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Executive Summary    

    This piece of research was funded by the Community Relations Council, Northern Ireland, 

in response to a request by St Paul’s Parish Church, Garvagh, whose Rector was concerned 

by the damage that the 2012/13 flag protests (relating to the decision to limit the flying of 

the Union flag from Belfast City Hall) had done to relations between Protestants and 

Catholics in Garvagh.   As it stands this research  is unique as a case study into the 

phenomena now know as the “Ulster flag Protests” and its corollaries for community 

relations. 

    Garvagh is a small town of less than 3,000 population straddling the arterial A29 between 

Coleraine and the Mid Ulster towns of Magherafelt and Cookstown.   It has been described 

as a frontier town as it is a Plantation (Protestant) settlement juxtaposed with undisturbed 

areas of the indigenous Irish (Catholic) population.  The electoral Gravagh ward which 

includes Glenullin reflects this demographic proximity with Protestants making up just 

49.9% of the population.   The  town has an MDMR deprivation ranking of 240. 

      As a frontier  town, Garvagh has an unfortunate legacy of sectarian violence stretching 

back to the seventeenth century.   Many of these incidents , outrages and murders are 

enshrined in the collective folk memory and still commemorated.   The period of the 

Troubles (1970- 94) reopened these old wounds.  Even with the cease fires and the Good 

Friday Agreement, sectarian tensions still festered in Garvagh, and the Catholics who live 

and work in the town can relate a sad trilogy of unabated hate crimes and abuse directed 

towards them.  

    The 2012/13 flags protest was a response to a democratic decision by Belfast City Council 

to restrict the flying of the Union flag to designated days.  This decision came at the end of a 

unique year in the United Kingdom.   British patriotism was at an all-time high, as the 

celebration of the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee as followed by the Olympic Games and 

jingoistic adoption of Team GB by British corporates with the Union flag branded across a 

wide range of consumer products.  Northern Ireland had an additional slice of Union 

nostalgia as the centenary of the Ulster Covenant was celebrated …at Belfast City Hall.  

      A few weeks later the century old tradition of flying the flag on a daily basis was 

amended by the Council decision and unionists reacted with Province wide protests. One 

discernable feature of these protests was that it mobilised a new demographic – the 

generation were had missed the Troubles and were cyber literate.   Garvagh, like the 

majority of the seventy four Province wide protests was animated by ‘texting’ and had its 

own discreet Facebook page.    Loyalist ‘ blood and thunder’ bandsmen provided both the 

leadership and the muscle of the Garvagh protests. 

 

 



    There is evidence from the focus group research that the flag protest damaged the 

already fragile community relations in Garvagh.   The town betrays all the symptoms of the 

social syndrome identified by Neil Jarman as ‘contested space’.    In addition there is clear 

evidence that a new youthful demographic who have no sense of the war weariness of the 

Troubles have re-sectarianized and feel obliged to prove themselves as the generation who 

‘will not fail Ulster’.    It is possible to argue that OFMDFM policies that have jettisoned 

mainstream proactive measures of reconciliation have failed to secure cohesion in  post 

conflict  communities such as Garvagh. 

    Left alone, the Garvagh brand of  sectarianism will continue to fester and manifest itself in 

hate crime and malicious acts of  bigotry.   The intervention  needs to be coherent, joined up 

and engage with the institutions that have reach and influence.  It is regrettable that both 

Garvagh’s Presbyterian clergymen  have declined to be involved.     There is however a 

coterie of Catholic and Episcopalian clergy and laity who are willing to take risks, engage and 

have difficulty conversations about named issues.   There is consensus that some form of 

cross community network should be formed.   The Church of Ireland Rector. Rev Paul 

Whittaker,   has established regular contact with the leadership of Garvagh United Loyalists 

and is keen to develop this relationship through a dedicated project that will get beyond 

pandering to single identity and reflect the real world of Northern Ireland 2013.  A Northern 

Ireland – like Garvagh electoral ward - where Protestants are no longer a clear majority of 

the population.     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



1. Garvagh- socio-economic profile 

Garvagh, is a small country market town,( population 2,795) 1,  located in the Borough of 

Coleraine and straddling the A29 arterial route along the Bann valley to Mid Ulster. The 

religious demographics of the town and its encatchment ward of Ringsend  are annotated 

thus: 

Ward %Catholic  
2001 

%Catholic 
2011 

difference % Protestant 
2001 

%Protestant 
2011 

difference 

Ringsend 51.70 49.80 -1.9% 47.4 46.2 -1.2 

Garvagh 45.6 47.3 1.7 53.6 49.9 -3.7 

 

Much of the religious change in Garvagh is reflected in new private housing developments, 

whilst the traditional NIHE estates have remained predominately  Protestant.  The 

traditional Catholic area of Garvagh ward was Glenullin. 

Deprivation profile – ward % and Deprivation rankings 

Garvagh scores an MDMR deprivation ranking of 240  

Unemployment  No access to 
A car 

Rented  
accommodation 

Lone parent Education 
And skills  
Ward rating 

Crime  
&  
disorder 

 

5.58% 15.68% 28.82% 7.11% 242 334  

 

2.  Background to the protests: The third dimension.  

 To understand the full significance of any episode of sectarian conflict or protest, the 

researcher needs to know the precise relationship of the locality in which it occurred to the 

rest of the mosaic settlement.   However, ATQ Stewart argued that the chequerboard on 

which the game is played has a third dimension.  What happens in each square derives a 

part of its significance  and perhaps all of it from what happened there at some time in the 

past.  In Garvagh, locality and history are wedded together. 2   

The phenomenon of  Garvagh Flags Protest that became a weekly event in the town during 

the winter months of 2012/13 cannot be dismissed as either as spontaneity or a simple 

reaction to the lowering of the Union flag over Belfast City Hall.  The protests  were the 

product of human agency and have at least three causal or background aspects that help 

explain the phenomenon.     

1. Historical background. 

                                                           
1
 NISRA 2011 census. Ward 95JJ10 

2
 ATQ Stewart, The narrow ground. (Belfast, 1969). 



Garvagh is a plantation settlement established by the Canning family, agents of the 

London Guild’s  Honourable  Irish Society in the early seventeenth century.  The 

settlement has been described by least one historian as a frontier village – ‘the fertile 

lowlands to the north and east [Aghadowey,Moneydig, Boveedy]  were planted by 

English and Scottish settlers, while the high ground to the south and west [ Glenullin, 

Bolerin, Ringsend] was largely in the possession of the original inhabitants”i3  As a 

frontier village it was to see battles between Planter and Gael during the 1641 Rebellion 

and in a skirmish during the Williamite  wars.4 

      At the Garvagh fair on 23 May 1813, Catholic  Ribbonmen gave the Protestants a 

beating.  Protestants found solidarity in the Orange Order, and at the June fair reversed the 

result.  With the July fair came the decider, and as the Ribbonmen approached the town via 

the tree lined avenue that bordered  Lord Garvagh’s estate,  Orangemen who were also 

Yeomen fired into the crowd killing several around the third tree of the avenue. 5  The 2013 

bi-centenary of this fatal ambush was celebrated  by the Garvagh District Cultural Society in 

a three day festival funded by Ulster Scots Agency.6   

The reputation of being a staunch Protestant town is thus synonymous with Garvagh.  

The crude sectarian brawling of the nineteenth century was given a political veneer in 

1912, with the third Home Rule Crisis and Garvagh became a focal point for Ulster 

Volunteer activity.   In the 1920s, Garvagh, Boveedy, Moneydig, Aghadowey  and 

Englishtown all raised strong sub district detachments of the Ulster Special 

Constabulary. 7  Generations of Garvagh Protestants would serve with the “B men” until 

stood down in 1970.   

 

The Troubles 

Garvagh saw its fair share of the Troubles.   The  Ulster Defence Regiment’s “E” Company 

was established in Coleraine and their 24 Platoon was based in Garvagh.  Because of the 

“frontier” nature of the location the platoon was to see a lot of action.    

On the 23 July 1974, Garvagh got its first major car bomb.  Corporal John Conley was killed 

in action trying to clear residents from Bridge Street.  Later the PIRA hijacked a clergyman’s 

car and was carried out a gun attack on a part time soldier. He returned fire and survived.  

On 11 November 1976 part time soldier Winston McCaughey was killed off duty.  On 10  

August 1979, the IRA murdered a Protestant civilian Arthur McGaw at Moneycarrie Road 

Garvagh in a case of mistaken identity for his brother who was part time UDR.  On 15 June 

                                                           
3
 Aiken McClelland, “The battle of Garvagh” Ulster Folklife, Vol. 19 (1973). p. 

4
 Rory Fitzpatrick, God’s Frontiersmen;the Scots-Irish Epic, (London, 1989) p.249. 

5
 Thus the reference in song, and the contemporary references such as the Third Tree Glasgow Rangers 

Supporters Club. 
6
 Ulster Scots Agency website, www.ulsterscotsagency.com/battleofgarvagh-commeration-festival-3-6 July 

7
 Sir Arthur Hezlet, The B Specials; a history of the Ulster Special Constabulary, (London,1972), pp.239-240.  

http://www.ulsterscotsagency.com/battleofgarvagh-commeration-festival-3-6


1985 the PIRA  shot and killed RUC Reservist Willis Agnew at Gortin Road, and on 1 July 1989 

killed Reservist Norman Annett visiting his mother’s home on the Carhill Road.  On  1 

December 1990 the IRA murdered former UDR soldier Bertie Gilmore outside his new home 

in Kilrea.  The final murders were on 20 April 1994 when a PIRA gunman shot and killed Alan 

“Smudger” Smith (former soldier) and Protestant civilian John McCloy in Main Street on 20 

April 1994.8 

At one level these killings spread over a twenty year period have the same rate of fatality as 
the cumulative total of road traffic accidents in many UK towns.  However there are 
psychological differences that decree that such killings leave a deeper scar in the collective 
Protestant memory. 
 
First, the deaths were not through accident or negligence. They were acts of deliberate 
human agency and the agents were members of the Provisional IRA.  The perpetrators came 
from the Catholic community, and the funerals of their victims ended up at the Protestant 
graveyard.  The  Catholic community  were perceived as having a level of culpability.9  
 
Secondly, the deaths were inflicted to a demographic which is a very settled community, 
united by social networks, generations of inter marriage and powerful oath bound 
fraternities such as the Orange Order.  The Smith/McCloy funerals attracted almost  2,000 
mourners.  The tremors caused by the killings ran deep into these demographic fault lines.  
 
Finally,  in the wider context of the Troubles, Kenneth Bloomfield makes the point that 
If the UK as a whole, with a population of 58 million had experienced  death pro rata to the 
Province with a population of 1.6 million, the total would have been 130,000. 10   

 

The loyalist paramilitaries were established in Garvagh as early as 1973 with the local 

hamlet of Culnady being a hub of UDA operations.   There are memories of the town being 

blocked by a parade during the UWC strike of 1974.11 After the signing of the Anglo-Irish 

agreement and an increase in PIRA violence, there was a marked loyalist backlash in the 

South Derry/Garvagh area.  On the 14 Feburary 1989, the UFF killed John Joe Davey, a 

veteran republican of Gulladuff, the followed  with the killing of PIRA volunteer Gerard 

Casey, Shamrock Park, just across the Bann in Country Antrim on 4 April 1989.12  On the 16 

August 1991 they killed Thomas Donaghy at Portna Kilrea, and on the 2 April 1992 killed 

veteran republican Danny Cassidy outside his home in Coleraine Street. 13 On the 25 March 

1993, the UFF killed four men in Castlerock. One of them, James Kelly  was in the PIRA.  

Many Garvagh loyalists were suspected of collusion with these killings and quite a few had 

                                                           
8
 Sutton Index of Deaths, (CAIN) Conflict Archive on the Internet. 

9
 Steve Bruce, Edge of the union, (Oxford, 1994), pp.47-48. 

10
 Sir Kenneth Bloomfield, We will remember them, (HM Stationary Office, )paragraph 25. 

11
 Garvagh resident David ___  recalls a parade but no barricades or protest.  

12
 CAIN incorrectly attributes this killing to the UVF. 

13
 Loyalist  bands still play Danny Boy as they pass were his family live in Bradden Place. 



their homes raided and searched by the Security Forces. None were charged or convicted. 

There were no loyalist prisoners from Garvagh, but one from Aghadowey.    

Loyalist bands have a tradition of playing “loud and proud” when they march through the 
Catholic area of Coleraine Street and Braden Place, Kilrea, past the homes of Republican 
prisoners/ ex-combatants and UFF murder victims.  On 7 July 2013, two young men died in a 
road traffic accident outside Kilrea. One was Declan McKenna, chair of Sinn Fein Kilrea and a 
grandson of John Joe Davey . On 12 July 2013, Kilrea Orange District made their traditional 
feeder parade along Coleraine Street past the McKenna household.   All the bands in the 
parade ceased playing and the Orangemen marched to a single drum beat.  Sinn Fein 
Councillor Ciaran  Archibald praised it as “an act of common decency”. 14 

 

The Drumcree standoffs saw a little disturbance in Garvagh.  Number Four( Garvagh) District 

had leadership such as the Rev Dr Warren Porter, and on a few occasions in 1996 there 

were token protests for about 15 minutes by men in suits on Garvagh Main Street.  

Undoubtedly Garvagh Orangemen participated in protests on the Kilrea Bann Bridge and at 

Druncree, but Garvagh itself  remained dignified and  quiet.   

Following the ceasefires, the representatives of the PUP and UDP attempted to get involved 

in community development in Garvagh but were asked to leave the GADDA meeting and 

subsequently this local fringe unionist expression in constitutional activity faded. 

Sectarianism  in Garvagh in recent times. 

 29 April 2006 Catholic owned hotel windows broken 

 7 May 2006 Sectarian attack on home of Siobhan & Michael Conway 

 11 May 2006 Catholic homes attacked – windows broken 

 4 July 2006 Catholic school attacked 

 August 2009 twenty windows of Catholic owned homes and business broken, 

including a pub, butchers, and café. 

 15 Nov 2009, a 21 year old Protestant abducted,beaten and dumped in Rasharkin 

 8 January 2011, petrol bomb attack on Catholic home in Killyvally Pk. Car attacked 

and burnt out. 

 11 July 2012, GAA club sign on top of bonfire 

 Dec 12- Feb 2013 – weekly protest  in Gravagh. 

 11 July 2013, death threat to John Dallat MLA on top of bonfire.  

 

 

 Catholic perceptions of Garvagh. 
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 Councillor Ciaran Archibald, personal submission to report, 09 10 13. 



“It’s a black hole” was one reaction.  However in the discussion that followed it transpired 

that the speaker was not a native to the district.  Those who were born in or around the 

locality – whilst very conscious of loyalist bigotry – tended generally to more forgiving. 

Our modest research revealed three distinct demographic Catholic groups; those living in 

Garvagh, those living in Glenullin and those living in Ringsend/Bolerain.  The Garvagh 

residents feel the poor relations.   They have vividly disturbing memories of their childhoods 

in Garvagh:15 

  No [Protestant] friends wanted to play with you when the Twelfth of July approached. 

  We were sent to relatives in Kilrea/Ringsend before the Eleventh night. 

   I sat with my parents – lights out – just a wee torch as the band blathered around our 

house and we could hear the sectarian abuse “fenian bastards”. 

 Ash Wednesday and a lot of abuse on the bus. 

  I went to the Trikeeran [Catholic Maintained] Primary and seemed to have  a lot more  

homework and academic push than my friends who went to Garvagh primary. Few of my 

 Protestant  peer group has any qualifications and none went to university.  Education did 

not seem matter to working class Protestants. 

  I remember the Derry Gaelic team coming to our school. We were  all kitted out in Oak Leaf 

tops [Derry GAA strip] – My parents told me to keep my coat zipped up until out of Garvagh. 

 I live in ____ [Private development] I have a neighbour who stops speaking to me as the 

Twelfth approaches.  He got loyalist flags up at the entrance to the drive.    

One of the saddest recollections was of a long term friendship from childhood with a Protestant 

– then one night in the marching season to be called a “fenian bastard” – it hurt after all the 

years of playing and growing up together. 16 

      Bolerain and Glenullin 

 I have always socialised in Garvagh - I have good  Protestant friends from the Grove 

[predominately Protestant farming townland east of Garvagh]  One night they got attacked 

for being seen drinking with us in the Central [bar]. 

 The tradition of social drinking in Garvagh and socio-economic contacts with Garvagh 

Protestants seems to be longstanding in Ringsend/Bolerain .  However there was a street wise 

sense of who is to be avoided as  they “had connections with loyalist paramilitaries” and a 

cognisance of recent UDA recruitment amongst the young.17 

There is also a liberally  minded sense of toleration – an expectation that Protestants will 

put up flags and buntings for the Twelfth of July and then take them down again.  Garvagh 

loyalists have however abused this goodwill. 
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 Group work sessions   Garvagh 16 10 13 
16

 Group work session  
17

 Ibid. 



 The [Garvagh] loyalists are not content with putting up a few Union and Ulster flags 

for the Twelfth, they have to be in your face. 

 It was not just the Union and Ulster flags, I find the UDA, UVF and Parachute flags 

particularly offensive. 18 

 The entire summer is marked by band parades. Garvagh and the A29 is closed and 

the traffic is diverted – we get visitors [tourists] lost in Glenullin. 

The Glenullin demographic  are more compact and have adroitly evolved a self contained  

sense of parallel community.  They still shop in Garvagh, - groceries , take-aways, fuel and 

building supplies-  but have little social interaction with the town.    Some parents send their 

children to the pre-school play group in the Controlled (Protestant) Primary school site and 

raised the question as to why the school flies the Union flag every day.19 

The internet and sites such as The Knowhere Guide allows some interesting comments to be 

made about Garvagh; 

There is a collection of public houses in the town, but only a few you can go into depending 

on your religion, eg the Canning Arms. If you are a Catholic don’t dare go in as you will 

receive a kicking from [named individual ]the local UVF/uda/rha/uym head man. I also think 

he is head of the Mafia…20    

Beneath the veneer of post conflict and polite coexistence it is emerging that Garvagh, prior 

to the flags protest, was a cold house for Catholics with a sustained history of intimidation, 

verbal abuse, random attacks on private property and a crude sectarian 

segregation/apartheid  enforced with random threats of violence.     

                   

 

Background – Events Province-wide in 2012. 

2012 was a remarkable year in terms of flag waving.  First it was the occasion of the  

Diamond Jubilee of Queen Elizabeth II.   Special Jubilee Union flags were commissioned and 

erected across the UK to mark the 60th anniversary of the coronation on 2nd June 2012. 

Prime Minister David Cameron encouraged street parties, and for once even the shady 

boulevards of the London borough of Finchley were bedecked in red white and blue 

buntings  and indistinguishable in their Britishness from Garvagh.  

The Jubilee celebrations morphed into the 2012 London Olympics.  This event generated a 

national pride bordering on jingoism that has been rarely seen in the United Kingdom.  
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 Ibid. 
19

 Focus Group 30 10 13 
20

 www.knowhere.co.uk  , Garvagh, Londonderry. “Parts of this information supplied by, Stacy, Tweedy 
McFaul, Timothy Reid, K.McQuillian, et al….” ( Last updated 2008:10:14).   

http://www.knowhere.co.uk/


Corporate Britain saw a unique marketing opportunity and  created a sales pitch around 

support for Team GB.  Thus Union flags appeared on a wide range of merchandise from 

chocolate to toilet rolls.  Significantly the lasting iconic image of the 2012 Olympics was of a 

victorious young woman (Jessica Ennis-Hill) who, in a moment of spontaneity wrapped 

herself in the Union flag following her winning a Gold medal.    This image of individuals 

wrapped in Union flags would find less spontaneous reproductions in the streets of Ulster a 

few months later.   

    The final flag moment of 2012 was the Ulster Solemn League and Covenant centenary.   

The highlight of this Unionist celebration was a carefully choreographed re- enactment at 

Belfast City Hall.  Thousands gathered in Royal Avenue, as they had done in 1912 (and 

1985)21, and the some politicians donned Edwardian dress to recreate the sepia image.  

Perhaps the re-enactment was done in a witting way to create a sense of stasis. That 

nothing had changed in one hundred years , the Union was secure, and the Union flag was 

flying daily over City Hall was it had always done.   Three months later this tradition which 

had endured since 1906, came to an abrupt end as a new flag protocol  was the majority 

decision of the City Council.  

Belfast City Hall – 3 December 2012 

It is not the remit of this consultation to investigate and comment in great detail on the 

events at Belfast City Hall on evening of 3 December 2012.  It is sufficient to record that in 

the local government elections of 5 May 2011, Sinn Fein became the largest party in the  

Council with the Alliance Party of Northern Ireland holding the balance of power.  

In June 2012 the Belfast City Council Policy Committee commissioned a 16 week public 

consultation report by Policy Arc Ltd to review the policy of flying the Union flag from the 

City Hall and other council buildings every day of the year.   Journalist  Ann Maguire  

reported while Unionist councillors indicated their opposition to a change in the 365 day 

policy, there was a “quiet acceptance” that they would lose the decision when it came to a 

vote.22  Significantly the Alliance Party had mooted a compromise proposal that the flag 

should fly on designated days as legislated for government buildings and civic buildings in 

Great Britain.     

   “ My Party’s (Alliance) position is well known on the [flags] issue.  We want respect for the Union 

flag. We do not want it used as a threat or a weapon”.23  

 In  the days before the vote on flag policy, the DUP printed and distributed 40,000 leaflets 

calling on people to protest about the Alliance Party decision. The tone of the leaflet could 

be described as emotive. 
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 The signing of the Anglo Irish Agreement triggered a massive protest  
22

 Ann Maguire, Belfast Telegraph, (4 June 2012). 
23

 Ibid. 



 “ At the moment Alliance are backing the Sinn Fein/SDLP position that the flag should be ripped 

down on all but a few days. Let them know you want the flag to stay.”24 

 On the 3 December 2012, Belfast City Council voted by 29 votes to 21 in support of the 

Alliance amendment that the Union flag should only fly on designated days. As the vote was 

taken some of the 1,000 protestors who had gathered in May Street stormed the rear  

courtyard of building and got access close to the council chamber.    The meeting was 

adjourned for 50 minutes and PSNI and City Hall staff secured the building.25  

Fifteen PSNI officers were injured in the riot outside City Hall and each night of that week, 

the protests spread like wildfire to other towns and villages throughout the north.  

Commentators noted a new phenomenon in the coordination and orchestration protests,  

the use of social networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter.  

“Protest Garvagh Friday 6pm, meeting at carpark.”  26 

The first reported protest in Garvagh was a modest affair on Friday 7 December, but the 

following week the protest got a shot in the arm with the appearance of TUV leader Jim 

Allister .  By the 11 January 2013 the Garvagh protest was one of seventy five listed on  the 

facebook page Light up our sky for the red white and blue.27   By 27 January 2013 the self 

styled Garvagh United Loyalists had their very own facebook page, and in stark contrast with 

the hooded masked persona that they presented on the street, their  “likes” web presence 

is littered with candid images of themselves, family and associates.28   

The impact of the protests – a Catholic perspective. 

 It [the protest] was no surprise. I could name every one of them [the protestors] They had a 

chance to show they are big men. 

 My friends from the Glen were recognised and called ‘fenian gypsies’ 

 We stayed away from Garvagh on a Friday night. 

 My wife is a nurse, she was on call and tried to get through-they battered her car with a 

football.29 

  I saw them attack a lorry – the police were light on the ground and slow to respond. 

 I recognised a few and spoke to them- they seemed embarrassed. 

 I had to walk through them to get to work – it was frightening. 
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 www.cain.ulster.ac.uk/issues. Unionist Leaflet distributed in East Belfast Westminster Constituency that 
Peter Robinson lost to Alliance    
25

 Minutes of Belfast City Council, held in the City Hall on Monday 3 December 2012. 
26

 Facebook entry 18 01 13,  reported on www.nicrowdmap.com . Note there may have been earlier entries on 
facebook but they had been removed by the time of current research. 
27

 https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=143546032462141&id=144113 
28

 https:/en-gbfacebook.com/garvagh.unitedloyalists. 
29

 An Phoblacht (31 March 2013) reported the incident as a stone being thrown, but an interview with the 
victim’s husband  (30 10 13)  has established that it was a football. 

http://www.cain.ulster.ac.uk/issues
http://www.nicrowdmap.com/


 We don’t disagree with the right to protest peacefully – but do they have to hide their faces 

and intimidate people. 

 We stopped shopping in Garvagh and went to Coleraine or Wilsons [shop at Bushtown]. 

 There appeared to be  a lack of leadership from Unionist  councillors. 

 Did your [Protestant] clergy not condemn it from the pulpits?   

The impact of the protests-  traders’ perspective.  

 It killed Friday night trade in Garvagh. Especially in the key period coming up to Christmas. 

 Customers recognised as Catholic were verbally abused. 

 It was so bad we considered closing on Friday nights 

 We could not get deliveries into the premises. This disrupted trade. 

The impact of the protests – focus group -clergy. 30 

What are your recollections of the flag protests? 

 I did not want to be associated with it (CofI) 

 I avoided the town. I did not want my presence to heighten tensions. (RC) 

 I was shocked that a local elected representative opened his office to serve tea to 

protestors. 

Was it a surprise that the flag protests spread to Garvagh? 

 Yes and no- Garvagh has a reputation. 

 It was almost expected in Garvagh. 

Did the protests disrupt church life? 

 Yes- Parish services. 

 Yes – Boys Brigade. 

Protestant only – were any of your congregation involved? 

 Yes – I engaged in dialogue after the protests – I am keen to avoid a repetition. This led to 

this piece of CRC sponsored research. 

Do you  know any victims of the protests ? 

 Yes- they said things like “here we go again …Protestants protesting”. 

 Yes – business folk and traders complained about loss of business. 

Do you consider it the role of churches to be involved? 

 Yes, we need to model Christ. 

 By our leadership get people together. 
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 Focus Group, TBF Thompson Centre 11 October 2013 



 It is regrettable that the other [Presbyterian] clergy in the town have chosen not to be 

involved.  

 

 

The women’s’ view. 

The Community Foundation has facilitated a cross community Garvagh Womens Network.  

This was the first group discussion that they had ever had about a named contentious 

subject. 31 

Kerbs and flags. 

 The UDA flags fly at the entrance to my estate all year around. 

 Some towns like Limavady have a flags forum- it would be good to have one in Coleraine 

[council area] and agree when flags go up and down.  

 Painted kerbs make the town look tacky and cheap. 

The flags Issue. 

 I lived in England – on our townhalls the flag does not fly every day. 

 Could the Union flag and Tricolour not both fly? 

 No- the Republic has no sovereignty. 

 The compromise of designated days seems fair.  

The impact of the flags protest. 

 I had to walk through them with my children- it was scary. 

 It disrupted our lives and work on a Friday night. 

 I was sent home from work – no trade. 

 It achieved nothing. 

Moving on – reconciliation  

 St Paul’s [Church of Ireland] is to be commended- are the other[Presbyterian] churches not 

involved? 

 We are all Garvagh based but would love more engagement with women from 

Ringsend/Bolerain and Glenullin. 

 

 

                                                           
31

 Glendinning Consultants would wish to record their gratitude to Karen Eybin. Community Foundation 
Garvagh, for facilitating and hosting this focus group.  



  

 

 

 

Councillors  

The consultants contacted the elected representatives who are closely connected with 

Garvagh district. 

 Rosin Loftus SDLP (08 10 13) 

 Ciaran Archibald Sinn Fein (09 10 13) 

 Adrian McQuillian MLA  DUP 

 Richard Holmes  Ulster Unionist. (31 10 13) 

Only Adrian McQullian  declined to give an interview.  All councillors were asked the same 

questions. 

1. Does Coleraine Borough Council have a flag policy? 

 The Council [Coleraine] does not have a flags policy. The union flag flies at the main council 

office and the depot. (SDLP) 

 Although I personally feel quite strongly about the flying of flags, I would not have the 

backing within the Council to change current policy.   Given the Haas talks are about to 

address these issues there is no benefit in raising  the issue at present and it would only 

antagonistic to do so. However I do think the council should come into line with the policy at 

Stormont and that has been  adopted by Belfast City Council. (SF). 

 The Union flag has always historically flown on Council buildings . I am not aware of any 

policy. (UUP). 

         2 How do you feel about the flying of the flag from Belfast City Hall? 

 I support the democratic decision of the councillors. (SDLP). 

 I do not see how there logically can be an issue! It was a democratic vote and the policy is in 

line with what happens in the rest of the United Kingdom, how can Unionists have an issue 

with that? (SF). 

 On a personal note, I would like to see it [the Union  flag] fly all the time as the capital of 

Northern Ireland but accepting the democratic will, then flying on the specified days as 

happens in many other parts of the UK is acceptable.  I think the lesson in all this is the need 

to get out and vote if you want to influence what happens in your town or city. (UUP). 

3 Is there a history of sectarian tension in Garvagh? 

 There is a long history of sectarian harassment directed towards Catholics in Garvagh. I have 

a list of complaints at the office. (SF). 



 Yes, over the years a constant referral of things like broken windows, verbal abuse and flags 

Catholic owned business or kerb stones painted outside Catholic homes. Bands playing 

outside Catholic homes and business on the eleventh night. Kids intimidated when down the 

[Garvagh] town in a sports [GAA] top. (SDLP). 

 In terms of community relations in Garvagh, and again on a personal note that there are 

troubles within the town which are reflected throughout NI society at large with some 

members feeling the need to mark out territories against what they perceive to be the other 

side. As someone involved within NI politics, I want to do everything possible to help our 

society advance to a situation where it is no longer deemed necessary for anyone to mark 

out territories.  I believe we will have to do this over the longer term and start with young 

children and help them to understand the history and culture of the various parts of our 

society. (UUP). 

4. Specific incidents during the flags protest? 

          * Yes, cars having to make detours, verbal sectarian abuse and a ball thrown at a car. (SF). 

           * yes- I have to say complaints about traffic diversion. (SDLP) 

           * I am aware of specific incidents arising from the flag protests and also the impact on traders 

in a small town such as Garvagh. (UUP). 

5. Where these incidents reported to PSNI? 

              * Yes, complaints were  raised with the community sergeant .(SDLP) 

             * Yes, but unless the individual makes the complaint, no action is taken. (SF) 

6. Are you aware of any impact to Garvagh traders during the protest? 

* Yes- Garvagh traders lost business – pubs, cafes, takeways, petrol stations and 

supermarkets. (SF). 

* None came to complain- but I knew they were hurting. (SDLP). 

* The last thing Garvagh needs is for any more shops to be vacated due to the economic 

downturn or other factors. (UUP). 

7 Do projects like this – where people talk about a named subject- help the process of 

reconciliation ? 

 It can do no harm. What happens in Kilrea is linked to Garvagh. For example flag 

flying seems to be a mirror image. An agreed protocol or forum would be 

desirable.(SDLP). 

 Talking is the only way to resolve these issues – keep talking to the people involved! 

(SF). 

 Yes.  We need to talk and engage with others. (UUP). 



 

 

The Loyalist (flag protestors) view.32 

How did you get involved with the flag protests [in Garvagh]? 

 We saw the news from [Belfast] City Hall, and got texts and tweets from friends. We 

knew things would be happening in Ballymena, Carrick, Broughshane and 

Ballymoney.  Garvagh was not going to be let out. 

Did you [the protestors] know each other? 

 It’s a small town – we went to the same schools, youth clubs, and [loyalist] bands. 

We knew all the protestors were true blue loyalists. 

What did you hope to achieve? 

 Maximum disruption. Draw a line in the sand and show the Sinn Fein scum that 

Garvagh loyalists were not going to take it lying down. 

How did the decision by Belfast City Council to fly the flag on designate days affect you? 

 It was an attack on our British Sovereignty.  If Catholics don’t want to live under the 

Union Jack they should move to the Free State. Our culture and our Britishness  is 

under attack. 

Why did you change to white line protests? 

 I did not want to change to white line, but the police seemed happier with it. 

Why did the protests stop? 

 The police came out and warned us that we would be charged. 

What sort of project would you like to see to engage young Garvagh loyalists? 

 Garvagh is a Protestant town. We need to build unity. I go through Catholic towns in 

Tyrone and see murals and IRA memorials.  I want a formal flag pole with a single big 

Union flag in Garvagh. 33 I was behind the banners on the lamp posts [CRUN single 

identity project]   Here in Garvagh we paint Lambeg drums it would be good to 

teach Lambeg drumming and have drumming contests in the town. 

Would you consider any form of cross community encounter? 
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 No way ! They[the Catholics] have their culture, we have ours. 

 

 

Five clear observations emerged from the meeting and subsequent observations. 

 First, these were young men in their twenties.  A new generation who had 

come of age after the ceasefires and GFA.  

 Throughout the interview the young loyalists conveyed the sense of young 

men who believe that their hour had finally come. They were no longer 

ceasefire volunteers who has missed the war and paraded around on the 

strength of other men’s glory.   It was as if they sensed that their generation 

had come of age, and had a date with destiny.  One  got a sense that they had 

something to prove.  An obligation to be “ultra staunch”  or “super Prods” 

and the flag protest gave them a chance to be blooded and win their stripes. 

 Thirdly, it is clear that the ‘Blood and Thunder’ fraternities provided both the 

leadership and muscle for the protests.  One fraternity in particular has close 

connections with a certain loyalist paramilitary group.  This group has skilfully 

exploited the protest to legitimise their continued existence and confirm 

their role as crucial in the active defence of the Unionist status quo. 

  It is also clear that the protest rallied the support many unaffiliated bands 

and individuals.      They are consumed by a naïve desire to see the PUL 

community united against Irish republicanism.  There is no evidence of a 

coherent structure but rather a loose affiliation of groups connected by a 

discreet online community.34 

 Disturbingly the young loyalists  have no personal trauma or any memory of 

war weariness from the Troubles.   They see no purpose in ‘conflict 

transformation’ as their cultural identity is built on a glorification of sectarian 

conflict, and they reject democratic politics as “it did not stop the flag from 

being ripped down”. They also see the flag issue as “worth more than lives, 

never mind a mere economy.”35 
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The Protestant View 

“They shouldn’t have taken the flag down!” 

It was 19 December 2012.  The Irish News carried an apocalyptic front page Ian Knox  

cartoon of Belfast being dragged back to the worst days of the Troubles.  A mature 

middle class Presbyterian women spied the newspaper and let vent to her 

indignation.36 

“Well – they shouldn’t that taken the flag down! ” 

When pressed she conceded that while she would never join the protests herself, 

she harboured a strong measure of empathy with the flag protestors, both in 

Garvagh and Belfast.   Her stance betrayed evidence of two distinct symptoms.  First 

she clearly saw the democratic decision by Belfast City Council as a major 

infringement on her identity and Britishness.   To her it was a simplistically single 

transferrable argument that tapped into her collective tribal memory of key words  

and historic reference points making her vulnerable to the political dog whistles of 

ethnic entrepreneurs.     Secondly,  she reduced the event to a crude argument  of 

cause and effect.  The Union  flag had been taken down, so it naturally followed that 

there could only be violent protests in the streets.  Like switching on the café’s 

electric kettle, it was a natural outcome to have boiling water.37 

Wider Loyalist grievances ? 

Writing in the  Sunday Times , columnist Newton Emerson made the following observation: 

    The flag row has churned up a list of loyalist grievances including restrictions on Orange parades,  

the pursuit of “one sided inquiries” into murders such as that of Pat Finucan, and the general erosion 

of “British identity”, made all the more fraught by last week’s census results [2011] showing 

Protestants falling below 50% of the population. This is all seen as zero-sum and do or die, expressed 

in terms of “concessions” [to Catholic Nationalist community],  without any articulate expression of 

how loyalists might respond without blocking the road and waving placards. The age old cry has 

gone up that “them ones gets everything and we get nothing”.38 

Emerson goes on the argue that the Protestant communities fail to appreciate that the 

peace process involved regular concessions by the Republican movement on issues such as 
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decommissioning, disbandment, criminality and an acceptance of policing and de jury British 

authority/administration in Northern Ireland.    

He also identifies  that the greatest cliché of loyalist disaffection is that their communities 

need real leadership.  Can this mean, he argues,  that the loyalist political project has failed 

and with nothing but militancy to take its place, the Protestant people must be led away 

from the sectarian negativity that is loyalism ? 39   

 

Evidence of a mellowing in Protestant view.  Group session 18 Nov 2013 

What is your memories of community relations when growing up in Garvagh? 

 No memories of flags or kerb stones, but I remember the control zone with the oil 

drums. 

 Yes, the kerbs were red white and blue when I was growing up – I was unaware of it 

until friends from university pointed it out. 

 I remember the crazy eleventh night parades- we stayed away. 

 I can remember two school busses going to Coleraine – one Protestant, the other 

Catholic.  Any Catholic on our bus  got a hard time. 

The flag protest in Garvagh – did it surprise you? 

 Not really.  The Garvagh loyalists are well organise through the bands. 

 The numbers on protest was surprising. 

Did you have any encounters with the protestors? 

 Yes, one night there was a meeting in Main Street [Presbyterian] . I had to walk 

through the masked hooded men. It was scary. 

Did you have any empathy with the protestors over the flag issue? 

 None – any sympathy I had evaporated with the violence. 

 No- they don’t represent me. 

What’s the future for cross community relations in Garvagh? 

 The churches need to set the example.   

 We need to show Christian compassion to the Bradleys [family who were attacked]. 
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 I remember when the only band parade in Garvagh was the cancer research – now 

there about a dozen loyalist parades over the summer.40 

 

Would you like to meet Catholics and discuss how we improve community relations? 

 Yes! That would be useful. 

 It would need some structure or facilitation. 

 It would also be good not just to talk, but do things together as a community.  

 

What did the Flags Protest achieve? 

Three interesting perspectives here: 

 It failed to restore the flag [to City Hall 365 days].  The issue of flags, the past and 

parades are all related and will be for Mr Haass to decide. (Unionist). 

 It was useful exercise in mobilising loyalism.  If we can generate that level of protest 

over a flag, what could we not do over a major issue like sovereignty?  (Loyalist).  

 It has put community relations in Garvagh back thirty years. (Garvagh Catholic). 

 The protest failed and it was a PR disaster for Northern Ireland in general and Belfast 

in particular..  (Garvagh Protestant) 

 

Monday 4 November 2013 – Sectarian attack in Garvagh 

We had hoped to write this report in the past tense, but on Monday 4th November 2013, the 

arson attack on a Catholic home has made this a clear and present account of sectarianism 

in Garvagh.  See Irish News article 8 November 2013 

   We have outlined the factual history of the town and the Troubles.  How then do we 

explain the lingering bitterness and latent capacity for violence?   

Making sense of sectarianism in Garvagh. 

In Part 1 of this report, we noted that the 2011 Census recorded that for the first time since 

the Partition of Ireland, Protestants are no longer an outright majority in Garvagh ward.   In 
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this respect it may be  significant that with a “hung electoral profile ”41, demographically   

Garvagh could be described as  a unique microcosm of Northern Ireland.   This “loss” of 

dominate majority status has a yet to be researched impact on the Protestant psychic, but 

may well resurrect the 1912 precedent of ignoring the sovereign will of Westminster 

parliament and resisting democratic change “by all necessary means”. 42  In this scenario, 

unionism and democracy becomes an oxymoron, and a new generation takes to the streets 

to prove that will not be the generation to fail Ulster.43  

It is also possible to argue that the abortive failure of the flags protest to restore the Union 

flag to City Hall may result in young loyalists turning on the “enemy within”.  Catholics 

whose physical presence in what was once a staunch town is perceived as an encroachment 

and threat to Protestant hegemony. The corollary is mindless violence on soft targets such 

as the Bradley family whose only crime is to be living for three generations in the “contested 

space” which is now Main Street, Garvagh. 

 

Contested Space. 
 

 This term is particularly relevant to rural areas and differentiates the patterns and 

behaviours from the ‘interfaces’ that are evident in urban areas and where there is often a 

physical boundary/barrier. That may be a road/river or a ‘peace wall’. Contested Space was 

first used in this context in the research document Beyond Belfast 44   Below is an extract 

from Chapter 6 of the report. 

‘Forms of Contested Spaces 

Contested spaces will emerge or be created institutions where members of different 

communities live segregated lives and where persistent or recurrent tensions result in the 
patterns of segregation being manifested in some physical form or in the ways that people 

behave. Contested spaces thus assume a pattern of segregation but are more than just 

segregation. The research has identified a variety of forms that contested space may take 
in towns and villages across Northern Ireland. It may occur in three main forms: 

• As a relationship between a population centre and its hinterland; 
• Where tension or violence occurs in the central area of a town or village; and 

• Where tension or violence occurs between residential areas. 

 
Each form may display slightly different characteristics depending on the scale of the settlement, the 

nature of the interaction between communities and the transience or permanence of the division. From this 
we have identified eight broad types of contested space; these are broadly listed in an order which begins 

with those patterns that are more evident in rural areas and moves to those which are more evident in an 

urban environment. The exception is the border which is broadly rural but is also a 
diverse environment and is considered last: 
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1. Centre – Hinterland: A predominately single identity small rural settlement, surrounded by a hinterland 

with a large percentage of the ‘other’ community. 

 

2. Neighbouring Villages: The area between two highly segregated but physically close villages or small 
communities. 

 

3. Divided Village: A small rural settlement where tensions are worked out in the centre rather than 
between residential areas. 

 

4. Contested Centre: Similar to the above but in larger towns which may have largely segregated central 
areas where tensions are played out on occasions. 

 
5. Thoroughfare: A single identity community which members of the ‘other’ community pass through on a 

regular basis. 

 
6. Neighbouring Estates: The boundary area between two single identity residential estates. 

 

7. Protected Territories: Residential boundaries that are marked by a physical barrier, similar to those in 

Belfast. 

 
8. The Border: The border has been identified as a specific type of contested space, but which has 

different characteristics in different  areas. 

 
It is also important to acknowledge that there are other forms of segregation or factors that 

influence segregation in rural areas of Northern Ireland. In particular these include elements of the 
physical landscape such as rivers, lakes, mountains and hills which provide barriers that may socially be 

perceived as ‘natural’ forms of segregation; or patterns of land ownership, particularly when land 

ownership is also 
associated with community background and which results in restrictions on willingness to sell land out of 

the community or to members of the ‘other’ community. Whilst it is acknowledged that an attachment to a 
particular area of land and intergenerational ownership and stewardship of land can be a positive factor 

in rural communities, such assertions of ‘natural’ control may also be factors that further consolidate 

segregation. We consider that without the existence of an element of contestation over space, such features 

or activities do not on their own meet our criteria for being classified as contested space.’ 

 

The nature of the issues in Garvagh raised in this report and in the history of the area and its 
surrounding hinterland can be identified in the Beyond Belfast Report.  Garvagh can be seen 
as 1. Centre – Hinterland: A predominately single identity small rural settlement, surrounded by a 

hinterland with a large percentage of the ‘other’ community such as Glenullin and Ringsend/Bolerian. 

 
Also the designation of 5. Thoroughfare: A single identity community which members of the 

‘other’ community pass through on a regular basis.  This relates to the A29 and the traffic 
through the village.  
 
There is in addition the interconnection between Garvagh and Kilrea. They have opposite 
demographic profiles. It has been reported in this and other research that the events in one 
regarding parades/protests/flags has an impact in the other. Thus there could in addition be 
issue of 2. Neighbouring Villages: The area between two highly segregated but physically 

close villages or small communities. 

 

 

 



A Province wide problem. 

 
These studies reveal that the sectarian issues in Garvagh are not unique to the village, and 
the flag protest has highlighted a crisis in community relations across the country.   
  
This sad situation prompts the key question.  Why now, fifteen years after the Good Friday 
Agreement and almost two decades since the cease fires, should we have continued levels 
of sectarianism and conflict?   It is a matter of record that after the resumption of 
devolution in May 2007, the Northern Ireland Executive initiated the development of a new 
strategy on community relations.  On 27 July 2010, the OFMDFM launched the Programme 
for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration.   However when this policy was subject to academic 
analysis by Professor Jennifer Todd,  she revealed some clear conceptual shifts away from 
the previous policies designed to improve community relations in Northern Ireland. 
 
   Cohesion jettisons  the goal of reconciliation….The community relations task [now] focuses upon 
creating shared and safe spaces, through local community involvement, and encouraging ‘mutual 
accommodation’.  While these admirable goals, they fail to harness all the good will, positive 
potential and cultural energy in the society.  It is far from clear that a government goal of ‘mutual 
accommodation’ is enough to hold off the dangers of re-sectarianisation especially among the 
young. 45 
 

The young Protestants of Garvagh have  clearly  experienced re-sectarianisation.  
 
It was the conclusion of Professor Todd et al that the official government policy would fail to 
develop an adequate strategy for intervention, pander to a reification of tribal cultural 
identities and significantly jettison the crucial goals of ‘encouraging shared neighbourhoods, 
tackling the multiple social issues, and thus entrenching community separation, exclusion 
and hate. 46  
 
 
Any initiatives at local level in Garvagh will be of limited success without a root and branch 
change in community relations policy that  restores the concept of reconciliation, ceases to 
lump individuals in tribal camps,  ceases to feed the sectarian tumor of single identity and a 
promotes a proactive strategy of intervention to undermine sectarianism.  
 
 

Options to improve community relations and challenge sectarianism 
  
Some of the possibilities could include. 
 

 Identifying another village area such as Kilrea with similar issues and designation of 
contested space and carrying out exchange so that both can learn from each other. 

 Researching possible joint work between groups in Garvagh and Kilrea to:   
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 Develop dialogue to identify areas of tension and possible conflict 
 Identify joint activities and programmes. 
 Explore the establishment of a dedicated encounter group on the lines of the 1970s 

PACE, but more egalitarian in social composition.  
 
In all the focus groups there was enthusiasm for such a group, not only to host difficult 
conversations about named subjects, but to be proactive in reconciliation.  However, it 
should be noted that the Garvagh United Loyalists are clearly not yet ready or willing to 
engage in any form of cross community dialogue. 
 
Trade and commerce. 
 

 Both Catholic and Protestant traders supported the establishment of a “Garvagh and 
District Chamber of Commerce”. 

 This would not be a time wasting talking shop, but seek the assistance of Coleraine 
Borough Council to promote a positive image for Garvagh. 

 Lessons could be gleaned from villages like Crossmaglen who have done much to 
address the issue of negative image. 

 
The Churches 
 

 Help and encouragement must be given to the two Presbyterian congregations in 
Garvagh to help them address the poor relations with their Catholic neighbours, and 
see such Christian attributes as part of their active ministry. 

 Denominations consider a dedicated programme for good relations and tackling 
sectarianism.   

 
Security and policing. 
 

 Custodial sentences for sectarian hate crimes and improved CCTV now that Garvagh 
has lost its police station. 

 
Youth 

 A joined up policy of intervention to tackle the culture of sectarianism . It is 
encouraging that”YEAR”- a multi agency five year programme has just been launched 
in the Borough.  Potential twinning with Kilrea could be explored.  A project such as 
the Messines Peace Park may be appropriate. 

 
Politics. 
 
  “It falls on unionist representatives to explain [to their people] that the world has 
changed , but not ended, once unionists have admitted this to themselves”.47   
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