
INSTITUTE FOR BRITISH-IRISH STUDIES 
POLICY REPORT 1: 20091

  
 

The Impact of Devolution on Everyday Life: 1999-2009 
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‘Northern Ireland should have large ambitions for the future and we all have 
to step up to the plate – leaders and led – to ensure they are delivered.  We 
are understandably still in transition but the severity of the challenges to be 
addressed precludes our lingering there any longer than is strictly 
necessary.’  
 
Sir George Quigley set the tone of an IBIS conference on 6 February 2009. 
The conference looked to assess the successes and the lack of successes of 
devolution not at the level of the political elite or of institutional design, 
but in popular social relations, in everyday life. Here the new dispensation 
has had less observable effect than at the elite level. If the radical evening 
of the employment profiles of Catholics and Protestants through equality 
provisions, and if the reform of policing, after the Patten Commission, are 
two of the major social successes of the last decades, they contrast with 
other areas of everyday life. Community relations, sectarian demography 
and attitude-change have not kept pace with change either at the level of 
politics, policing or economic activity. Political compromise has not 
translated into on the ground initiatives, and popular changes – either 
individual and local movement, or wider organisation for example of women 
-  have not been able to impact on political life.  
 
The first panel was by practitioners in the areas of cross-border and cross-
community initiatives (Tony Kennedy, Eoin Magennis, Bronagh Hinds, Duncan 
Morrow). They described some improvements – for example, an overtime 
increase in cross-border economic activity, much supported by EU 
initiatives. But the new political and legal order also gives perverse 
incentives to the public and to policy makers: development sites are 
unused; deeply divided communities are unable to attract very necessary 
investment; equality is used to duplicate facilities; political compromise 
empowers politicians to control the political agenda and marginalize other 
interests. Duncan Morrow traced a picture of complex sophisticated political   
structures imposed on ‘two communities’ whose interactions threatened to 
indigenise the political machinery rather than be changed by it.   
 
The second set of papers – from Gladys Ganiel, Joanne Hughes, Theresa 
O’Keefe, Neil Jarman – pointed to the real changes and positive potential in 
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popular attitudes: a radicalisation and movement away from opposition by 
groups of evangelical Protestants; mixed neighbourhoods where mixing in 
daily life brings with it changes in attitudes, interpersonal trust, and the 
capacity to debate political issues; a slow highlighting of other issues – 
gender, class – as well as the communal divide; and above all local diversity 
in community relations.  
 
Why then has public change not impinged on politics? Why has political 
change not impinged on the public? The final panel (Elizabeth Meehan, 
Siobhan Byrne) addressed the question by looking at one constituency – 
women - whose participation was significantly less than in the Scottish and 
Welsh devolved administrations, despite their potential to shift the 
definitions of the political agenda.  
 
Dr Martin Mansergh, Minister of State, concluded the conference with an 
address which emphasised the achievements to date and (in an unscripted 
important comment) the prospect – with political will and focus – of 
significant changes in community relations in the short term.    
 
A lively post-conference discussion at Newman House highlighted the 
following points: 
 

• The value of a vibrant, loose policy network of academics, 
researchers, practitioners, policy makers in helping focus the political 
agenda.  

• The value of interrelating academic research and policy-
implementation experience in defining the outlines of such a political 
agenda.  

• The need for a policy focus on community boundaries and sectarian 
social relations equivalent to that which allowed advances in equality 
and in policing. This is to generalise the recommendations of the 
Bradley/Eames report on victims to the entire population of Northern 
Ireland (and perhaps also to relationships on the island).  

 
IBIS will follow up with:  
 

• An evening seminar on the lessons of equality policy in Northern 
Ireland on 26th February, 2009, at Newman House, 5.30pm – 7.00pm, 
with a follow-up academic workshop at UCD on February 27th 

• A conference in honour of Professor Tom Garvin, 12th May, with a 
strong emphasis on the lessons of the Irish national and nationalist 
experience 

• An evening seminar with the Irish Association on North South relations 
after the credit crunch on 2nd April, 2009   

• PowerPoint presentations and working papers from each conference 
posted on the website – www.ucd.ie/ibis - and future IBIS 
publications  

• A short policy-report widely circulated following each event.  

http://www.ucd.ie/ibis

