“FAIRNESS FOR ALL”

THE FUTURE OF PEACE FUNDING
JAMES H ALLISTER QC MEP
THE REALITY OF PEACE II – PROTESTANT EXCLUSION.
Since the introduction of PEACE funding Northern Ireland has received approximately 576 million GBP. Government figures (NI Statistics and Research Agency) show the Roman Catholic/Nationalist share of the funding has been 56%, whereas that community only represents 41% of the population of Northern Ireland. 
Thus under PEACE I and II the Protestant/Unionist community has received at least 86 million GBP less than its entitlement. This shameful imbalance must be redressed. 

Whether it is or not shall become the litmus test for further Unionist support for PEACE funding.

BACKGROUND
The contents of this paper arise out of an extensive consultation process involving a wide range of groups and individuals drawn from the Protestant/Unionist community sector. Arising from the consultation it has become apparent that the aforementioned community has not reaped the tangible benefit from the PEACE II programme or its predecessor, PEACE I, that the Roman Catholic/Nationalist community has. This lamentable situation must be addressed as a matter of urgency if the confidence of the Protestant/Unionist community in any future allocation of PEACE funding is to be secured. We feel it is only right to place on record the fundamental truth that confidence in the European Peace funding system is at an all time low amongst the Protestant/Unionist community; so much so that many are found questioning whether they can lend their support to any future system at all.

 This is the challenge that confronts us and it is vital that necessary steps are taken to positively engage the Protestant/Unionist community with the PEACE III programme. Another two years of that which has gone before is not a satisfactory or reasonable course of action to take, either on the part of central government or on the part of the major funding bodies. 

This report will detail the problems confronting the Protestant/Unionist community which make it difficult to channel much-needed (and much deserved) funding into that community and will recommend a course of positive action that can be taken to help alleviate the problem. It is a source of considerable regret that the majority community in Northern Ireland, who suffered the most, both in terms of people killed and in terms of damage to community infrastructure should feel they have been effectively excluded from a programme which had at its core, the aims of “addressing the legacy of the conflict” and “taking opportunities arising from peace”. 

It is little wonder that people from the Protestant/Unionist community look on in outrage at the enormous amounts of money handed over to those responsible for thirty-five years of terror, when they themselves face callous indifference or downright hostility when they go to apply for PEACE funding. The fundamental lack of equality which lies at the heart of the PEACE Programme, as demonstrated by the disproportionate funding of one community over the other needs to be tackled.

 It must be said that bodies such as SEUPB have not demonstrated sufficient commitment to tackling this inequality, nor have they demonstrated a determination to restore the confidence of the Protestant/Unionist community in Northern Ireland in the fairness of any PEACE programme. This is to be regretted, because bodies such as SEUPB have it within their power to encourage a greater level of participation from the Protestant/Unionist community in the PEACE programme, either through public campaigns to ensure awareness of the availability of funding or through actively targeting key groups and granting them funding for their work; by doing neither they demonstrate a telling satisfaction with the situation which currently exists. 

We clearly do not share their satisfaction and hope that the government will act immediately to implement the recommendations contained in this document, which we believe firmly are reasonable, fair and designed to deliver that parity of esteem which has thus far been so lacking in the PEACE programme.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT - CITIES

The Protestant/Unionist community has undergone a major crisis of confidence and identity over the course of the so-called Troubles. Once vibrant and economically productive Protestant communities have been almost completely destroyed by the onslaught of violence in Northern Ireland – this is particularly so in the city of Belfast. 

Communities such as Lower Newtownards Road, Sandy Row, the Greater Shankill and Tiger’s Bay, which once thronged with thousands of people have been seriously de-populated due to the “Troubles” as transient populations were moved out of the city heartlands and into housing estates such as Belvoir, Ballybeen, Rathcoole and Tullycarnet. 

The effect that these clearances had was to devastate the community infrastructure of long-standing working-class Protestant areas. There are also issues of community confidence and identity which arise out of the programme of systematic clearances. 

It is apparent that the Nationalist community in inner city areas of Belfast have reaped a much greater reward from the PEACE programme than their Protestant neighbours have. Events such as the West Belfast Community Festival bear testimony to a thriving and vibrant community very much at ease with its own cultural and political identity. The Unionist community has looked on aghast as its culture and identity has not only been sidelined or ignored by funding bodies but has been actively persecuted and stamped upon in places like the Lower Ormeau and the Whiterock. 

This combination of factors, of (a) massive de-population (b) lack of community infrastructure (of which more later) and (c) increased feelings of marginalisation and disenchantment with regards to the cultural and political identity of the community have created a situation whereby confidence in the Protestant community in working-class districts in Belfast and other urban centres of population is extremely low.

It is within the power of the government and the funding bodies to tackle the low esteem within the Protestant/Unionist community in these areas and while it may indeed be difficult for some to admit that a problem exists in the first place, they have a duty to act now.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT – RURAL AREAS

A continuous thread that runs through both rural and urban areas is the lack of community infrastructure. It has been reported that the community infrastructure in County Down for the Protestant community is particularly weak, served by very few workers. The strong network of community workers and people who have specialist expertise in filling in funding applications that exists in the Nationalist community in Northern Ireland simply does not exist in the Unionist community. This common problem needs to be addressed. The scale of the problem is such that to adequately catch-up in terms of people working within the community sector from a Protestant/Unionist background, at least 23 new workers over the course of the next three years is required. It is to be envisaged that each of the Northern Ireland counties would have 10 full time workers serving the needs of the Protestant/Unionist community in those areas and that Belfast would have an additional 10 full time workers. 
A more salient and easily identifiable problem suffered by the rural Protestant/Unionist community relates to Orange Halls and their role within the community. In keeping with the insidious legacy of isolating and excluding manifestations of Protestant/Unionist culture, some funding bodies have shown an unwillingness to provide financial support to Orange Halls, particularly for capital projects. 

This unfairness is very difficult to understand when one considers that in many rural communities Orange Halls effectively serve as the local Community Centre. Their activities are not limited to the Loyal Orders; mother and toddler groups, young farmers, youth clubs and Women’s Institute all use Orange Halls across the country. Considerations about the proved sustainability of projects in Orange Halls are clearly already settled. What could be more sustainable than a local hall that has been in use for generations? The vast array of groups who use Orange Halls is also demonstrative of the sustainable nature of the projects that take place within them. It should of course be noted that the Community Relations Council and the Ulster-Scots Agency both recognise Orange Lodges as community groups – the reticence of other funders to do likewise is hard to understand.
A network of Protestant/Unionist community centres is already potentially in place, if only the funding were made available. The refusal of funding bodies to grant financial support to groups utilising Orange Halls and the refusal of aid to improve existing and/or provide new or modern facilities has undermined confidence in the Unionist community in these rural communities. This chill factor has been manifested in the lower rate of applications being submitted from the Unionist community – in many areas the existing funding bodies simply are not trusted to act in a fair and impartial way when processing applications from the Protestant/Unionist community.

RING-FENCING
Those, like SEUPB, who do not want to find a meaningful answer to Protestant under funding will promote cosmetic but ineffective changes, such as enhancement of the weak community infrastructure measure, but have thus far resisted the one step capable of delivering real change, namely the ring-fencing of a substantial portion of available funding for the under funded community.

Ring fencing already exists within PEACE funding; for example, the finance for collaborative academic research is ring-fenced. Arguments that it cannot be done are therefore spurious. Moreover, the cause of bringing parity and equality to an under funded community is far more deserving of assured funding than academic research.

Thus, the primary demand of the Protestant/Unionist community is that affirmative action is taken to ring-fence a substantial proportion of the remaining PEACE funding, not that parity (with only 2 years of funding remaining) can be secured, but at the very least steps should be taken in that direction.
AN EAST – WEST ELEMENT

We have repeatedly made clear our determination and desire to see an East – West element introduced into the PEACE programme, in order to positively compliment the existing strong emphasis which is placed upon the North – South co-operation. This North – South element is viewed with a deep sense of unease and wariness. An East – West element would in fact encourage a higher level of participation from the Unionist community who feel that it would pose no threat to their political beliefs. Furthermore, the historical links between Scotland and Northern Ireland are well documented. These longstanding and enduring influences deserve to be treated with the same respect afforded to the influences from south of the border.
In a more contemporary context, the exodus of Protestants from rural areas due to the onset of the “troubles” is a well-documented historical legacy of the conflict. While many of these émigrés went to Canada and the United States of America, the greater number left for Scotland and England. These people should be encouraged to return, or at the very least they should be afforded assistance to visit Northern Ireland in order to re-establish a connection with the Province, or their children could be encouraged to visit in order to see family graves and explore their roots. We have “Co-operation Ireland”, many people believe the time has come to establish a “Co-operation UK” in order to facilitate and East – West programme of (a) addressing the legacy of the conflict (b) increasing East – West economic opportunities (c) promoting East – West approaches to training and human resource development.

FUNDING BODIES – LACKING IN CONFIDENCE

Although it may indeed be painful for some people to hear it, it must be said that the various funding bodies, whether they are major bodies such as SEUPB or smaller funders like LSP’s are not perceived as being fair or even-handed in their dealings with the Protestant/Unionist community. This was one of the major reoccurring themes to have arisen out of the consultation exercise.

Even a cursory glance of the employment records of the SEUPB provides a clear insight as to why it would not be viewed as being even-handed or impartial. According to correspondence from Mr. Pat Colgan, Chief Executive of the Special EU Programmes Body -   83% of SEUPB’s employees were non-
Protestant. This means the grand total of five Protestants are employed by SEUPB.
No matter how objective SEUPB employees may attempt to be, the fact that the workforce of the largest funding body in the country is so imbalanced sends out a very pertinent and powerful message, namely that the structures of the PEACE programme remain a no-go area for people from a Protestant/Unionist background, and thus further contributing to the Unionist chill factor.

HOW IS FAIRNESS TO BE MONITORED?

It is clear from our consultation and from dealing with cases where funding has been denied for seemingly no good reason, that the fairness and equality of practice of various funding bodies has come to be viewed as highly suspect to say the least. We therefore propose the establishment of a European Funding Equality Unit (EFEU). It would ensure not only that best practice is being adhered to when dealing with group applications but also to ensure that overall levels of funding – so-called headline figures - are being distributed in a fair and representative manner across the Province as a whole.

It is entirely unacceptable that the funding bodies can be felt to discriminate at will against groups from the Protestant/Unionist community and not be held to account for their actions. What have funding bodies got to fear from their actions be open and scrutinised in public? If the answer is nothing then the creation of an EFEU will be a welcome development and a guaranteed way of restoring some semblance of confidence in the process as a whole.

Having said that, the EFEU must be representative of the community that it is serving – any notion that the body is imbalanced or unfair would undermine the entire idea. An in-house type body which looks after funders and not applicants is not an option. Self regulation has not worked and will not be seen to work.
TRUST FUND – SUSTAINABLE AND FAIR

We believe that a Trust Fund would provide a sustainable and fair step towards alleviating the clearly indisputable alienation of the Protestant/Unionist community from the existing PEACE II structures. While we believe this would be a positive step in of itself we also feel it is important to stress the role of an Equality Unit to maintain the distribution of PEACE money.

The Trust will be called the THE ULSTER FUND and could promote all aspects of economic, social and cultural development within Northern Ireland and the Republic’s border counties Protestant/Unionist populace.

In order to ensure that the Trust is representative and serves the community that it is designed for, we believe that the board of trustees should be composed of representatives from the Protestant Churches, the Loyal Orders, and the Unionist political parties, with power to co-opt any other worthy contributors. 

The initial investment placed in the Trust should be somewhere in the region of £10 million, which could give the Trust a worthwhile annual income approaching 1 million pounds to spend.
The Trust will also require a permanent secretariat. We propose a five-member team with responsibility for overseeing the day-to-day operations of the fund. The exact details and format of the fund are obviously open to revision and clarification.

CONCLUSION
If Her Majesty’s Government is truly committed to guaranteeing fairness and equality in the distribution of PEACE money they will act quickly to implement these reasonable and fair proposals. If they choose to do nothing and allow the status quo to continue it is hard to see the Protestant/Unionist community having any further involvement in the programme.
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