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Shared Space is a multi-disciplinary research journal addressing themes of
peace, conflict and community relations in Northern Ireland. The Journal is
owned and published by the Northern Ireland Community Relations Council,
a registered charity established in 1990. The aim of Shared Space is to
publish current and recent academic research on the themes of peace, conflict
and community relations in Northern Ireland. While the publishers may
solicit articles from those who are currently engaged in or have recently
completed relevant research, approaches from others will be considered on
application to the Editor.   

Any views expressed in Shared Space are those of the authors of the articles
and do not necessarily represent those of the Community Relations Council.
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Introduction

The Forum for Cities in Transition is an international network of mayors,
councillors, municipal officials, business people, and representatives of the
voluntary and community sector. It is an initiative of the John Joseph Moakley
Chair at the University of Massachusetts Boston, Professor Padraig O’Malley.

The Forum works on the principle that cities that are in conflict or have
emerged from conflict are in the best position to help other cities in the same
situation.

Put another way, the Forum for Cities in Transition allows participating
cities to deal with normal problems in abnormal circumstances.

One motivation for establishing such a network is that while there is an
abundance of academic research and professional work at the macro level of
ethno-national conflict and contested spaces, there is much less so at the micro
level of the management of the delivery of public services and other practical
issues by municipal government. Everyone has an opinion about how
intractable their own wider conflict is, but there are many useful insights to be
had from the exchanges of those who have had to actually deal with them —
the mayors, councillors, municipal staff, civil society, business people.

The Forum for Cities in Transition was created by participants from four
cities — Derry-Londonderry, Kirkuk, Mitrovica and Nicosia — at the end of a
2009 conference held at the University of Massachusetts, Boston. Delegates
signed a Call to Action document, committing them to a set of working
principles and obligations, such as hosting annual gatherings and assisting each
other — within and across member cities — with pledged outcome projects.

The inaugural annual meeting of the Forum for Cities in Transition was held
in Mitrovica, Kosovo, from 24-28 May 2010, and hosted by the Mitrovica
Forum. The participating cities were: Beirut, Derry-Londonderry, Haifa,
Jerusalem, Kirkuk, Mostar, Nicosia, and Mitrovica itself.

The hosting of the second annual gathering in Derry-Londonderry was the
delivery of an outcome pledged by the delegates from that city, at the previous
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meeting. Meanwhile, other cities’ delegations worked on and delivered further
outcome projects.

The Forum’s Director, Professor Padraig O’Malley, in his co-authored
contribution, sets out the wider background to the development of the Forum.
He is adamant about how the implementation of city-based and city-led outcome
projects is crucial to the Forum’s mission, and what is expected of participants:

“The Forum is action driven. Without cities agreeing to make
commitments and then following up to ensure their implementation,
the conference becomes a chattering box — much said, great ideas
exchanged, some friendships made — and then home and on to the next
conference. These are not the outcomes that conform to the principles
drawn up by the founding cities.

“The Derry-Londonderry Forum has gone to extraordinary lengths to
ensure that the programme you will be part of ... leaves you with
indelible impressions of how the communities of this city — Catholic
and Protestant, pro-united Ireland and pro-United Kingdom —
continue to build on the common ground they found translating peace
to actions that promote the common good of both communities.

“It is for you, their sister cities, to listen, to question, to learn, to
cooperate, and to work together during what I hope is an
extraordinarily productive week.”

The Derry-Londonderry meeting’s first session was a discussion on the
experiences of the Northern Ireland peace process. In an article co-authored by
Quintin Oliver, we draw three primary themes that emerged: (1) inclusivity and
equality within the peace process; (2) leadership and persistence; and (3) the
promise of economic prosperity.

What was made clear throughout was that there was no suggestion that
Northern Ireland has a model or template. As Angela Askin (Community
Relations Officer, Derry City Council) said, “We hope that you can ... avoid many
of the mistakes that we have made in addressing [conflict transformation].”

We argue that achieving reconciliation requires the same ingredients as for
peace, listed above. But with less pressure in the cooker, as well as the incoherency
and ambiguity of Northern Ireland’s current efforts (witness the painfully slow
development of its official community relations policy), there is the classic risk of
squandering the current relative tranquillity.
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Emanuela Del Re highlights the role of women in both peace making and
reconciliation work. In her article, she argues that women need to be trained to
become agents of change, not only for fellow women but also for men and wider
society. Supporting this, she cites the international community’s awareness,
with official UN and European Parliament resolutions.

A particular concern is that while women do participate in protest and peace
movements, at crucial junctures they are explicitly excluded from the transition
process (e.g. Egypt and Tunisia, but a hopeful situation in Morocco).

Her exploration of “gender mainstreaming” — purposely including women
and men equally in the processes of legislation, policies and programmes in
conflict or transition societies — evokes the efforts of the Northern Ireland
Women’s Coalition, which emerged with the onset of the Multi-Party Talks.
The conundrum remains, as with the disappearance of the Women’s Coalition,
on how this can be sustained in a democratic process. Emanuela Del Re
suggests investigating the work by Miriam Agatha Chinwe Nwoye, of how
African countries acknowledge the role of women in peace building and conflict
resolution in their societies.

Back in Northern Ireland, one programme that provides intercommunity
capacity training for women in community development is the Women’s
Resource and Development Agency (http://www.wrda.net), which works with
women’s groups in the most severely disadvantaged communities, from all
traditions and from urban and rural areas, where women are trained up to
become community facilitators. The WRDA is supported by the International
Fund for Ireland’s Community Bridges Programme, which is the topic of
Duncan Morrow’s article.

The International Fund for Ireland was established on the back of the 1985
Anglo-Irish Agreement, with the British and Irish governments seeking
international support for their new approach to conflict resolution in Northern
Ireland. Their appeals were warmly received: between 1986-2010, the IFI
contributed £628 million to 5,800 projects across Ireland.

By 2007, the Community Bridges Programme was providing over £3
million per annum to a very broad portfolio of community based projects,
particularly inter-community programmes. Innovative pilots included churches
(Hard Gospel Project, Peace Advocates Programme), sports (Peace Players
International), arts (Arts for All, Artability), history and reflection (Gaslight’s
Epilogue series), broadcasting (Sesame Tree). Thematic themes included
thought leadership (Fellowship of Messines), mediation and conflict skills
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network (Mediation Northern Ireland), dialogue facilitation (Community
Dialogue), analysing peace building practices (Community Foundation NI),
and volunteering (Corrymeela and Glencree).

The list of IFI supported programmes goes on. What Duncan Morrow argues
is that such support helped sustain a momentum in peace building when the
political process appeared wanting at times. And with political peace, what is
essential is that those most affected by the conflict believe that their futures are
included in the development of official community relations and reconciliation
policies.

One such group of people are young males who have had to deal with
adverse circumstances of violence (themselves and/or within the family), long-
term unemployment, poverty, relationship breakdown, and/or alcohol and
substance abuse. That is, one’s mental health is affected by both individual and
societal context, as argued by Brandon Hamber et al. in their article.

They explain how the full impact of the conflict in Northern Ireland has
been neglected until recently, due to an over reliance on an individual’s capacity
for personal resilience. Much of the time this resulted in people self-medicating
coping mechanisms, such as taking risks and engaging in violence themselves
— a vicious circle.

Instead, Hamber et al. argue that the mental health impact of the conflict
needs to be mainstreamed across health, welfare, education, justice and
economic development policies. Furthermore, strategies would need to
incorporate the linkages between the mental health of parents and community
leaders, and the manifestation of trauma in young people.

Put another way, one can make the case that for all young people in Northern
Ireland to believe they are part of a better future, then the legacy of the conflict,
however it manifested itself individually and collectively, needs to be part of
the solution.

Or as panellist David Bolton remarked, “Don’t leave it as late as we did [in
Northern Ireland].” Sooner or later, any post-conflict society will need to deal
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with its trauma. It’s all part of removing the perpetration and legitimisation of
violence in the pursuit of goals, personal and political, throughout all of society.

The Forum for Cities in Transition is grateful to the Community Relations
Council for providing an invaluable opportunity to promote the Forum's work
through this special issue of Shared Space.

The theme of the 2011 gathering of Forum members from across 12 cities
was 'Acting on Shared Experiences', and the distribution of knowledge through
the printed and online version of this Shared Space journal provides a practical
realisation of that very goal.

Allan Leonard 
Guest Editor

Dedicated to my amazing, beautiful and lovely wife, Beverley.
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The Forum for Cities in Transition:  
A City to City Approach to Conflict 

Recovery and Reconciliation

Padraig O’Malley and Nancy Riordan

The underlying unifying principles of the Forum for Cities in Transition1

propose:
Cities that are in transition in countries divided by conflict are in the best
position to help other cities in transition in other such countries; that people
from divided societies are in the best position to help people in other divided
societies; that divided cities collectively can do together what they cannot
do separately in a reciprocal process serving their sister cities, where those
further along in transition are sharply reminded of where they once were,
where they are now, and where they hope to go in continuing their own
processes of transition, recovery and reconciliation.

Cities in political conflict or its aftermath and those that are divided by issues
of race, ethnicity, religion, and political ideology share many common problems
and past/present experiences in difficult and often very different circumstances.
They face the life-and-death problems of conflict and war and at the same time
the challenge of meeting the practical basic needs of their citizens. But such
cities continue to function even in extraordinary circumstances. Each finds its
own particular way of adapting to the exigencies of everyday life with the threat
of imminent, explosive divisions hanging over them. Normalcy overlays what
is essentially abnormal.

Cities have common problems ranging from policing, garbage collection,
housing, road construction, the provision of health and welfare services, to
identifying flashpoints and interfaces that trigger violence and having in place
mechanisms to control and contain such outbreaks. Each city is at a different stage
of transition. Nevertheless, through the process of sharing their narratives they
can learn from each other and create a dynamic that becomes a catalyst for change. 
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Background

Since WW II, most wars have been intrastate wars, wars within a country where
one or more groups have fought others who control the levers of power, either
to overthrow them and establish their own hegemony or to force them into some
governance arrangement under which, they, the out-groups would have a share
of power or even equal power. The distribution of that power would be reflected
not only in the new forms of government agreed on, but in all sectors of society
in terms of allocation of resources, redressing imbalances of the past, providing
equality under the law, equal opportunity for employment, abolition of past
discriminatory practices, recognition of cultural parity, and in some cases where
the out-groups professed allegiance to a different national identity, giving parity
of recognition to all identities. Invariably, these conflicts involved issues of
religion, ethnicity, race, culture, language and national identity. 

Countries in which this occurs are labelled ‘divided societies’. 

Among some of the countries torn apart by cleavages that have resulted in
widespread and indiscriminate violence, as different factions sought to advance
their claims by forming paramilitary organizations (or the armed forces of a
neighboring county proclaiming the right to protect an ethnically related
minority) are Northern Ireland, Cyprus, Lebanon, South Africa, the Balkans
(when Yugoslavia imploded after the collapse of Communism), Iraq (where the
Kurds carved out their own enclave, Kurdistan, under American protection after
the first Gulf War), and Nigeria.

In most of these countries, violence has now ceased or been brought to
manageable levels and forms of governance have been adopted that sufficiently
address the out-groups’ grievances (thus ensuring their participation in
government), paramilitary groups have either disbanded or gone silent and in
some cases (most notably Northern Ireland), a process called ‘decommissioning
of arms’ has culminated in the verifiable destruction of most paramilitary arms
caches. 

Each of these societies is in a different stage of transition to ‘normalcy’,
although it might be better to think of them as societies in ‘recovery’, because
if they do not continually address the causes of the conflict, if the grievances
of war remain unaddressed or inadequately addressed, if processes to nurture
reconciliation are not promoted (especially at the community level), if
disparities in wealth and income continue to grow among competing groups
despite legislation aimed at closing such gaps, if an agreed history of the past
cannot be reconciled, if the root causes of what resulted in the conflict cannot
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be acknowledged by all, then the residual causes of conflict and perceived
grievances linger and fester, risking slow accumulation to a critical mass that
sees the outbreak of conflict again. Thus, there is a need to put in place
mechanisms that minimize this risk.

The premise that underlies the Forum for Cities in Transition: people from
divided societies are in the best position to help people in other divided
societies; that former protagonists, often former purveyors of violence and death
who abandoned violence to resolve their differences, are best equipped to share
their often tentative and difficult journeys to recognizing the necessity to
abandon violence as the instrument to achieve their political aims and open the
gateways to recovery, reconstruction, and reconciliation; that peoples from
divided societies share behavioral, political, social, and psychological traits,
not seen in people in more ‘normal’ societies that have not experienced such
violence firsthand, traits that predispose them to see things through a prism
that is different than the prism through which you and I would perceive the
same events.

Among them: 
• Uniqueness: beliefs that ‘our’ conflict is ‘special’. 
• “We all used to live peacefully together before this.”
• “There has never been a conflict like ours.”
• “No one but us can ever understand it.”
• Minority/majority dichotomies: either a majority holds all the

instruments of power and is unwilling to share with a “different”
minority, a minority that does not share a similar
religion/nationality/ethnicity/culture/race/language etc.

• ‘Othering’ — to deny attributes or characteristics generally shared by
human beings in order to suggest that the individual or group is another
kind, an ‘other’. 

• More than/less than syndrome; the belief that no matter what change is
made or formula is put forward to lessen divisions, inbred psychological
predispositions trigger thinking on the part of one group that any change
will always benefit the other party to the conflict and leave it worse off.
‘The narcissism of small differences’ — the more objectively alike
opposing groups are, the more they magnify their pseudo-differences.

• Zero sum analytical perspectives: if you appear to win, even if there is
no overt evidence of it, I must be losing. 

• A recurring dynamic: doing the same things over and over again and
expecting a different outcome; i.e., believing no matter what happens
that, ‘we are going to win’; repeating acts of violence and expecting a
different result.
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• Holding tight to perceived grievances/resentments, and being unable to
let go.

• Kin is everything i.e., close communal and family ties.
• Never letting go of the past; “Never! No surrender! Not an inch!” 
• Every side sees events through different perceptual prisms.
• Every side has different historical starting points, narratives, and

interpretations of the same events.
• Any small incident can escalate into a major eruption; a killing, even an

accidental one, can result in widespread violence.
• Anything can become the spark that suddenly awakens dormant

grievances or ignites festering grievances.

This thesis does not suggest that all intrastate or conflicts in divided societies
are the same; it does posit, however, that there are sufficient points of possible
identification — a convergence in the behaviors of groups that engage in such
conflicts — to merit examination. There is much to be gained by everyone:
groups from the countries who hear the narratives of conflict and emergence
from conflict, shakily in some, more firmly rooted in others, and the groups
from narrating countries. 

All gain from such interactions, but especially those groups who are still in
conflict, who have reached a point where they are searching for a way out of
what has seemed to them an intractable conflict. The fact that groups now in
transition to shared governance would describe their conflicts as once appearing
to be intractable to groups still convinced that theirs are intractable creates
bonding between the two in ways not quite explicable to societies that never
had to undergo similar experiences. While divided societies may indeed be
dissimilar, they are quite the same in many respects. 

The Forum for Cities in Transition (FCT) is premised on a similarly based
thesis. Just as divided societies are in the best position to assist other divided
societies in a way more ‘normal’ societies or international institutions can’t,
thus cities that are or were at the epicenter of the conflicts in their countries are
in a special position to assist each other because they, too, harbor the same
behavioural characteristics. They are also divided along racial, ethnic,
nationalist, religious, cultural, or linguistic lines with enclaves of different
populations groups ‘guarded’ by their indigenous militias or serving as the
breeding ground for militias that launch attacks on members of other enclaves.
They are often the micro-representation of their society’s fault lines, the focus
of forms of ‘ethnic cleansing’, that is, violence that ensures that within an
enclave, the minority belonging to the ‘other’ who do not share the majority’s
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political dispositions, are methodically targeted for murder or driven by fear
from their homes. 

Cities are compact, and in the period before some spark became the
transformative agent of violence, places where it was not unusual for members
of both out-groups and in-groups to live as minorities in each other’s enclaves.
Nevertheless, the onset of conflict invariably becomes an instrument of
‘othering’. The next door neighbor is no longer a neighbor with whom you had
shared many ordinary day-to-day living experiences, but an ‘enemy’, someone
to be expelled as a threat to security or suddenly ‘different’. 

Concepts of humanness are malleable; they transmute with perceived threat.
Retaliation killings become routine; kidnapping and disappearances random,
torture often precedes murder, mutilation often follows; the compulsion to
dehumanize the ‘other’ becomes pervasive; cemeteries are transformed into
recruitment centers for mobilizing against the other. 

Cities become citadels of danger. The state’s security forces are
predominantly based in cities. Governments are invariably on the side of the
in-groups, their armoury is directed at the enclaves of the out-groups, ostensibly
at their militias, but indiscriminately enough to ensure that civilians are those
mainly affected. Militias target each other’s populations but rarely each other.
Cities witness carnage and mayhem in disproportionate measure. Members of
one group never enter the territory of the other; as the layers of perceived
responsibility are unfolded with each group accusing the other. Members of all
groups become increasingly sensitive to the idiosyncrasies and subtle variations
in gesture, pitch of voice or laughter — variations entirely imperceptible to an
outsider — that appear to distinguish them but become instead tools in their
survival kits. The ‘mixed’ areas that remain after population movements (either
to the safer haven of their own communities, displacement, or abandonment)
and areas where enclaves that abut each other become the interstices that
continue to remind all groups that sometimes raw emotions, often expressed in
hideous ways, obfuscate the causes of the conflict itself. 

Checkpoints become normal; intricate patterns of movement and
transportation are deployed in whatever remains of central business areas; stores
check handbags and briefcases; body checks are normal and parking is
prohibited. Arbitrary detention without trial becomes standard judicial practice;
security forces close off streets as they go door-to-door searching houses for
weapons, aggravating grievances into rage and rage into closer relationships
with and support of paramilitaries. Demonstrations within boundaries of secure
enclaves evolve into outlets for the expression of fear, paranoia, and
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regurgitation of alleged atrocities against members of their group in other
enclaves; memory becomes the repository for as much that is false as is true;
people pray for peace but rarely condemn the violence of their own. 

This sweeping panorama of cities that are the centrifuges of the larger
conflict that engulfs them is painted on a broad canvas with careful strokes,
artfully depicting the neighborhoods and streets where maximum destruction
can be accomplished, targets are easiest to find, clandestine connections made,
and youth recruited to paramilitary structures; where informants are most
productive and infiltration easier; where poverty is most acute and class
differences most glaring, pitting the working class of the in-group against that
of the out-group, the former asserting its marginal advantage through its affinity
with the in-group and willing to fight and kill and be killed to preserve this
perceived superiority. 

And, of course, cities are most often the places in which the media (local,
national and international) can converge; they usually have some or all of the
infrastructure the media needs: hotels, Internet, fax machines, land lines and
cell phones, drivers for hire — all the paraphernalia that the television requires
to record the footage that maintains viewers’ interest in the conflict. Interest,
however, is predicated on footage of gruesome violence: refugees fleeing their
homes, abandoning their possessions, frightened children and raped women.
The electronic media, by the act of recording, alter the form of the events they
cover and thus the content of what they transmit. In-groups, out-groups and
their affiliated military arms become extremely adept at using the media to
advance their agendas. 

Founding the Forum for Cities in Transition

In April 2009, five cities — Derry-Londonderry, Belfast, Nicosia (Greek
Cypriot community and Turkish Cypriot community), Kirkuk and
Mitrovicë/Kosovska Mitrovica — were invited to a conference at the University
of Massachusetts Boston, hosted by the Moakley Chair of Peace and
Reconciliation. The purpose of the conference was to have the cities explore,
after listening to the narratives of each other’s conflict, whether they had
sufficient common attributes, experiences and collective identification that they
should form a collaborative where they would share their differences and
similarities in a more formal and ongoing way, in the hope that learning from
each other would strengthen the social/political fabric of their respective cities.
They drew up a founding document, ‘A Call to Action’2, and became the
founding cities of the Forum for Cities in Transition. 
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These founding cities had experienced many of the characteristics described
above — human toll, burnt or bombed out neighborhoods, devastated housing
damage, destruction of infrastructure, demographic reconfigurations,
proliferation of militias, laboratory-like experiments by the security forces to
control the flow of people and vehicles, entry to, passage through and exit of
particular areas, policing that is abhorrent to out-groups, and the gross violation
of human rights, etc. 

But even at the depth of their conflicts, these cities managed to provide a
modicum of basic services; although in some, adequate services had never been
available to members of the out groups. But the sense of territorial entrapment
can also generate a concomitant sense of communal pride – unwillingness on
the part of groups to let things fall apart in their own communities and a pride
that sustains loss. Thus, perceptions of poverty, access to amenities such as
electricity and drinking water, and water itself, schooling, housing, health,
transportation, and most important, perceptions of policing – unwelcome
intrusions to one group, welcome presence to the other – are seen through
different prisms that refract the distortions of how people cope with war rather
than reflecting the metrics of relative deprivation.

Our concern is with the city of the ‘other’, especially with the ‘othering’
that is pervasive in the societies of which these cities are part – the cities that
are at the epicenter of divided societies, the cities that define and epitomize the
nature of the societal divisions and cleavages that are the pervasive and
permanent characteristics of some nation states or regions. These are the cities
of the ‘old’ terrorisms. 

The cities invited to the Boston conference shared a set of internal and
external characteristics. The internal characteristics related to the routes they
took to arrive at internal power-sharing or consensual governance protocols;
the external characteristics related to members of some groups professing
different loyalties, oppositional senses of belonging and affirmations of
antithetical identities. Some cities are situated in a country within the territorial
boundaries of the state specific to one group, and some straddle the boundaries
of nation states where the boundaries themselves are the issue. 

Thus in Derry-Londonderry — referred to many residents as simply Stroke
City — perhaps up to 70 percent of the population, who regard themselves as
being Irish, aspire to becoming part of a united Ireland, and the 30 percent who
regard themselves as being British want to remain part of the United Kingdom.
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In Belfast, a similar division pertains, although the percentages are probably
50/50. 

In Mitrovica, the declaration of independence by Kosovo in February 2008
that was recognized by the United States and the European Union but not by
the United Nations, was not recognized by Serbia or the UN and was
vehemently rejected by Serbs on the northern side of the Ibar River. Here, Serbs
maintain allegiance to the Serbian government in Belgrade. Serbia does not
accept the partition of Serbia that created the state of Kosovo. Kosovo Albanians
on the southern bank of the Ibar River (Mitrovicë) recognize the Kosovar
government in Pristina and the Kosovo government regards the northern
municipality of Kosovska Mitrovica as illegitimate: Mitrovica on the north side
of the Ibar River is claimed as part of the Kosovo state. 

In Kirkuk, Kurds want Kirkuk to be become part of Kurdistan, an
autonomous region of Iraq, while Turkmen, Arabs, and Assyrians strenuously
object to such an arrangement. They want to remain under the control of the
central government in Baghdad, to remain in ‘Arab’ Iraq. A referendum that
supposedly would have resolved the issue should have taken place by 31
December 2007 but was postponed until it can be determined who is a
legitimate resident of Kirkuk. Since Saddam’s ousting some 400,000 Kurds
have made their way to Kirkuk. Many have legitimate claims on properties.
Some don’t. Determining which Kurds are legitimate residents of Kirkuk is a
matter on which Arabs and Turkmen will give little ground to the Kurds. 

In Nicosia, the two-thirds of the population who are Greek Cypriots
generally want the unification of the Island into a federal state emphasizing the
unity and continuity of the state. The Republic of Cyprus is a member of the
EU. Its boundaries encompass the whole of the island of Cyprus. The one-third
of the population that is Turkish Cypriot generally prefers a loose federal system
within a new state and a closer relationship to Turkey. The self-acclaimed
Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC) is only recognized by Turkey
and otherwise has no international legal standing. Nicosia is divided: Greek
Cypriots on one side of the UN buffer zone; Turkish Cypriots on the other. To
enter the Turkish Cypriot sector of Nicosia, one has to go through the buffer
zone and police controls at the Turkish boundary.

In three — Kirkuk, Nicosia, and Mitrovica — there are property rights
issues: in each, population movements took place as groups sought the refuge
of their own, and moved to secure enclaves, leaving behind their homes and
possessions. These movements flowed in both directions. 
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In Mitrovica, Serbs live in properties to which Kosovars have legal title,
and Kosovars live in properties to which Serbs have legal claim; and in Kirkuk,
as part of his policy to bring the Kurds under his dominion, Saddam Hussein
removed tens of thousands of Kurds from Kirkuk, dispersed them throughout
the rest of Iraq, and moved Sunni Arabs into their homes. The Iraqi government
is now trying to placate returning Kurds who want to live in their old homes.
Arabs in possession of these properties refuse to simply hand them over. 

Derry-Londonderry has undergone a different kind of migration. Almost all
the Protestants (in favour of continuing the union with Britain) who once lived
in Cityside (which has a predominance of Catholic residents) have left, reducing
their presence to the mere hundreds.

In three cities, rivers are natural dividers. In Mitrovica, Serbs on the northern
side of the Ibar, Kosovars on the southern side; in Derry-Londonderry, Catholics
on the western side of the Foyle, Protestants in the Waterside on the eastern
side; in Belfast Catholics on the western side of the Lagan, Protestants on the
eastern side.

The centrepiece of the Forum’s activities is an annual conference where
each city, in turn, invites its sister cities to a conference on its home turf. Such
conferences include municipal representatives, NGOs that have earned the trust
of the political players over the years, grassroots community organizations, and
academic institutions from across the divides, to engage in a process that
exposes them to each other through sharing their respective narratives of
conflict and post conflict transitions. 

The aim of these conferences is not to provide an opportunity to talk shop.
These conferences are action oriented and member cities are required to pledge
to undertake tangible ‘projects’ which are to be completed before meeting the
following year. In addition, the forum engages practitioners with the on-the-
ground experiences of delivery of basic services that are efficient, encompass
the entire municipality, are equitable in the sense that one community does not
feel that it is getting less than a fair share of the city’s resources, they explore
how relationships are negotiated and maintained between and among
communities, how to set standards of transparency that will increase their
populations trust in their efficacy, and undertake ‘city projects’, collectively or
individually, which the participating cities will design during the conference
with the specific requirement of having them completed before the following
year’s host conference. The cities themselves will act as monitors of these
projects, and if possibilities present themselves, cities can engage in joint
projects or collective ones. 
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It is the hope of the FCT, that cities attending the conferences will learn
from each other and create among themselves the dynamics that become a
catalyst for change, that by sharing the travails of sorting out complex, intricate,
and very complicated problems at the local level, from the grass roots up, rather
than the other way around, they will discover and test new ways of dealing with
old problems, that their collective voices can gain them access to international
and national donor meetings in order to impress upon them that the collectivity
of the cities’ engagement transcends individual needs, that they are all looking
out for each other means that increasing prosperity in one becomes the lynchpin
for increasing prosperity in all. 

Sharing the experiences of ‘on-the-ground’ engagements will expose
participants to ways of dealing with similar, although different problems, the
specific details of which will create an expanding pool of knowledge and
support from which all can draw.

The Inaugural FCT Conference: Mitrovicë/Kosovska Mitrovica 

Mitrovicë/Kosovska Mitrovica hosted the inaugural conference of the Forum
for Cities in May 2010.  It was their conference, a reflection of how the two
communities, Albanian and Serb were able to rise above the differences that
provide the context for their conflict and create a vibrant program that opened
to participating cities the day-to-day experiences of Mitrovicans on both sides
of the River Ibar; of how they had found ways to transcend the multiple issues
that drive division — the solutions to which are in the hands of their respective
governments and the international community, whereas the failure to resolve
these issues continues to have a direct impact on their daily lives — of how
they were engaging in collaborative projects for the good of all Mitrovicians.
In the end, no matter how their conflict is resolved, they are the people who
have to live with its consequences. 

Nine cities sent around 50 delegates, representative of the communities with
deep cleavages among them in their own cities. These included the founding
cities –  Derry-Londonderry, Belfast, Nicosia (Greek and Turkish Cypriots),
Kirkuk, and host Mitrovica. Guest cities included Mostar, Beirut, Jerusalem
and Haifa. Kaduna was to attend but had to withdraw after the President of
Nigeria died, precipitating a constitutional crisis in the province, but it remained
committed.  A further dozen ‘international experts’ also attended. The program
was designed to encourage intensive interaction among all. It included site visits
(North and South), including visits to schools, breakaway sessions to discuss
these experiences, followed by plenaries presided over by international panels
and locals to discuss the four issues of most concern to Mitrovicans -  municipal
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services, property claims and the right to return, building an acceptable
community based police force, and a presentation of Mitrovica’s business
model; sessions that allowed every city to share the narratives of each other’s
conflict; city project workshops where each city was required to design a project
it would complete before the next conference; and a final plenary where cities
presented their projects but more importantly projects specifically designed to
help Mitrovica.   

The 2nd Annual FCT Conference: Derry-Londonderry 

Derry-Londonderry hosted the 2nd inaugural conference of the Forum for Cities
in May 2011. Thirteen cities participated: Belfast, Beirut, Kirkuk, Kaduna,
Nicosia, Jerusalem, Haifa, Mitte, Mitrovicë/Kosovska Mitrovica, Mostar,
Nicosia, Ramallah and Derry-Londonderry itself. 

It, too, was their conference, a reflection of how the two communities,
Waterside/Cityside, Protestant and Catholic, Unionist and Nationalist were able
to rise above their own divisions to showcase the Northern Irish Peace Process,
discuss best practice for economic development, mental health issues, among
others and, drawing on the feedback from the cities  who attended the Mitrovica
conference, providing the space for more intensive interaction among delegates,
further encouraging a  sense of shared purpose and bringing them closer to an
understanding that together they could empower each other, but for that to
happen, they would have to communicate more effectively between conferences
via the FCT’s interactive website and work together to bring their commitments
to fruition.

In accordance with the mission statement of the FCT, the emphasis of the
Derry-Londonderry  2011 conference was also on the realization of practical
outcomes that would assist participating cities improve the daily lives of their
citizens, and enhance engagement between officials, NGOs, and residents. 

As a result of the extensive one to one networking, bilateral and multilateral
deliberations that took place among city delegations during the Derry-
Londonderry conference, both in formal and informal sessions, over 20 projects
were pledged as the outcomes of the 2011 forum. 

Finally, a founding FCT city, Kirkuk, Iraq announced it will host the next
conference. This conference will take place in October 2012. 
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An Ongoing Outcomes Based Process 

The Forum for Cities in Transition (FCT) is not conference hosting per se but
an extension of the meeting convened the previous year.  This is an ongoing
process explicitly grounded in there being tangible outcomes at the close of
each conference, a commitment made by each city to carrying out a project that
will further transition, recovery, reconciliation, and development in its own city
or to help one of its sister cities where its expertise in a particular area can be
of significant benefit. Commitments are designed so that cities on the higher
rungs of transition assist those on the lower rungs. They are embodied in the
principle that divided cities collectively can do together what they cannot do
separately. 
The process is reciprocal because in serving their sister cities, those further
along in transition are sharply reminded of where they once were, where they
are now, and where they hope to go in continuing their own processes of
transition and reconciliation.

Notes
1 The Forum for Cities in Transition is an initiative of the John Joseph Moakley Chair

of Peace and Reconciliation at the University of Massachusetts Boston. The
Secretariat is shared by the Northern Ireland Foundation, Belfast and the Moakley
Chair. The purpose of the Secretariat is to provide and carry out the administrative
tasks associated with conferences of increasing magnitude and to provide assistance
to the cities or the committee organizing a conference on behalf of the host city) 

The ownership of the Forum belongs to the cities themselves and they collectively
are the decision makers. 
The Forum’s web site is www.citiesintransition.net 

2 The ‘Call to Action’: signatories affirmed their commitment to promoting
understanding between member cities with the aim of encouraging mutual learning,
dialogue, and the resolution of conflict through non-violent methods. Even though
they face different problems, challenges, and contexts, cities in transition can both
learn from, and offer lessons to, each other; that this learning should be shared, so
that cities in transition can use resources and knowledge of others to address their
own challenges.
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The Northern Ireland Peace Process:
Sharing Experiences of Transition

Allan Leonard and Quintin Oliver

At its 2011 gathering, the Forum for Cities in Transition in Derry-Londonderry
set out a programme of panel discussions, workshops and plenary sessions, so
that participants could discuss learning points and examine how examples could
be implemented in other areas. As expressed by its Chair, Angela Askin, “We
hope that you can learn from our positive experiences in conflict transformation,
and avoid many of the mistakes that we have made in addressing it. We also
hope to learn from you in terms of sharing best practice from your areas.”

The first panel discussion was a review of the Northern Ireland peace
process, where contributors were asked to make two or three points from their
direct experience. Before the session began, it was made clear to the audience
that there was no suggestion that Northern Ireland has a model or template.
Rather, what was on offer were experiences, and that the description,
explanation and discussion of them may provide useful understanding, which
itself would be a further beneficial outcome of this gathering.

The panellists were: Mark Durkan MP; Bairbre de Brun MEP; Ken
Maginnis, The Lord Maginnis of Drumglass; Niall Burgess; Sir William Jeffrey;
Ambassador Nancy Soderberg; and Jeffrey Donaldson MP.

While contributors emphasised some insights more than others, some
primary themes emerged: 

1. Inclusivity and equality within the peace process
2. Leadership and persistence
3. The promise of economic prosperity.

Inclusivity

One explanation why the 1998 Good Friday / Belfast Agreement was
‘Sunningdale for slow learners’ is that if only (Protestant) unionist politicians
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would have worked harder to lead their constituents to the righteousness of
sharing power with (Catholic) nationalists at the time of the 1974 Sunningdale
Agreement, then the misery of the intervening 24 years might have been
avoided.

Of course, this ignores the dynamics of not only internal unionist politics,
but also the rationales that were applied to justify violence across the whole
political spectrum.

For decades, unionists saw the situation as one where compromises with
the Irish Free State had been made in 1925, and the proper course of action by
both governments of Great Britain and the Republic of Ireland was to respect
the agreed border and leave the Northern Ireland government to manage its own
affairs unfettered. Unionists added that the discussion alone of a role for the
Irish Government in Northern Ireland matters (e.g. via a Council of Ireland)
was enough to jeopardise progress of political reform within Northern Ireland.

Ultimately, when it became clear that the majority of unionists did not
support the Sunningdale power-sharing arrangement, it became untenable.

Under subsequent direct rule Northern Ireland government, whereby
legislative matters were addressed at Westminster in London, and executive
matters through ministers appointed by the British Prime Minister, repeated
efforts were made to encourage a majority unionist community to return to
power-sharing government with nationalists.

The philosophy during this time, from 1974 to the ‘Brooke-Mayhew’ talks
of 1989-1992, was to have some consensus around a “centre ground”, which
meant namely nationalist SDLP, centrist Alliance, and unionist UUP. After all,
this was what was possible originally, so hopefully only minor modifications
would be required to get devolved government going again.

But there were two key events that would make this centre-ground approach
ever more difficult: the 1981 republican hunger strikes and the negative unionist
reaction to the 1985 Anglo-Irish Agreement.

The 1981 hunger strikes had the effect of increased societal polarisation and
new nationalist (republican) participation.

After the 1985 Anglo-Irish Agreement, the UUP formed an electoral pact
with Ian Paisley’s Democratic Unionist Party (DUP), and caused a region-wide
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by-election in 1986. This was only partly successful — the UUP lost a seat at
Westminster. But it emboldened the defensiveness of unionist politics.

Within nationalist politics, talks between John Hume (leader, SDLP) and
Gerry Adams (president, Sinn Féin) were initiated in 1988. Although these talks
broke down after a few months, they were rekindled in spring 1993. These
publicly known discussions between two political leaders did not lead to a direct
or immediate breakthrough, but it clearly demonstrated reconciliation among
political rivals. For John Hume, the motivation was to remove the gun from
Irish politics.

The subsequent ceasefires of the Irish Republican Army (31 August 1994)
and loyalist paramilitaries (under the umbrella body of the Combined Loyalist
Military Command (13 October 1994)), introduced the prospect of paramilitary
representation, via associated political parties, in a forthcoming political
dialogue.

Political talks on the governance of Northern Ireland thus had evolved some
way from a more narrowly defined ‘centre ground’.

Back in 1972, there was no discussion on the role of paramilitary-associated
incorporation in devolved government in Northern Ireland. Now, it was
inconceivable that this political dimension would not secure due influence. The
peace process of silencing the guns was as intertwined as the political process
of a wider and more inclusive arrangement.

As Mark Durkan MP explained, 
“One of the things that we understood was that solving our problem wasn’t
just about relations between Unionists or Nationalists, Protestants or
Catholics in Northern Ireland. It was also about relations within the island
of Ireland — between two great traditions — and also about relations
between Ireland and Britain.”

Durkan emphasised the importance of making sure that the framework of
the problem can also be co-opted as the framework of the solution. He argued
that “our problem was originally a problem in British-Irish relations” and how
everything else stemmed from that. The full context that was developed by his
party leader, John Hume, was a three-stranded approach: within Northern
Ireland (the ‘internal approach’), between Northern Ireland and the Republic
of Ireland (‘North-South relations’), and between the Republic of Ireland and
the United Kingdom (‘Anglo-Irish relations’).
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It was the last of these strands that Irish Taoiseach Garrett FitzGerald
recognised as blocking progress of the whole, and FitzGerald’s work here, with
the signing of the Anglo-Irish Agreement in 1985, proved pivotal in forcing the
other two strands to evolve.

Niall Burgess, a senior Department of Foreign Affairs official (Republic of
Ireland) called this “getting on with the neighbours”, describing how the visit
of Queen Elizabeth II to Ireland made public the degree to which the British
and Irish governments enjoy a very good relationship. “But those great
reconciling words that were spoken at Dublin Castle last week come at the end
of a 25-year process,” he added.

Bairbre de Brún MEP described how the principle of inclusivity was crucial
for her and her party’s participation in the peace process: “The fact that our
country was divided meant that we wanted to have [all-Ireland] institutions;
my party Sinn Féin could not have gone into institutions that were only for the
North of Ireland.”

And within Northern Ireland, Ms de Brun made the point that another
objective was to reform the policing service, which “was made up of 97% of a
community that was not the community that I came from”, to one that “everyone
could join, and be part of and support”.

Thus, in the case of Northern Ireland, inclusivity meant treating with
equality all sections of its community within its six-county constituency, as well
as treating the relationships (strands) of all three constituencies concerned as
equally significant.

Leadership And Persistence

Jonathan Powell was British Prime Minister Tony Blair’s Chief of Staff and
chief negotiator during the Multi-Party Talks. In Great Hatred, Little Room:
Making Peace in Northern Ireland, Powell describes the role of constructive
ambiguity:

“In the initial stages, ambiguity is often an essential tool to bridge the gap
between irreconcilable positions. The only way we could get over
decommissioning at the time of the Good Friday Agreement was to make
its terms ambiguous so that each side was able to interpret the Agreement
as endorsing their position … But later in the process, ambiguity ceased
to be constructive and became the enemy of progress. Each side began to
distrust the other because it had not implemented the Agreement in
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accordance with their own interpretation of it … The ambiguity that had
been essential at the beginning began to undermine the Agreement and
discredit the government – the referee for its implementation. We then had
to drive ambiguity out of the process … [because] a durable peace cannot
rest on an ambiguous understanding.”1

One could argue that the price of squeezing out this ambiguity was the
sacrifice of the UUP, particularly by the British Government in its increasing
pragmatism of dealing with a rising DUP, leading ultimately to the 2006 
St. Andrews Agreement.

As Lord Maginnis put it:

“The strange thing has been that over the last 10 years or thereabouts, the
people who have actually been drawn to the centre ... were those two
‘extremes’ [Sinn Féin (Nationalist/Republican) and DUP (Unionist)]; they
have moved to occupy the ground that David Trimble [former UUP leader]
and John Hume [former SDLP leader] created.”

Indeed, this result would have been deemed implausible at the start of the
Multi-Party Talks in 1996. It reveals the significance of the role of leadership
at all levels of the negotiations. As Sir William Jeffrey remarked:

“It seems to me ... that to resolve conflicts of this kind needs political
leadership of the highest order. Looking back on it, it did not seem that
evident ... that we would reach the agreement we did.”

Sir William particularly credited the work of Irish Taoiseach Garret
FitzGerald, British Prime Ministers John Major and Tony Blair.

Meanwhile, Jeffrey Donaldson MP underlined the importance of group
leadership, when explaining the self-exclusion of the Democratic Unionist Party
from the Multi-Party Talks:

“I would say that was a mistake. At the time, Unionism was divided: half of
the Unionist representation was in the talks, the other half was not ... If you
opt out of negotiations, then you significantly diminish your capacity to
influence the outcome of those negotiations ... You’ve got to be at the table.”

Niall Burgess credits persistence and optimism. Over the years, it regularly
appeared that the Northern Ireland peace process had faced an irreversible
setback: “And yet, somehow, the process represents the triumph of optimism
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over experience, again and again. It represents the simple fact that persistence
and optimism pays...”

So, while individual and group leadership is required for such complex
situations, the Northern Ireland experience shows that while you can design the
framework for the negotiations, you can’t predict how the use of constructive
ambiguity is going to affect the outcomes and further demands of good
leadership. Persistence and optimism appear to be two useful additional
ingredients.

Economic Prosperity

A distinguishing feature of Northern Ireland is its considerable financial
subvention from the British government as well as contributions by the
European Union, because other areas have not had these resources provided in
the course of their conflict management and/or resolution.

With the onset of ‘The Troubles’, the public sector in Northern Ireland grew,
partially to address high unemployment and guarantee an end to Nationalist /
Catholic discrimination. While manufacturing industry suffered across the UK
in the 1980s and beyond, it found some cushioning through continued
Government subsidy in Northern Ireland (at least compared to England). The
political situation kept Northern Ireland as unattractive for significant inward
investment (in contrast to the successful efforts in the Republic of Ireland), and
the grants commonly went towards capital costs, will little net gain in
employment.

This is not to detract from the remarkable efforts by those who did bring
jobs to their locales, particularly in Derry-Londonderry. John Hume is
associated with bringing Fruit of the Loom and Seagate to the Maiden City, and
through Boston-Derry Initiatives stimulating other networks and clusters.

Another positive result of reaching out to the Irish Diaspora was the creation
and continued funding over the next quarter century of the International Fund
for Ireland (IFI). Niall Burgess described how former Speaker of the US House
of Representatives, Tip O’Neill, was convinced after a visit to Derry-
Londonderry that “you would never build a lasting peace process unless you
built hope at the local level and in local communities”. The IFI spends c. £30
million per year on local economic and social projects.

The European Union has also provided many millions of pounds in peace
and reconciliation projects in Northern Ireland. The importance of this
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contribution was reflected in a report that Bairbre de Brún MEP wrote for the
European Parliament. This report aspires to have the lessons from the projects
and its processes shared with others in a Peacebuilding and Conflict Resolution
Centre at the former Maze / Long Kesh prison site.

Yet in economic terms, the facts remain:
• Northern Ireland’s productivity levels are 84% of the rest of UK, lowest

of all regions2

• Public sector jobs account for 30% of total NI employment, highest of
all regions3

• Economic inactivity rate of 27% in NI, is the highest of all regions (UK
average 21%)4

• Subvention is £5-6 billion per year, c. 20-25% NI GDP5

Currently, there are two major economic challenges facing Northern Ireland:
(1) the desire by the British Government to reduce the amount of subsidy it
provides (notwithstanding its obligations to provide equality of UK ‘national’
public services); and (2) the sharp reduction in funding available to community
and voluntary sector (NGO) organisations, due to changed circumstances in
EU and other external grant-making bodies.

In regards to the former, the locally accountable Northern Ireland Executive
is pursuing a supply-side policy to encourage private business sector
development, through a proposed reduction in UK corporation tax. Supporters
make reference to the success story of the Irish Republic in attracting foreign
direct investment this way, while detractors argue that the relevant benign
circumstances no longer exist; the Northern Ireland economy is not today in a
similar enough place as Ireland’s was 25 years ago. Or as they say to tourists
in Ireland looking for directions, “I wouldn’t start from here...”

The impending sharp drop in community and voluntary sector finances,
though, is potentially more calamitous, as a significant proportion of Northern
Ireland’s economy already relies upon the wider public sector. The fact is that
many organisations that flourished during the generous influx of external
funding were not able to give sufficient consideration to ensure their own
sustainability. Cooperation and collaboration within the sector is now required,
but in evident short supply, which is perhaps ironic considering many of their
projects’ objectives and stated values.

This then begs the question, can economic prosperity lead to reconciliation, or
does development towards reconciliation lead to economic prosperity?
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A Shared Future?

During the first devolved power-sharing administration of the Northern Ireland
Assembly, in 2001, there was a formal review of community relations policy.
A report was presented to the Northern Ireland Executive in January 2002,
which failed to stimulate any further action on the matter. Following a
suspension later that year of the devolved government, direct rule minister Des
Browne MP launched a public consultation document, “A Shared Future”
(ASF), which asked fundamental questions about a shared way forward for the
people of Northern Ireland. 

ASF offered the following vision:

“Our vision for Northern Ireland is of a peaceful society in which everyone
can freely and fully participate, achieve their full potential, and live free
from poverty. We want a fair and effective system of government,
underpinned by rights that are guaranteed for all, and responsibilities that
all must share. We wish to support dialogue, and to foster mutual
understanding and respect for diversity.”

ASF aims for a “shared society” … “in which people are encouraged to
make choices in their lives that are not bound by historical divisions and are
free to do so”; and a “pluralist society” … “with respect and tolerance for
cultural diversity, where people are free to assert their identity”.

Some in the political community saw ASF more as a threat to their singular
communal identity, than as an opportunity for mutual respect. Meanwhile, ASF
was generally welcomed by voluntary and community sectors, which argued
that the mere management of division and segregation hinders the ability of
people to choose the “kind of community they want to live in or the kind of
identity they wish to adopt”.6 There were also arguments about the financial
costs of the provision of duplicated or separate services, based on social
segregation.

With the return of devolved Northern Ireland government in March 2007,
following the 2006 St Andrews Agreement, the Office of the First Minister and
Deputy First Minister (OFMdFM) promptly dropped ASF or any community
relations-based policy proposal. Pressure from the community and voluntary
sector is credited with forcing a u-turn, with OFMdFM announcing a new policy
process on the themes of cohesion, sharing and integration (CSI). This policy
process commenced in 2007, and five years later there remains no formally
agreed Northern Ireland Government policy.
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Community relations work in Northern Ireland is undertaken mainly
through the Community Relations Council (CRC), which is an independent
charity, with public accountability that administers grant funding from public
agencies. Some see current CSI proposals as a threat to CRC’s raison d’être. 

Angela Askin, Chair of the Derry-Londonderry Forum and a Community
Relations Officer for Derry City Council, defended the importance of
community relations work in her opening remarks to delegates:

“It’s very fitting that this conference is taking place [during Community
Relations Week], as it is the one week of the year when we focus on
community relations issues, both locally and nationally. This year, the
theme nationally is ‘No quick fix’, and we locally are looking at the legacy
issues from the conflict years.”

There is also a now frequently-cited report from Deloitte that estimated
direct and indirect costs of Northern Ireland’s community relations environment
— as evidenced by duplication of services and dealing with violent disturbances
— to be £1.5 billion, per annum. So far, few Northern Ireland politicians have
made the connection between redirecting financial savings here towards
frontline services for everyone. Instead, they place such potential savings into
the longer term.

Physical manifestations of this policy stalemate are the interface barriers,
or ‘peace walls’, throughout Belfast and Derry-Londonderry. Jeffrey Donaldson
MP recognised these as literal barriers to the realisation of building a shared
future, where “people can come together ... without fear and with confidence”.

Yet there is a paradox of leadership on this issue. As Dr Jonny Byrne at the
University of Ulster describes current peace wall policy development: local
projects improve community relations and add to good practice, with local
participants and community leaders looking to the Northern Ireland Executive
to provide a framework and leadership for further progress; yet the Executive’s
current position is that further progress will be determined by the local
communities, not as targeted by, or seen to be driven by, the Executive itself.

On one hand, Northern Ireland’s 40 years’ experience of managing interface
areas lends it to serve as an expert practitioner for other places with contested
spaces. But, perhaps ironically, it is Cyprus, with its 112-mile (180 km) ‘Green
Line’, that may provide more useful lessons. Within the divided city of Nicosia
(Lefkosia), a practical matter of water and sewerage brought together the
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respective mayors/communal leaders of the Greek-Cypriot and Turkish-Cypriot
municipal constituencies.

Always mindful that they alone were not going to solve the ‘Cyprus Question’
(especially vis-à-vis Turkey and the European Union), Lellos Demetriades and
Mustafa Akinci (both Forum members) used their established trust in a visionary
way — the ultimate unification and regeneration of the city. The Nicosia Master
Plan that they authored will not be completed by them, but impressively it has
provided the framework for subsequent political and community leaders in the
city. Consequently, when there is progress at a higher, national level, then the
local people of Nicosia are ready for it. For example, instead of a shock like the
fall of the Berlin Wall, the opening of Ledra Street was an achievement that was
prepared for, at all levels of leadership, for some years.

Positively, Belfast City Council has taken up the promise of a more cohesive
and shared city seriously. Although they did not initiate it, the city’s elected
representatives unanimously endorsed a municipal investment strategy that sets
out a vision with a codified aim of removing all interface barriers in Belfast.

This council is greatly assisted by a particular composition of its Good
Relations Committee — a combination of elected councillors and representatives
from the voluntary, community and minority ethnic group sectors.

Likewise in Derry-Londonderry, the inter-sectoral participation of the
political, community, voluntary and business sectors proved crucial in the city’s
success in attaining the UK City of Culture in 2013. There, a longer-term master
plan has been set out by an urban regeneration company, ILEX.

Important community relations challenges remain in both of these cities,
but these have not weakened the exercise of leadership. Indeed, the lessons of
inclusivity, persistence and the promise of economic benefits have encouraged
participants to keep moving forward.

Why can these various sectors — across the political and social spectrum
— formulate visions for their local areas, but the development of one for
Northern Ireland remains so elusive?

Conclusion

To be fair, in most deeply contested areas, while there may be peace agreements,
seldom are there codified plans for reconciliation. As Niall Burgess said,
“Reconciliation is a work of generations.” In this way, Northern Ireland is not
unique.
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The achievement of Northern Ireland’s peace was a result of a process that
incorporated many varied actors, over at least a 30-year period. There is ample
evidence how inclusivity, leadership and its persistence, and the promise of
economic prosperity all contributed to the effort. Achieving that peace was hard
work.

Achieving reconciliation will be even harder. The same ingredients for peace
are required. But the pressure is not as intense in the cooker.

The external agencies of the British and Irish governments saw obvious
gains to be achieved from a peace agreement, and thus had a motivation to work
together for a satisfactory outcome. Yet understandably neither would see
themselves as primarily responsible for achieving reconciliation within
Northern Ireland.

What the discussion on Northern Ireland’s experience revealed was how its
political leaders were successful in securing peace, how some community and
voluntary organisations are achieving progress on reconciliation, and how some
municipalities are employing a multi-sectoral approach to deliver local visions.

But is the incoherence and ambiguity of Northern Ireland’s reconciliation
efforts risking its prosperity, if not its peace?
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The Role of Women in 
Transition Societies

Emanuela C. Del Re

A crucial year

The year 2011 has been a crucial year for women in conflict and transition
societies, for a number of reasons. One relevant reason is that the Nobel Peace
Price has been awarded to three women: President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf and
Leymah Gbowee of Liberia, and Tawakkul Karman of Yemen. Moreover, it is
important to stress that for the first time the Nobel Committee’s citation
included a direct reference to the UN resolution 1325. 

Another reason is the crucial role that was played by women in the “Arab
Spring”, and the consequences of the echo of their voices in concrete political
steps:

a. Tahrir Square mobilization virtually started with a young girl’s appeal
on Facebook;

b. According to estimates 40 per cent of protesters in Egypt were women;

c. The revolution in Libya was initiated by a group of women lawyers;

d. Syrian women began the demonstrations against Assad by organizing
sit-ins on highways.

Women are active agents, agents of change, a driving force. 

What follows is a short and intense journey around the world trying to
understand the real dimension and possible definition of the role of women in
societies in conflict and in transition, emphasizing successes, biases,
perspectives, recommendations. 
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The UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and Security,
adopted in 2000, calls for the participation of women in decision-making and
peace processes, underlines their role in conflict resolution and peace-building
and advocates the protection of women’s rights. Nevertheless the number of
women who have been officially involved in peace negotiation process is still
very low. In 2008 the UN Security Council adopted Resolution 1820 which
extends Resolution 1325 explicitly recognizing sexual violence as a security
issue and tactic of war, demanding parties to armed conflict to adopt concrete
prevention and protection measures and, most importantly, asserting the
importance of women’s participation in peace processes.

The issue of the vulnerability of women in conflicts has been analyzed in
depth in the past years, but the crucial role that women play in preventing,
resolving conflicts, in the reconstruction phase and in the so called transition
as well as in the stabilization after a conflict is still rather unexplored. One
reason is due to the fact that the most important and urgent issue during and
after conflicts is protection and human security. In fact, for example, according
to the UN today around 90 per cent of war casualties are civilians, the majority
of whom are women and children, while in the past the majority were amongst
the military.1 Obviously it must not be forgotten that there is also a phenomenon
of women combatants, fighting alongside men, both willingly and unwillingly;
as many as 40 percent of all child soldiers are girls.2

Women suffer in particular because of their social status and gender.
Systematic rape, enslaving, forced pregnancy or sterilization and other, are a
common tactic in many conflicts, with immediate consequences as well as long-
term effects on individuals and communities. 

The vulnerability of women is balanced by their fundamental role and ability
to protect their families in extreme situations such as conflicts, and in
participating in peace movements at grassroots level, although they are rarely
involved in decision making in the post-conflict transition phase. For example,
despite women were celebrated in last year’s historical events in Egypt as
protagonists, the exclusion of women from the committee for the Constitution
and the lack of women amongst the first appointed cabinet ministers was
negatively significant. Besides, the announcement during the protests of a civil
society initiative to form a “Committee of Wise Men” was definitely a bad sign.3
It depends on the contest, of course, because it is also true that women may
also benefit from conflicts, not just at economic level, but also through the so
called “gender-dividend,” which allows them to indulge in playing roles
traditionally occupied by men, or playing non traditional roles, acquiring new
skills and know-how. This happened in the Albania in 1997 or in Kosovo in
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1999, for instance, where the intervention of the international community gave
local women an opportunity to improve their status being employed by
international organization and entrepreneurs, being able to participate in
innumerable initiatives, having access to the media, their voices being listened
by the world.

The issue is not whether women are able to and/or can play an active role
in transition societies, because they can and are able to contribute at many
levels: there are no doubts regarding the role women play informally. The issue
is how their participation as active agents can be formalized. How to involve
women formally in political processes, including peace negotiation and conflict
resolution and reconstruction?

There are examples of formal involvement such as the participation of
women at the Bonn negotiations for Afghanistan, which has had a strong impact
resulting in the inclusion of women rights in the Constitution and the inclusion
of women in political decision-making roles.4

Time of Awareness 

If one looks at the evolution of the so called international community’s
awareness regarding the importance of women in peace processes, in preventing
and resolving conflicts and in transition societies it emerges that it is a very
recent phenomenon compared to the indisputable role that women have played
in history. The UN resolution 1325 was adopted in 2000, at the beginning of
the 21st century. In the same period the European Parliament adopted the
Resolution 2000/2025 (INI) on the participation of women in peaceful
resolution of conflict and the Resolution MEG-5 (2003)4 on the roles of women
and men in conflict prevention, peace-building and post-conflict democratic
processes – a gender perspective, adopted by the 5th European Ministerial
Conference on Equality between Women and Men in January 2003, both of
which encourage the integration of a gender perspective in all activities aimed
at conflict prevention and resolution.

The gender perspective is always interesting, but it can have a stagnating
effect in the collective imagination, confining women to a stereotyped role for
them to play at the end of a conflict and in the transition period. How can the
innovative approach fostered by the UN and EU resolutions become a concrete
tool in societies where women are traditionally marginalized?

More action is needed to increase the participation of women in conflict
prevention, resolution and recovery. The latest Report of the UN Secretary
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General on “Women and Peace and Security” presented in September 2011 calls
for further action to open doors and provide seats to women in official and
observers roles.5 The report also stresses that there is a low number of women
involved in mediation and that this should be changed; it also appeals to the
Member States to include women in official delegations. Consultations with
women leaders and peace activists at the earliest moment in the mediation
processes must be included in the special envoys’ and mediator’s agendas, as
well as regular meetings with women civil society groups. Analyzing the effect
of concrete actions such as the Resolution 1325, it emerges that 34 countries
have elaborated National Action Plans on resolution 1325, with others who are
in the finalizing phase.6 Amongst the 34 there are countries like Liberia, Chile,
Uganda, Bosnia-Herzegovina as well as Austria, Italy and the USA. Several
regional organizations have adopted policies on women, peace and security.
There are initiatives at UN level to equip the system with new tools to ensure
that women can be more involved in conflict prevention, resolution and
recovery. A strategic framework has also been defined aimed at the
implementation of Resolution 1325 in the next decade. 

Are all these good intentions going to become true implementing strategies?

At least there is good news on the concrete aspects of this movement of
thought, that derives from the fact that the UN system is working to increase
the percentage of funds for women empowerment and gender equality in post-
conflict spending, raising it to 15 per cent within a few years. Women
participation in peace-building is starting to be recognized as a priority, as the
Peace-building Fund has paid out 5 million dollar gender promotion initiative,
a call for proposals to support women participation in peace-building and will
double its spending on women empowerment in 2012.

Women perspectives

If we take the Arab Spring as a striking example of women participation, we
must also analyze some of the critical issues it has raised. What will it mean to
women? Which risks? Which opportunities?

An interesting example is the debate over the so called “Suzanne’s laws”
that were promoted in Egypt by Suzanne, the wife of Mubarak, which are seen
by many as a very important step forward for women rights and family life.7

Yet, given that they were passed during the rule of Mubarak, for part of the
Egyptian population they must be abolished; another reason is that they are
seen by some as one of the strategies to oppose the Islamist parties, which now
constitute an important option for the country at political level. The result is
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that the actual content and relevance to Egyptian women and family life is
obscured by these polemics. But the question remains: what will happen to the
rights that women acquired during the dictatorship? 

Moreover, what will the victory of Ennhada in Tunisia - an Islamist party -
mean for women? There are concerns, because Tunisia has been until now one
of the most liberal countries in terms of women issues. There are interesting
initiatives such as October 24 Front, founded by women activists to defend
women rights in the aftermath of the Islamists’ electoral victory in the country.
They declare: “We want a constitution that respects women’s rights and doesn’t
roll back the advances we’ve made”.8

Arab women are embattled on multiple fronts. First and foremost are the
deep-seated patriarchal customs that constrain women.9 When women went out
and protested, during the revolutions, they challenged tradition. They have
challenged the conservative mentality that still dominates the political sphere.
Nowadays there are a number of denunciations that new patterns of violence
are emerging in the post-revolution climate, which target politically active
women in Egypt.10 Is it appropriate to think that if there is advancement in
democracy there is also an advancement in the condition of women? Or not?11

The condition of women becomes also a geopolitical issue, exasperating the
contraposition with the West. Melanne Verveer, U.S. Ambassador-at-large for
Global Women’s Issues affirmed recently that: “there are actors in these
societies who clearly intend, and even often vocally express their desire, to push
women back. Some claim the West is trying to impose its values on the Arab
people by promoting women’s rights, but this is neither a Western issue, nor an
Arab issue, nor a religious issue. It is matter of universal human rights.”12

There is still need to engage in the education of women who still perpetuate
a subaltern role because they do not possess any other instrument to find their
role in society, also because there is no doubt that women’s full participation in
decision making must be granted.

Stability depends on democratic reforms that will write a new social contract
between the government and citizens, including women. 

• An active role of women in the public sphere;

• Strengthens the economy;
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• Increases the chances that health and education reach the most
marginalized;

• Increases the level of awareness of all the parts of the population. 

Nevertheless there still a strong resistance against women active role in
politics.13

We must change the way we interpret women issues: we must shift from
the general concept of gender to the identification of the function of women as
catalysts.

An interesting example of this approach surprisingly does not come from
Egypt or Tunisia, but from a country that is learning from the experience of
those countries: Morocco, which is trying to avoid unrest, taking advantage
from the lessons learned from the recent events.

King Mohammed VI of Morocco delivered an historical speech on the 9th
of March 2011, which can be seen as a striking example of conflict prevention.
In the speech he identifies all the crucial social agents in the framework of
regionalization, which constitutes one of the most delicate issues the country
is facing at the moment with all related risks – for example the pressures for
autonomy from the Western Sahara region could lead to conflict. Amongst the
key guidelines, one is dedicated to women: “Promote the participation of
women in the management of regional affairs in particular, and the exercise of
political rights in general; in this respect, the law should favor equal access by
women and men to elected office”.14 The general perception regarding the
speech is that it has positively affected the Moroccan society, both as regards
the recognition of its diversity and as regards the equality between men and
women, fostering a new concept of identity at all levels.15

It would be simplistic to limit the discussion on the role of women in
transition societies to these examples, but they can be seen as emblematic,
because the events in Maghreb have created irreversible opportunities for
women.

One of the opportunities is the relationship between women and the internet.
Internet plays a key role in action planning and women have played in that
particular situation a role as bloggers and propagators. When the public sphere
of women is limited and restricted, internet provides a free space of expression.
I refer, for instance, to Alsanea Rajaa, a Saudi woman who in 2005 published
a book entitled Girls of Riyadh (2005 in Lebanon; 2007 in the United Kingdom)
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that is famous all over the world because through emails to her friends she
diffused news about the condition of women in Saudi Arabia.16 Unfortunately,
the book was banned in Saudi Arabia.

In Egypt 30 per cent of women have access to the internet and use it to speak
up, but the problem is that they belong to the middle and upper classes, and
that the rest of the women remain excluded from the system of communication,
which indicates to us all that it is important to create a women agenda for the
cyberspace. Internet can be a tool, not the solution, because while it favours
part of societies, it silences another part that is even bigger.

There is a great part of women who do not or cannot access the internet.

The internet is also very fragile, considering that the domino effect of the
Arab Spring is so strong that in China because of the fear for internal security
they immediately obscured the internet. 

In Syria, where the protest against Assad is repressed violently, women are
paying a high price, women bloggers are in prison or have disappeared. Mothers
have their children’s tortured corpses returned to them in rubbish bags. “This
is a women’s revolution before it is anything else” affirmed Rana Kabbani.17

Continuing our journey, from Maghreb we land in Europe. The internet is
underestimated: women issues are relegated to a sectorial domain, and are often
perceived as an expression either of feminism or of “female interests”, with a
negative diminishing connotation, even in a contexts of undeniable
emancipation. This incoherence and social schizophrenia is widely debated.
For instance, there is a movement of thought regarding the representation of
the image of women in the media. The famous documentary by Lorella Zanardo
entitled “Women’s Bodies” is very significant.18 It critically explores the way
the body of women is depicted in the European media, and in particular in the
Italian media, which mirrors the so-called Western world. The documentary has
created a lively debate in Europe – it has been presented at the EU Parliament
and in other key institutions – especially thinking about future generations. Not
indulging in the analysis of the condition of women in Europe – their political
participation is still too low despite the very advanced legislations that
recognized their rights – it is legitimate to wonder whether emancipation is
inversely proportional to the way women are depicted, and vice versa.
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Symbolism and pragmatism 

There are a number of positive stereotypes that can influence the approach to
women issues. A recurring element is that women are more inclined to peace,
or that women have a deeper mutual understanding based on their sharing the
same basic experiences in the lifecycle (being daughters, spouses, mothers).
This can constitute an immense patrimony when shared in conflict or transition
societies, because it can help overcome psychological borders erected by the
parts against each other. This falls into the concept of “gender mainstreaming”,
that the UN Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) has defined as follows:
“In any area and at all levels, a gender mainstreaming perspective is the
process of assessing the implications for women and men in any planned action,
including legislation, policies or programmes. It is a strategy for making the
concerns and experiences of women as well as of men an integral part of design,
implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes in all
political, economic and social spheres, so that women and men benefit equally
and inequality is not perpetuated. The ultimate goal of mainstreaming is to
achieve gender equality”.19

As stated in 2004 by the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe
in Resolution 1385/2004: “conflict is a gendered activity: women and men have
different access to resources, power and decision making before, during and
after conflicts. The experience of women and men in situations of tension, war,
and post-conflict reconstruction is significantly different”.20

Going back from where we started, the cruciality of 2011 for women is also
marked by the historic visit of Queen Elizabeth II to Ireland in May 2011, at
the invitation of the Irish President Mary McAleese. A significant moment in
terms of symbolic compensation, it was important also for various other aspects.
Many underlined the importance of the fact that two women were meeting and
made comments about the influence of their gender on the political affairs: an
interesting way of synthesising the qualitative dimension of the role of women
in conflicts. If, as the UN also says, the role of women is promoted by
understanding the pragmatic benefits of enlisting the distinct knowledge,
networks and resources that women offer, than the image of the British Queen
and the Irish president, two women, becomes a memorable one, together with
images of women around the world, which it mirrors in its thousand shades.

The symbolic aspect is important as a source of inspiration, but it must be
accompanied by concrete actions, which must derive from a serious assessment
of the situation.
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A valuable example is given by African countries, as emerges in the study
by Miriam Agatha Chinwe Nwoye on the role of women in peace-building and
conflict resolution in African traditional societies.21 She points out that we
should look at the fundamental role that women have played in the past towards
the promotion of the culture of peace and conflict resolution in traditional
Africa, and also take into consideration the peace mediation methods that
women have applied in the past. Women engineered conflict resolutions rituals
that contained important psychological/spiritual healing powers.

This constitutes an innovative approach because it puts the accent on the
fact that the role of women in conflict and transition societies is implicit,
inherent to those societies, and any external intervention or aid should start
from the recognition of a given society’s women own original and traditional
contribution.

For instance, Chinwe Nwoye says that “peace in Africa is seen equivalent
to health and well-being, there is need for the introduction of welfare measures
in various local African governments to benefit large families: housing, health
care, means of transport and communication, loans and early child education.
In this way, there is need to assess the opportunities for practices which go
beyond the restitution of ‘negative peace’, that is, the mere absence of war, to
promote ‘positive peace, i.e. conditions and practices of political and social
non-violence”.22

Recurring to traditional methods would also help overcome one of the most
serious problem in the process of resolving conflicts, that is the long delays. 

To improve the inclusion of women in conflict prevention, resolution and
transition activities, it is very important to concentrate on training and
education, and on women security. In post-conflict situations, women must be
trained to become change agents for the new generations and for other women –
new generations of women and men. If conflict is gendered, peace must not be
gendered, and the needs of men and women must be addressed equally, to
promote a long lasting and positive peace. Integrating gender in the post-conflict
process includes in particular the recognition that sustainable development
requires gender equity, recognizing the right of women to take part in all aspects
of the transition. In conclusion, there is a strong need to contribute to the
affirmation of “sustainable women”, as the Global Peacebuilders suggest.23

Understanding the role of women in conflict and transition societies must
take into account the diversity of the experiences of women in conflicts and
post-conflicts situations, going beyond the universalistic aspirations. Moreover,
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it is important to overcome the image of women as victims, and promote the
image of women as active actors of change, with different agendas according
to different contexts, stressing upon the fact that women influence the evolution
of societies also in conflict, post-conflict and transition phases. More analysis
is needed to support the gender dimension implicit in all aspects of the conflict
– before, during and after. 

Sustainable peace depends also on the dignity that is recognized to the
gender perspective. New social tension might derive from underestimating or
ignoring gender issues. The gender perspective can ensure a healthier
development of the readjustment of the identity, roles, status and balance of
power in societies that have gone through conflicts and are experiencing a phase
of transitions. 

Recognizing equal dignity and relevance in the process to all parts of society
is essential, and allows a positive horizon to come to sight in the often uncertain
journey of transition towards the future. 
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Building Bridges:  Supporting Peace-
building through Funding Reconciliation

– the Example of the IFI Community
Bridges Programme 

Duncan Morrow

In the context of polarised and divided societies, the question of how to make
peace is both the alpha and omega of public life:  It is both necessary and
impossible.  In a context where people at loggerheads live side by side, or even
mingled together, escalating violence creates and recreates its own reasons why
co-operation is either mad or bad or both.   But, critically and precisely in this
context, violence cannot deliver any decisive victory.  Violence is both the
obvious and hopeless response to its own crisis, deepening the predicament but
offering no final answers.  Once this predicament is recognised, the question
of how or why violence might be abandoned therefore becomes the Holy Grail.
Whole schools in universities are given over to the study of this predicament.  

Conflict in Northern Ireland developed along these lines over many
generations.  Each side finds its own origins and causes in the actions of the
other.  Theoretically, the conflict is driven by a political dispute over legitimacy
between people defining themselves as British and Irish.  What was unusual
after 1972, however, was the degree to which the states which represent those
identities, the United Kingdom and Ireland, made enormous efforts to prevent
the spread of rivalry over identity and legitimacy into their own core, treating
it as an outgrowth of the religious subtext (Catholics and Protestants) rather
than a crisis of state formation in a post-colonial quagmire.  

In 1985, in one of the most important diplomatic interventions in British-
Irish history, the governments in London and Dublin entered into a new
relationship of partnership over Northern Ireland in the form of the Anglo-Irish
Agreement.  While they did not resolve the Northern Ireland question, they put
a firm line under any hopes that the crisis in the North would be allowed to
determine the relationship of states.  From now on, London and Dublin were
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allies not enemies over Northern Ireland.  Furthermore, they were strongly
supported in this attempt to avoid war by their allies in America and Europe

The Anglo-Irish Agreement may have succeeded at diplomatic level. But it
did so at the cost of rupturing relationships with the Ulster Unionists, and further
alienating republicans, who regarded it as a great historic betrayal.  The model
of peace emanating from the Anglo-Irish Agreement was one of
accommodation:  the consequences on the street and in traumatised
communities were of suspicion and alienation.  The Anglo-Irish Agreement
created an infrastructure of inter-state partnership but with no democratic
security in popular support where it mattered – in Northern Ireland.  What
remained was a deeply divided society in the north and economic catastrophe
in both parts of Ireland. Large-scale private sector employment in Northern
Ireland had almost disappeared, whereas the south, after a flourish in the 1960s
had returned to mass emigration and high unemployment.

In an attempt to address some of these challenges, but with only a very
sketchy roadmap as to how it might be done, the British and Irish governments
sought international support for their efforts at a new beginning.  One of the
most tangible results was the International Fund for Ireland, which was
established in 1986 as an independent organisation under an international
agreement between the British and Irish Governments. The Fund offered two
possibilities:  by bringing in additional resources it allowed for the exploration
of peace building at a different level – if politics was failing to deliver
comprehensive solutions, perhaps the route to local co-operation was through
economic regeneration and through local co-operation in economic and social
progress. But in addition, the fact that the money was sourced from external
partners and distributed by an independent board allowed for a freedom of
action with the potential beneficiaries which could not be guaranteed if the lead
agencies were the governments.  

The Fund had both a freedom of manoeuvre and a critical mass of financial
resources to make its own independent relationships within society, separate
from those of governments.  The freedom was not complete – suspicions in
1986 were so high that it could not be thus.  But in an economy as battered as
that of Ireland, the possibility of expanding the concept of self-interest beyond
mere survival offered new and important opportunities. 

The Board of the Fund was appointed jointly by the British and Irish
Governments and assisted by an Advisory Committee comprised of senior
officials appointed by the two Governments. To this day, the United States of
America, the European Union, Canada, Australia and New Zealand are
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represented by their international observers at meetings of the Board1 reflecting
the origin of most of the donations to the fund.  

Over the years, the United States2 and the European Union3 were the largest
donors to the International Fund, each contributing about 40% of total funds.
By 2002, the USA and the EU made up 90% of donations to the fund, and by
2009, the European Union was the largest single donor partly as a result of
exchange rate fluctuations. Between 1986 and the end of 2010, the IFI
contributed £628m to 5,800 projects across Ireland, with a strong emphasis on
Northern Ireland and the border counties of the Irish Republic4.

Table 1:  IFI- Sources of income (selected years)

USA EU Other donor Interest
2002 $25m €15m Canada

(52%) (37%) (0.6%) (10%)
2003 $25m €15m 0

(50%) (39%) (10%)
2009 $15m €15m Canada

(32%) (46%) (1%) (21%)
2010 $17m €15m 0

(48%) (58%) (-8%)

The development of IFI funding for reconciliation

The International Agreement setting up the Fund (1986)5 established its
objective as to:

Promote economic and social advance and to encourage contact dialogue
and reconciliation between unionists and nationalists throughout Ireland.

Reconciliation and economic progress were therefore closely linked.
Economic development and regeneration were seen as critical to broader
sustainability and matched with the acute concern about the economy across
the island.  This is reflected in the four key priorities identified for the Fund in
its foundational documents:

a. Venture Capital for private sector development
b. Projects to benefit people in both parts of Ireland
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c. Projects to improve the quality and conditions of life for people living in
areas facing serious economic and/or social problems

d. Projects to provide wider horizons for people from both traditions in Ireland

From the outset, the Fund was cross-border in nature, supporting economic
regeneration across the island.  As the peace process evolved In the 1990s,
however, the Fund began to take an increasing interest in other approaches to
reconciliation at local, northern Ireland and cross-border levels.  In 1996 the
Fund established the Community Bridges Programme, staffed through a direct
secondment from the Community Relations Council who had developed an
early expertise in reconciliation work. The task was to develop innovative inter-
community and cross-border projects at grassroots level and was matched by
investment in marginalised communities (Communities in Transition) and
international business learning (Wider Horizons).  

As late as 2003, the strong emphasis of the Fund on economic development
and regeneration of marginalised areas was evident in the commitments made
by the Fund. 

Figure 1:  IFI Commitments 20036

In 2006, however, the Fund radically changed its profile and priorities. The
runaway success of the Irish economy and the solid progress of the economy
in Northern Ireland meant that the emphasis of both donors and board shifted
towards social and political support for the peace process. As a result, the Fund’s
new strategic plan (‘Sharing this Space’) in 2006 emphasised the importance
of a shared future: 

Economic and social programmes will focus on achieving measurable
reconciliation within and between communities. Cross border and cross
community programmes will be the hallmark of the Fund’s work.7
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As a result, there was a measurable shift in emphasis towards community
investment and support for change in crucial areas of social policy such as
Education and Housing.8 The crucial priorities within the Fund’s new objectives
were:

• helping to build and realise the vision of a shared future for the communities
in Northern Ireland and both parts of the island; 

• promoting understanding between the different communities/traditions in
Ireland;

• working with those communities suffering the greatest economic and social
deprivation, scarcity of employment and poverty of aspiration using shared
economic concerns more systematically as a platform for stronger relations
and reconciliation with their neighbours; 

• facilitating more integration between the two communities.

As a result, the portfolio of the Fund had radically changed by 2010 towards
reconciliation and community based regeneration.  

Figure 2:  IFI approved projects outstanding Dec 20109

The Community Bridges Programme

What defined the Community Bridges Programme from the outset was its
design as support for entrepreneurial innovation and action.  The model,
possibly drawn in part from business, was of seed-funding ideas through
developing innovative, practice-leading, community based programmes to
support inter-community peace and reconciliation.  Commitments were often
generous but time-limited, and supporting projects rather than organisations.
There was strong project development support and the Community Bridges
Programme was marked by in-house engagement in co-designing new
initiatives.  While individual projects normally had a lifespan of around 3 years,
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the programme structure encouraged developments and progress in one project
to be applied in the development of new initiatives.  This resulted in
considerable expertise in the staff team in the process and dilemmas of practical
development of a genuine inter-community infrastructure.  

Throughout its existence the Fund prioritised tackling sectarianism and the
political divide rather than the more general target of diversity.  After 2006, the
Fund emphasised the importance of the community base of projects and sought
to expand the spread of projects across the whole of Northern Ireland and across
the border.  They also prioritised inter-community projects designed to tackle
important issues, especially the issues of inner-city communities located on or
near sectarian interfaces.  Finally, although the Community Bridges Programme
has pioneered work in schools over many years, in 2007 IFI established a
dedicated Shared Education Programme administered through Queens’
University and the Department of Education and Community Bridges’ work
with young people tended to focus more intensely on informal education and
youth programmes.

The Community Bridges Programme developed in close co-operation with
the Community Relations Council, the Northern Ireland body established to
promote reconciliation from the ground up.  In 1996, seconded staff from the
CRC established the Community Bridges Programme within IFI.  After 2002,
the CEO of CRC was invited to sit on the Programme Team of Community
Bridges to provide additional advice. CRC also designed and led a series of
AMBIT study visit programmes on behalf of IFI designed to support the
development of an educated and outward looking leadership within the
community and voluntary sectors in Northern Ireland.  In 2006, the Community
Bridges Programme, by now the most innovative inter-community development
fund in Ireland, was reintegrated into CRC acting as an agent for the
International Fund.

By 2007, the Community Bridges Programme, sourced exclusively from
sources outside Britain and Ireland, was committing over £3m per annum to
community-based, inter-community and cross-border activity making it more
than twice the size of the community relations core fund in that year.  The result
was a very broad portfolio of community based projects designed to extend
practice into new areas of work, to spread community relations work into areas
where there had previously been less activity and to develop an institutional
legacy (See Appendix 1).

What is striking in reviewing the portfolio of Community Bridges
Programmes is the sheer variety of community-based initiatives that had been
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realised by 2010, and how far the range of possibility had changed and grown
over twenty years.  With only very few exceptions, the programme was strongly
directed towards inter-community programmes rather than so-called single-
identity projects and each was expected to develop significant learning.  After
2006, CRC and IFI also radically changed the method of evaluation to allow
for investigation into some of the core themes of IFI work rather than relying
on project by project analysis by different independent evaluators as previously.
In this IFI paralleled developments within CRC’s core funding programme and
suggested that independent but in-house reports which could then be published,
subjected to public scrutiny and used to develop future work offered greater
hope for consistency of judgement and learning than end-of-project analyses
which often lay unused when projects came to an end.

A pattern of innovation, thoughtful development and sophisticated project
design is characteristic of many IFI projects.  By 2010, CBP’s remaining
investment in schools work was focussed on developing systemic change in
schools and in teacher training, rather than on inter-community engagement.
Likewise, an analysis of IFI’s work with Churches illustrates the sophisticated
range of methods which were now being tested to promote bridge-building.
With a varying degree of institutional support, the IFI invested heavily in change
in the denominational structures of the churches, encouraging tailored and
agreed systematic approaches in both the Church of Ireland (the Hard Gospel
Project) and the Presbyterian Church in Ireland (Peace Advocates Programme).
The church-fora networks which had been developed under CRC in the late
1990s were given systemic support through the Irish School of Ecumenics.  The
evangelical CCCI was encouraged to engage with loyalism, while reconciliation
work in Clonard Monastery which had been central to many quiet initiatives in
peace making over the decades was underpinned with a grant to encourage a
longer-term legacy.   

Openness to a variety of methods was designed to extend practice or to
establish ways of working that could be sustained long after individual projects
had completed.  Towards this aim, CBP supported community relations work
through: 

• sports (such as Peace Players International, aiming to work with 15,000
young people or Glentoran Partnership aiming to transform the image
of a football club); 

• arts (Arts for All, Artability); 
• history and reflection (promoting Gaslight’s Epilogue series as a vehicle

to consider the complexity of the legacy of violence); and
• broadcasting (the US television series, Sesame Street, was adapted for

a Northern Ireland and UK audience as ‘Sesame Tree’).
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Programmes to generate sustainable longer-term inter-community practice
were piloted through leadership programmes (Fellowship of Messines), the
development of a comprehensive mediation and conflict skills network through
Mediation Northern Ireland and investment in Community Dialogue to train
new facilitators capable of leading open dialogues on contentious issues.  The
Community Foundation (CFNI) was funded to categorise and analyse
peacebuilding practice while Corrymeela and Glencree were supported to
refresh their volunteering base.  

Community Bridges youth programmes likewise ranged from interventions
to tackle issues of community justice (NI Alternatives) or to reach young people
at risk of getting caught up in criminal activity (Terry Enright Foundation), to
complex and youth –led programmes on citizenship (Spirit of Enniskillen) and
successful arts-based programmes to tackle sectarianism for young people(
North West Play Resource Centre).   Initiatives designed to demystify violence
in areas as disparate as Claudy, North Belfast and Portadown (Public
Achievement) and programmes to promote leadership for the most
disadvantaged young people (Challenge for Youth) were widely praised.  In
2009, it was clear that projects such as these or radical programmes to tackle
sectarianism in disadvantaged areas such as the 1825 project or the YouthComm
project to engage young people from across interface areas in Belfast were far
from the stereotype of soft issue-avoiding encounter still doing the rounds in
some quarters, and characteristic of too much mainstream youthwork.  

The opportunities for funding innovation extended well beyond traditional
categories of youth and community work.  There were projects on: 

• the impact of intimidation and fear on the mobility of labour (TIDES); 
• the critical role of women in the promotion of change through

community development (WRDA);
• the need to address community tensions as they impacted on

organisations (Extern); and 
• locally-based projects such as Co-operation Ireland’s commitment to

East Belfast, Kilcranney’s investment in the Causeway area and the
Derry Walled City Project to encourage the development of an
intentional shared and mixed community on the city side of the Foyle.

IFI also supported a number of important cross-border projects which both
developed important practice around history and commemoration (New Border
Generation) and supported networks of community-based cross border
initiatives in Donegal/Derry and Fermanagh/Monaghan.  Support for two Peace
Centres in Donegal and Limerick proved less successful and their financial
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viability proved fragile when the Celtic Tiger collapsed and fascination with
peace-building outside Northern Ireland started to wane.

Geographically, IFI’s impact was most concentrated on the Belfast
interfaces, where the need to innovate and support new practice was obvious.
By 2009, IFI had supported a wide range of small local initiatives built on inter-
community organisations in unusual places like Suffolk-Lenadoon (SLIG),
Forthspring and Cornerstone as well as city-wide initiatives to support change
in policy and practice at interfaces through Belfast Interface Project.  The REAL
project pioneered attempts to reach into the heart of communities who had
grown used to hostility and doing things apart, and supported previously
unthinkable initiatives between republicans and loyalists at Finaghy Crossroads,
Short Strand and Lower Newtownards Road and across North Belfast.  A
parallel approach was also supported in the North West through St Columb’s
Park House.   

In spite of the strong preference of IFI for intercommunity work, not every
project could be structured as inter-community venture.  IFI extended early
support to the Parkside Community Association, a small republican enclave in
North Belfast where the absence of a partner on the loyalist side did not prevent
important internal community work, in Ardoyne, where tensions prevented
inter-community structures but where all sides sought to reduce tensions after
Holy Cross or in the Lower Shankill where deep internal loyalist feud in 2003
had left the community almost bereft of local leadership.

Where possible, however, Community Bridges sought to build strong,
sustainable, inter-community frameworks .  It was therefore central to important
new shared living experiments like the voluntary inter-community project in
Springfarm in Antrim and the innovative Greater Whitewell Community
Surgery in North Belfast which created a widely based support framework for
communities which were becoming increasingly polarised.  These were then
later to become important parts of other IFI programmes such as the Shared
Neighbourhoods programme developed with the Northern Ireland Housing
Executive.

Conclusion  

The scale and scope of activity supported by the Community Bridges
Programme was unimaginable in 1986.  At various times, the existence of
dynamic programmes in communities helped to sustain a momentum in peace-
building when the political process appeared to be in difficulties.  The question
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of whether innovation is possible and practical opportunities for inter-
community living generated has been answered through the IFI programme.  

Nonetheless, critical issues for peacebuilding remain.  It is certainly true
that the climate of peace-building in Ireland had altered hugely by 2012.
Nonetheless, projects, no matter how innovative, are only one part of a society’s
transition.  Ground-up initiatives must be seized, nurtured and spread through
wider political support if they are to have a systemic impact.   In some of the
interface work and in glimpses in church activity at local level there is some
evidence that the change has made a significant difference.  But at the level of
policy, support for a shared future has proved difficult to galvanise and
prioritise.   In youth and schools work, in community development and in the
wider priorities of public policy, the question of sharing had been raised but it
was still being avoided as either ‘too hard’ or contrary to the goals of still-
competing political ideologies.

The lesson of the Anglo-Irish Agreement was that top-down initiatives were
of only limited value if they failed to create the reality of peace for people in
the midst of conflict.  The lessons of the Community Bridges Programme and
other programmes like it is that innovation is a vital element in the generation
of hope and direction, in creating a broad base of participation in peace and in
creating a visible and tangible meaning for peace.  It is also part of creating a
visible sense of the possible for politicians and community leaders alike.  But
unless it is absorbed into the mainstream of changed habits and policy it remains
a vulnerable plant whose hope lies in the future.  Whatever the direction of
change in peacemaking, and the Irish case has examples of building in both
directions, there is a moment of decision at the core of peacebuilding which
remains to be embodied in the decisions to be taken by the whole society
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Appendix 1:  International Fund for Ireland Community
Bridges Programme, Active Projects 2009 and 201010

Centre for Contemporary
Christianity in Ireland

Churches-Church leadership
engaging loyalism

Hard Gospel Church of Ireland Churches-Denominational approach
to sectarianism

Irish School of Ecumenics Churches-Inter-church fora,
women’s networks

Presbyterian Church in Ireland Churches-Peace Advocates
Programme

Clonard Monastery Churches-Mainstreaming
reconciliation

Link Churches-Inter church and cross
border project for peace building

New Border Generation Cross border engagement

Ardmonagh Family and Community
Centre

Cross border peacebuilding and
leadership with Blanchardstown and
east Belfast

Sliabh Beagh Cross Border
Partnership

Cross border/cross community
capacity Building in Fermanagh

Irish Peace Institute Cross border-Capacity Building for
future role

Donegal Youth Service Cross-border -Building
Strabane/Lifford links
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NICHS Cross-border cross-community
project

An Teach Ban Cross-border inter-community
project for the NW

Inishowen Information Network/Mid
Ulster Women’s Network

Cross-border -Mentoring

Peace Player International Intercommunity capacity -Aiming to
work with 15,000 young people and
train 100+ adults across region

Arts for All Intercommunity capacity -Arts based
approaches to conflict resolution

Extern Intercommunity capacity -
Challenging sectarianism in a
regional organisation

Mediation Northern Ireland Intercommunity capacity - Com-
prehensive mediation and conflict
skills provision through associates

Women’s Regional Development
Association 

Intercommunity capacity - GR
training initiative for women in
comm. Development

Community Foundation for Northern
Ireland

Intercommunity capacity - Creating
space for Sharing and learning

Co-operation Ireland Inter-community capacity -
Developmental and sustained cross
community work

Fellowship of Messines Intercommunity capacity -
Leadership for change project
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Forward Learning Intercommunity capacity -
Structured learning for peace

Glencree Intercommunity capacity - Volunteer
Development

Corrymeela Intercommunity capacity - Volunteer
development for reconciliation

TIDES Intercommunity capacity - Break out
Labout Mobility 

Gaslight Intercommunity capacity -Workshop
programme to engage grassroots
communities in peacebuilding

Holywell Trust Local Intercommunity capacity -
Walled City Neighbourhood Project

Intercomm Local Intercommunity capacity –
mentoring across North Belfast

Caw/Lettershandoney Local Intercommunity capacity-
Development support

Kilcranny House Local Intercommunity capacity - CR
programme for Causeway area 

Ballymoney Community Resource
Centre

Local Intercommunity capacity - CR
support for North East

Glentoran Partnership Local Intercommunity capacity-
implement a Reconciliation Plan on
whole-club basis. Promoting
Glentoran as shared and open to all.
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Lower Castledawson Community
Association

Local Intercommunity capacity-
Adult and youth community
leadership programme to promote a
shared integrated ethos on the Lower
Castledawson estate

Ballynafeigh Community
Development Association

Local Intercommunity capacity - To
support the ‘interdependence
programme’ for 14 targeted groups

Randalstown Arches Association Local Intercommunity capacity -
Community Leadership/CR Training
initiative to develop community
relations capacity in Randalstown

South Lough Neagh regeneration
Association

Local Intercommunity capacity -
Comprehensive Community
relations leadership development

Springfarm and District Community
Association

Local Intercommunity capacity-
Creating and sustaining a shared
neighbourhood

Community Dialogue Inter-community capacity-Training
facilitators 

Artability Interface -Arts based approach to
issues on the Falls/Shankill interface

Forthspring Interface-Volunteer and programme
development 

REAL - Ashton/Mount Vernon Interface -Past the gatekeepers in
North Belfast

Finaghy Crossroads Project Interface - Preventative Inter-
community interface project
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Short Strand Community
Forum/Bridge Community
Association

Interface Project

174 Trust Interface-3 year action plan for CR

Suffolk Lenadoon Interface Group Interface-Addressing the legacy of
conflict and sectarianism,
community safety, quality of life and
group development

St Columb’s Park House Interface-Alternative models of
intervention for anti-Interface-social
behaviour and young people in NW

Belfast Interface Project Interface-Conflict Transformation
Development

Cornerstone Interface-Networking for west
Belfast 

Cornerstone Interface-Local planning for peace
and reconciliation

Greater Whitewell Community
Surgery

Interface-Creating a cross
community, cross interface
partnership to build good relations
across seven estates on or near the
Whitewell Road

LINC Resource Centre Interface-CR mentoring project to
support volunteers and activists

Skegoneill/Glandore Common
Purpose

Interface-To develop  a cross-
interface programme in the
mid-Skegoniell/Glandore interface
in North Belfast
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South West Action Team Interface - To reduce tension along
the Broadway interface and promote
engagement

Parkside Community Association Interface - Create a stable and
peaceful community within the
Parkside area

Concerned Residents of Upper
Ardoyne

Interface-Building CR in a loyalist
community

Lower Shankill Community
Association

Interface-Community Relations
groundwork in a loyalist community
of low capacity

North Belfast Interface Network Interface-Support funding for CRC
core funding in interface work

Ballymac Friendship Group Interface - Over the interface from
loyalist East Belfast

Sesame Workshop Media -20 sesame tree programmes

NI Alternatives Single Identity intervention - Action
for community transformation
programme

North West Play Resource Centre Youth Arts-based CR for North west
area

Spirit of Enniskillen Trust Youth -Building Citizenship and
Diversity Programme
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Youth comm. Youth - East North and West Belfast
for youth work

Youth Initiatives Youth - First steps - for young
people at disadvantage affected by
sectarianism

Terry Enright Foundation Youth leadership programme for
disadvantaged youth from North and
West Belfast

1825 Youth- Peer education in CR for at
risk young people

Public Achievement Youth - Away from violence for
young people in a cross community
programme

Challenge for Youth Youth - Citizenship and leadership

Newcastle Community Association Youth-local CR programme for
young people

Links Lurgan Youth Project to provide a
permanent youth centre in a safe and
neutral setting

Shankill Parish Caring Association Youth - To engage 150 young people
to become advocates for a shared
future

Lisburn Inter schools Schools - Whole school approach to
peacebuilding
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5 Agreement between the Government of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and

Northern Ireland and the Government of the Republic of Ireland concerning the
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8 Sharing this Space, International Fund for Ireland, Belfast and Dublin, 2006. p6
9 International Fund for Ireland Annual Report 2010, p36
10 CRC Annual Reports, various.

School of Education Schools - Development of teacher
training modules

Community Relations in Schools Schools- to create three regional
clusters of schools in Antrim,
Cookstown and North Belfast to
undertake comprehensive whole-
school approaches to
inter-community work
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Perspectives and Possibilities: 
Mental Health in post-Agreement 

Northern Ireland

Elizabeth Gallagher, Brandon Hamber and Elaine Joy

Mental health is considered one of the most important issues in the post-conflict
reconstruction period.1 Northern Ireland is no exception is this regard. There
are numerous studies that show that the 30-year conflict has had an impact on
the general and mental health of children and adults in Northern Ireland2,
although the poorer sections of the community were most affected.  The
Consultative Group on the Past (2009) notes that working class and border
areas, in particular, experienced victimisation, ranging from economic and
social deprivation to the oppressive presence of military and paramilitary forces. 
It is estimated that one in six people in Northern Ireland will suffer from a
medically defined mental illness at some stage in their lives.3  In comparison to
the UK average mental health needs in Northern Ireland are 25% higher.4 As a
result of the conflict young people in Northern Ireland face a higher risk of
mental ill health in comparison to young people in both England and Scotland.5

But how does society at large understand what the impact of the conflict
has been? How do professionals and policymakers understand this legacy and
what needs to be done? 

In recent years, the work of victims/survivor groups supporting those
affected by the political conflict has been instrumental in highlighting the
ongoing impact of the conflict and the need for sustained interventions.
However, this article contends that this has also, at least in part, resulted in the
mental health impact of the conflict being wrongly seen as only a “victims”
issue. Although it is vital to offer support services to victims, we argue, this
focus has missed the wider impact of conflict on society and also belies a larger
debate within the mental health profession about how to conceptualise mental
health problems, i.e. as a definable and diagnosable psychopathology or a wider
social problem. 
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These issues, among others, were the focus of a discussion at the 2011-2012
Forum for Cities in Transition conference where a panel discussion on “Conflict
and Mental Health” took place.6 This article will highlight some of the issues
raised in panel, as well as the wider literature and research focused on
understanding mental health in transitional and post-conflict societies.  As noted
above, it will unpack debates about how best to understand and address the
current mental health challenges on Northern Ireland.

Legacy

When one considers that roughly two-thirds of Northern Ireland’s adult
population have had one or more experiences of trauma, and that the Troubles
accounted for half of these experiences7, it is fairly remarkable that the society
has, at least to a degree, moved significantly forward politically in the last two
decades. Some communities which were devastated by conflict have gone on
to be reconstructed socially and economically, and although many victims of
the conflict remain on the margins of society, others now hold significant
positions in government, civil society and the statutory sector. All this has led
some to postulate that people are more resilient to conflict than is often thought. 
Experts on the “Conflict and Mental Health” Panel challenged this view and
that the people of Northern Ireland were and are generally resilient to trauma
associated with conflict. For the first ten or fifteen years, clinical observations
highlighted the resilience of the people of Northern Ireland, and in particular,
women and young people, without considering how trauma can manifest
adversely in the long-term.8 John Alderdice notes:

Whilst it may seem that people are resilient — and indeed in some
circumstances they are — one should not misunderstand that and believe
that there are no serious long-term and frequently trans-generational
sequelae. 

David Bolton shares the view that Northern Ireland’s initial neglect of
mental health issues was often predicated on the presumption of resilience, and
that experiences of trauma in Northern Ireland are, in fact, much more prevalent
than first believed.9 Bolton uses the results of an epidemiological study of the
conflict in Northern Ireland carried out by the Centre for Trauma and
Transformation as evidence for his view.10 The study found that fifteen percent
of individuals who had experienced trauma developed Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD), one-third of whom did not recover without access to trauma-
focused therapeutic interventions.11 Thus, Bolton asserts:
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There is a lesson to be learned from Northern Ireland and the lesson is:
don’t leave it as late as we did. If you’re dealing with societal conflict, one
of the steps that need to be taken is to begin to put in place effective, trauma-
focused mental health services that can deal with the initial trauma but also
with the chronic trauma that will emerge in due course.

Muldoon and Downes (2007) also use PTSD as their yardstick. They argue
that the post-traumatic stress disorder is the most common mental health
problem resulting from years of war and conflict.12 The prevalence of PTSD in
post conflict societies is also thought to be normally higher than in societies
where conflict is still ongoing.13 Nevertheless, very little research on the
prevalence of PTSD in post conflict societies such as Northern Ireland is
available.14 Muldoon and Downes (2007) note that “those identified as having
probable PTSD represent a particularly vulnerable and disadvantaged group in
terms of financial, psychological and social capital”.15 Many of the people in
Northern Ireland with symptoms that may suggest PTSD do not see themselves
as victims of the conflict and instead of seeking professional help some self-
medicate and “treat” their symptoms with drugs and alcohol.16

But there is also a concern about narrowing the understanding of the impact
of the conflict to a limited construct such as PTSD.17 Focusing on symptoms
can reduce the focus on the social context that continues to create ongoing
mental health challenges. Focusing on “diagnosis” can divert attention to
individual symptoms instead of seeing the reconstruction of the social,
economic and cultural environment as the key parts of supporting positive
mental health in societies emerging from political violence.

The issue of suicide is a case in point, which is not simply a manifestation
of individual depression but integrally linked to the dynamics of the social
context and the political conflict in Northern Ireland. One of the main concerns
of “The Promoting Mental Health Strategy and Action Plan”18 is high level of
suicide among young males in the society. This has a gender dimension.
Violence and aggression remain deeply ingrained in the society and manifests
in violence particularly by men against others and themselves.19 Statistics from
the Northern Ireland’s Public Health Agency as quoted in The Guardian20 show
that between 1999 and 2008 suicide rates in Northern Ireland have risen by
64%. In 2010, 313 deaths from suicide have been registered showing a
significant increase on the previous year with a total of 260 suicide deaths
registered in 2009.21 The majority of suicide deaths in 2010 were males between
15-34 years old, a total of 240 male deaths as a result of suicide were registered
in comparison to 73 female deaths.22
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One of the public debates in Northern Ireland about suicide is the degree to
which it is a legacy of the conflict, and the role of paramilitary groups in this
in particularly.23 It has been argued that post-Troubles suicides and suicidal
behaviour frequently occurred among young males who had not themselves
participated in the violence, but who resided in areas where there had been
chronic, long-term violence as a result of the conflict.24 Often, these young
men were the targets of intimidation, and physical and sexual abuse by
paramilitary and other figures in their communities. According to Smith, Fay,
Borough and Hamilton (2004) in Northern Ireland the mental health of young
men is particularly affected by the conflict as they are more likely to fall victim
to punishment beatings and intimidation by paramilitary groups in comparison
to females. Healey explains that in her experience as a mental health practitioner
in Northern Ireland, the mental health of young people in conflict is adversely
affected by such diverse circumstances as: coping with the death or
imprisonment of a parent(s); growing up with a parent(s) who has PTSD; living
in the shadow of a brother or sister killed during the Troubles; suffering from
domestic violence and various forms of physical and sexual abuse; and even
being forced to relocate as a result of political intimidation. 

Members of the security forces and ex-paramilitaries also seem to be
vulnerable to suicide often exhibiting suicidal behaviour years after initial
conflict-related incidents and experiences.25 The nexus of long-term
unemployment, poverty, relationship breakdown, alcohol and substance abuse,
and at times the existential anxiety of the “terrible futility of the things” they
were involved in can result in mental health problems.26 Recent research has
also begun to suggest that the impact of the conflict can become more acute
with age with over 90% of ex-prisoners now being over 50 years old. A recent
survey of former politically motivated prisoners found that they were four times
more likely to be unemployed than others in Northern Ireland.27 Mental health
impacts were also present, i.e. 68.8% of respondents engaged in levels of
drinking that were hazardous and 32.6 % had received prescription medication
for depression in the last year.28 Given that at least 15,000 people were
incarcerated in Northern Ireland during the conflict, the effect on individuals
and the knock-on effect onto extended families cannot be underestimated. 

Perspectives 

Although, as was outlined above, the individual impact of conflict can be
devastating there is a tension in the psychology field about how best to
understand this and the concept of resiliency. Earlier in the article the notion of
resilience was challenged, but this should not be read as a total dismissal of the
concept of resiliency. Rather it is a challenge to how it has been used in



67Perspectives and Possibilities: Mental Health in post-Agreement 
Northern Ireland

Northern Ireland particularly, where its use in the 1970s and 1980s was often
tantamount to the denial of the full mental health impact of the conflict. This,
for example, is evident in the fact that a policy focus on victims of the conflict
only developed post the 1998 Agreement. It has been argued that there was a
policy silence in the areas of health, social services, education and other
provisions for victims of the conflict.29 This was acknowledged by the British
government through Minister Des Browne in 2003 when he noted, “in all that
time [thirty years of conflict] there were no policies in relation to victims”. 30

Since 1998, there have been numerous victim policies set in place31, and in 2008
the establishment of the Commission for Victims and Survivors in Northern
Ireland.  However, there is a danger of moving from one extreme to the next,
i.e. that there is no mental health legacy of the conflict to diagnosing everyone
as traumatised by the conflict. This can have the effect of pathologising
resiliencies that are there and denigrating local coping mechanisms.32

Resilience is the process of adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma,
tragedy, threats, it means, “bouncing back” from difficult experiences.33 Each
individual possess protective factors that serve to support them if they
experience a traumatic event, however, situations can affect these protective
factors and can either support or weaken their response to a traumatic event.34

According to Baker and Shalhoub-Kevorkian (1995) people in the same
household react differently to the same traumatic experience. Betancourt and
Khan (2008) argue that resiliency; psychological adjustment and mental health
in societies that have endured years of conflict should be seen as a dynamic
process instead of a personal trait. If we start to understand resilience as
something that can come not only from individuals, but from the social context
(e.g. community connections and cohesion, social protection) then how we can
rebuild resilience and strengthen coping becomes more apparent.

Gilligan (2006) has pointed out that war can have positive aspects, for
example community bonding, and that there are many social, political,
economic, and cultural factors which influence how or if individuals seek help.
Terms such as PTSD also run the risk of pathologising individuals, labelling
them as having a disorder and skewing power relations.35 It has also been argued
that using medicalised language changes how people begin to describe their
suffering, moving away from talking about the wider social and political context
and how it links to mental health, towards framing the impact of conflict as
primarily individualized PTSD as this is what gains medical and legal
attention.36

Many are now starting to reject an individualized mental health focus and there
is a growing view that other paradigms and institutions can contribute to our
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understanding of mental health in transitional and post-conflict societies more
effectively.37 The mental health paradigm is but one lens with which to view
conflict and it is not apolitical.38 Not only do structural conditions (i.e.
segregation) impact upon the effective delivery of mental health services,
Breen-Smyth cautions that the primacy of the mental health paradigm may
actually be detrimental to victims/survivors. As in Northern Ireland, if research
cannot present sufficient statistical evidence of widespread, trauma-induced
psychopathologies as a result of exposure to conflict, policymakers can justify
delaying, or neglecting altogether, instituting mechanisms to effectively deal
with the past.39 Although some feel therapeutic models do not promote passivity
and patients can take control of their treatment40, others argue the mental health
paradigm inherently promotes inequitable power relationships between an
expert practitioner and an inexpert patient41.  This constrains individual capacity
to identify his or her needs and claim ownership of the recovery process.42 As
a result, Breen-Smyth states, individual therapeutic interventions may be ill-
fitted to patients’ underlying needs:

It seems to me that it’s at our peril that we look at these things solely through
the lens of mental health. We also need to factor in the justice frameworks.
People are aggrieved, they have not seen justice, and if we put a pill in
somebody’s mouth when they are grieving and the lack in their lives is the
lack of justice and the lack of reconciliation, then we are storing up trouble
for our own futures and for our children’s futures. So, let’s use mental health
frameworks by all means, but let’s remember that they are only one pair of
glasses, and we have many more pairs of glasses at our disposal. 

Hetherington concurs that justice is critically important to victims and
survivors, but that in Northern Ireland, justice is contested, generally meaning
law, order and security to unionists, but social justice and parity to nationalists,
rendering consensus virtually unachievable.43 That said, victims of political
conflict from all backgrounds are unlikely to divorce the questions of truth,
justice, labelling responsibility for violations, compensation and official
acknowledgement of what happened to them from the healing process.44

Although issues like justice are also not a panacea to dealing with the impact
of conflict45, research has highlighted that the legacy of conflict upon mental
health cannot be dealt with solely by considering individual psychopathologies
of those with direct or indirect experiences of conflict.46

Violence committed by paramilitary groups, for example, is a group
phenomenon and is not about individual psychopathologies.47 The fact that
Protestant, working-class young men are disaffected, lacking the educational
resources and employment opportunities of the Protestant middle-class, and
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failing more recently to attain the same level of social advancement as
nationalists following the conflict, is a social problem not solely an individual
one but has massive mental health ramifications.48 Maureen Hetherington
argues that violence in Northern Ireland can only be understood in terms of a
collective, cultural phenomenon in which domestic violence, punishment
shootings and beatings for drug-related or anti-social behaviour and political
support for violence are tolerated with apathy or indifference.49 The faith
community, bystanders and politicians all have a role in changing Northern
Ireland’s culture of violence and that only through cultural change will victims
and survivors be allowed the space to share their experiences and ultimately to
heal.50

According to Tomlinson (2007) the conflict affected everything and the
society as a whole has been “traumatised” with brutalisation being common
and “resistance to change engrained and depression and anxiety widespread”.51

The impact and reverberations of the conflict are still being felt most acutely
by the direct victims and the bereaved, but whole communities also have a
collective experience of suffering making the problem personal, communal and
society-wide.52

Implications

The panel at the 2011-2012 Forum for Cities in Transition clearly articulated
the importance of establishing effective mental health strategies even in low-
level conflicts, such as in Northern Ireland. Compared with the Rwandan
genocide where 800,000 people were killed in just three months53, or with the
conflict in Bosnia and Herzegovina which claimed the lives of more than
100,000 individuals in three years54, it can be easy to dismiss the impact of the
3,600 people killed in the Troubles.55 Nevertheless, as evidenced by this article
and other research the impact of the conflict on mental health has been
pervasive and extends well beyond the devastating impact on those most
directly affected in terms of injuries or bereavement.56

A misguided notion of resilience has in the past in Northern Ireland resulted
in the full impact of the conflict being ignored until recently. Mistakenly seeing
resilience as universally inherent in individuals has hindered mental health
promotion in that it has affirmed the culturally defined idea that people are
strong enough to deal with their own problems and this has led to many people
self-medicating, taking part in risk-taking activities and various forms of
violence as a means of coping with their problems. In other words, the universal
presumption of resilience has led to a negative form of coping, which in turn,
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has impacted negatively on the mental health of people affected by the conflict
in Northern Ireland. 

It is only in the last fifteen years that the assumption of resilience to the
Northern Ireland conflict from a mental health perspective has been challenged.
It is now also contended that the failure of society to acknowledge the
complexity and pain of the past and deal with outstanding conflict-related issues
in Northern Ireland politically is, at least in part, about the neglect of the
massive impact the conflict has had on the society.57

The conflict has had particularly devastating consequences for the mental
health of victims, former combatants, children, and women. Further these
effects have been chronic and generally manifested only after a significant
passage of time. During the conflict people in Northern Ireland generally did
not receive adequate support to deal with their problems.58 Establishing effective
trauma-centred therapeutic interventions is one critical avenue by which to
address trauma and its often devastating sequelae. 

However, therapeutic interventions are only a small part of what is needed.
For example, the disproportionate effects of trauma on young people, needs to
also be addressed through safeguarding and promoting the rights for children
and ensuring young people feel they have a secure future. Chronic
unemployment and bleak economic prospects cannot be divorced from the
mental health challenges faced by a range of people in the society. Links
between mental health and the social environment have been well documented,
with deprivation, poverty and low educational attainment being associated with
poor mental health.59 According to Muldoon and Downes (2007) in order to
better understand the impact of any specific incident in conflict situations
approaches need to consider previous traumatic experiences and socio-
economic background. Clearly there are linkages between trauma, anti-social
behaviour, crime, poverty, substance abuse, and suicide, and therefore there is
a need to define the relationship between mental health and justice both in the
criminal sense but also socially.  At the same time, however, we need to ensure
that stigmatization of the working-class as responsible for the violence does
not take place as this can be traumatizing in itself, and it fails to see that the
conflict has permeated all aspects of life in Northern Ireland and is also
perpetuated by attitudes across the society.60

This sort of thinking means we need to stretch the boundaries of the mental
health field to encompass the spatial territory of politics, justice and socio-
economics if we are to truly understand how individuals have been adversely
affected by political conflict. In other words, the mental health impact of the
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conflict needs to be mainstreamed across policies aimed at health, welfare,
education, justice and economic development among others. Beyond
considering innovative methods of incorporating discourses of mental health
and the conflict into other paradigms, this article has argued that mental health
should not be discussed simply in terms of individual psychopathologies, but
also in terms of shared conflict experiences across collectives and groups. This
requires community-orientated interventions aimed at whole communities as
part of the process of social reconstruction.61 These interventions should have
psychological, social, economic, cultural and environmental elements and be
aimed at ensuring human security in the broadest sense and seek to maximise
the capabilities of individuals to participate in the development of their own
lives and communities. Such a focus should also aim to build resilience by
building on existing coping mechanisms and capabilities often seen in
communities, which may be present in the community and social structure.
Barsalou (2005) posits that we should reinforce the sources of resilience within
our communities instead of psychopathologizing the process of social
reconstruction.

For strategies to be effective the whole family should be the focus of the support
in order to dampen trans-generational effects of the conflict.62 Even those
lacking direct experiences of the conflict such as young people can continue to
live with its legacy. Yet, if we focus only on the individual aspects of a young
person’s particular experience, we may disregard common narratives, shared
experiences and the social and political conditions that detrimentally affect their
mental health. Moreover, we would fail to see the implicit linkages between
the mental health of parents or community leaders, and the manifestation of
trauma in young people. Equally, by taking a narrow individual pathology
model, or only focusing on direct victims of the conflict, the experience of many
women who had to cope with enormous levels of family disruption, economic
hardship and abuse in the home linked to violent conflict-masculinities63, as
well as alcoholism often seen in impoverished communities, can be missed. In
other words, if we isolate our discussion of mental health to trauma caused by
the direct participation of men in armed conflict, we would ignore the shared
experience of women in the structural and physical violence associated with
that struggle and its aftermath.64 

By discussing mental health solely in terms of individual psychopathologies,
we also forego the pursuit of strategies to address cultural attitudes to violence.
Support for violence and its pervasive nature post-Agreement cannot be reduced
to an individual’s particular state of mental health or pathology. Without
questioning the society-wide cultural framework that perpetuates and
legitimizes the pursuit of goals through violence, we not only limit alternative
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courses of action, but restrict the space for victims and survivors to speak openly
about their experiences of conflict at the detriment of their mental health.

In summary, violence and dealing with its mental health legacy means we
need to understand violence in context and address it not only individually, but
socially and politically. Although, it is extremely important to focus on the
victims and survivors of the conflict, we need to simultaneously move beyond
this narrow focus and consider the wider society. There is of course a danger in
arguing everyone was affected by the conflict, i.e. we can fail to acknowledge
the differential impact of the conflict.65 However, if a genuinely contextual
approach to dealing with the legacy of conflict is adopted, then different social,
political, developmental and environmental interventions, as well as tailored
individual therapeutic approaches, would be the result.
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