions – 
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  Do you feel women’s lives are better or worse now than 15 

years ago?  In what ways? 

 And – What stops you from doing what you want to do in 

your life?  What would you change? 

 

The second stage of the project will be to take these voices and 

relate what they are telling us to the four main pillars of Res. 

13/25.  We are also being helped in this process by a number of 

inputs from women activists in other divided societies outlining 

their experiences.  To date we have had speakers from Sri 

Lanka and Serbia.  We then intend to work with an Expert 

Advisory Group to prepare a ToolKit with an audience of 

institutional stakeholders – again from Northern Ireland and 

the Republic – in mind.  We firmly believe that change needs 

both the ability to tap into, and hear, what community based 

women are saying, but also an awareness of the pressure 

points within institutions and an ability to support them in 

responding to the issues being expressed. 

 

11. Ellen Johnson Sirleaf, as President of Liberia, was noted as 

saying that ‘Women’s contribution to the search for durable 

peace is remarkable, unparalleled – but most often 

overlooked’; it would appear that women have largely fallen 

beneath the radar in the official narratives of peacebuilding 

both North and South – hopefully there is yet room for them in 

posing new questions of the old problems about how society 

can be framed in new ways that will ensure inclusion. 
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