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In February 2012, two significant independent reports were published on the 
current state of the peace process in Northern Ireland: the Northern Ireland 
Peace Monitoring Report by Paul Nolan and Progressing Good Relations and 
Reconciliation in Post‐Agreement Northern Ireland by Grainne Kelly. These 
reports were published under the auspices of two highly reputable 
community and research‐based organisations, the first by the NI Community 
Relations Council and the second by the University of Ulster’s conflict 
resolution research centre INCORE. 

It is extraordinary how little mention there is of North‐South or cross‐border 
cooperation in either of these well‐received reports.1 The Nolan report has 
a little over a page (out of 183) on “the workings of the North‐South 
Ministerial Council”, in which it mentions that the Centre for Cross Border 
Studies, one of a range of third sector bodies set up to develop “mutual 
understanding between the two jurisdictions”, had put together a database 
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showing “5,000 organisations actively pursuing cross‐border activities”. There 
is no further comment on this striking evidence of a rich network of 
connections between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland.2 

The Kelly report has even less mention of North‐South or cross‐border 
cooperation. A word search found no matches for the phrases ‘cross‐border’ 
or ‘Republic of Ireland’. The Irish government was cited only for its role as a 
funding source. In the lengthy literature review and bibliography, there was 
no mention, for example, of the more than 100 research reports on all 
aspects of North‐South and cross‐border cooperation published by the 
Centre for Cross Border Studies and its associated bodies since 2001. 

One of the sections in the Kelly report is on ‘successes to date’ in 
implementing the peace process in Northern Ireland. There was no mention 
of any North‐South success stories here. In this foundational strand of the 
1998 Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, successes could have included the 
following:  

• The regular meetings and harmonious cross‐border relationships 
built up between politicians and civil servants through the North‐
South Ministerial Council and the seven North‐South bodies; 

• Frequent statements by Northern Ireland First Minister Peter 
Robinson that relations with the Republic of Ireland have never been 
better;  

• The continuous growth of cross‐border business and trade until the 
onset of the international financial crisis and its particularly heavy 
impact on the Republic of Ireland in 2008; 

• The security threat from Republican dissident groups largely held in 
check by excellent cooperation between the two police forces;  

• The accessing of hundreds of millions of euros in EU funding by 
thousands of cross‐border community and voluntary groups, 
particularly in the border region, where such funding has seen a 
remarkable blossoming of that hitherto very underdeveloped sector 
(particularly on the southern side of the border). 

What does this striking absence of any significant mention of the very 
considerable work on the cross‐border dimension of the peace process tell 
us about North‐South relationships and connections 15 years after the 
signing of the 1998 Agreement? And what does it tell us about North‐South 
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connections between civil society bodies in general and community and 
voluntary organisations in particular? Those are the questions this article, 
provisionally, will try to answer. 

Since it is based on research carried out for the Joseph Rowntree Charitable 
Trust, the article will try to do it in the context of the five priorities of the 
Rowntree Trust’s 2011‐2016 funding programme for Northern Ireland: 

1. Strengthening ‘new politics’; 

2. Fostering a culture of human rights, equality and civil liberties;  

3. Encouraging and enabling marginalised groups to play a full part in 
the political process and civil society; 

4. Dealing with the past; and  

5. Strengthening civil society. 

The Rowntree research was based largely on interviews with around 60 
politicians, community and voluntary sector leaders, community activists, 
women, student and youth leaders, lawyers, social researchers, peace 
workers and young people in both jurisdictions between January and April 
2012. 

A quiet success story 

Practical North‐South cooperation in the decade from the Belfast/Good 
Friday Agreement in 1998 to the 2008 international financial crisis between 
a wide range of social, educational, community, and economic development 
groups is generally seen as one of the quiet success stories of the Northern 
Irish peace process. The major factor in this success was the largesse of EU 
funding programmes like PEACE and Interreg. 

As the former editor of the Irish Times, Conor Brady observed in 2005: 

Right across public life – in public services, in business, in NGOs, in 
voluntary organisations – the deadly, deafening silences and the 
stopped‐up channels of communication have been replaced by 
dialogue, cooperation and a realisation that everybody gains, and 
nobody loses when people and organisations work together ... Now 
teachers from the two parts of Ireland can work in each other’s 
jurisdictions. Nurses and health workers have mutually‐recognised 
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credentials. Social workers can move from one jurisdiction to another. 
Business people are trading, investing and developing without regard 
to the lines on the map. From this year on, PSNI [Police Service of 
Northern Ireland] and Garda will be able to work on secondment in 
each other’s service.3 

A more critical view came from the respected social commentator Brian 
Harvey in 2010. He said that the governments in Dublin and Belfast had 
focused their efforts mainly on economic cooperation between the two 
jurisdictions, largely to the exclusion of the kind of ‘people‐to‐people’ 
cooperation that is the norm in many European cross‐border regions 
(particularly between Germany, Belgium and the Netherlands). He paid 
tribute to the EU’s PEACE and Interreg programmes for being “the crucial 
catalyst for the regeneration of the border region generally, and for 
community development and cross‐border cooperation by voluntary and 
community organisations in particular.”4 

However, he said that the most recent PEACE III and Interreg IV programmes 
(2007‐2013) were “governmentalised, with a diminished role for voluntary 
and community organisations, the bulk of funding being channelled through 
government bodies and especially local government.”5 He believed the lack 
of government strategies to support cross‐border cooperation by civil society 
organisations – with many in the sector believing that so long as European 
funding was there, the two governments were happy without such a strategy 
– represented “an extraordinary example of a lost opportunity ... The border 
region of the island provided an unusual example in Europe of an intense 
level of community development in a border region coming out of conflict, 
one where the Irish experience could be most useful to other countries.”6 

There are some real success stories of cross‐border people‐to‐people 
cooperation in the Irish border region in particular. Examples include: 

• The Diversity Challenges initiative (led by former Alliance politician 
and south Armagh farmer Will Glendinning), which brings together 
former security force members on both sides of the border, collects 
the Troubles stories of Loyalists, Republicans and ex‐security force 
members and works to bring Republican dissidents into the political 
process; 

• The County Monaghan Community Network, a group which brings 
local people in that county together with Republicans in south 
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Armagh and members of the Orange Order in north Armagh for joint 
social, cultural and educational activities; 

• A series of initiatives led by a parish priest in Truagh, north 
Monaghan and his local development association who have 
organised an astonishing range of cross‐border and cross‐community 
activities, bringing people of every religious and political persuasion 
together for nearly 20 years in this largely forgotten rural area;  

• Remarkable groups of women in Newry and Dundalk and Derry and 
Letterkenny who have worked together against domestic violence; 

• Ordinary small communities in practically every border county who 
have reached out into the unknown to link up with people from 
diametrically opposed political viewpoints and cultural and religious 
traditions for the sake of mutual understanding and reconciliation. 

The majority of such projects were largely sustained by EU PEACE programme 
funding, which has now largely ended. 

Behind business, education and health 

Three sectors that have seen very significant levels of cross‐border 
cooperation since 1998 are business, health, and education, which has been 
reflected in numerous articles in this Journal since 2006. However, it is 
striking that the community and voluntary sector largely failed to follow the 
North‐South cooperation path laid down by these sectors. During the ‘good 
years’ of generous EU and Irish government ‘Celtic Tiger’ funding from 1998 
to 2008, there was relatively little significant cross‐border exchange and 
cooperation between larger nationwide or province‐wide community and 
voluntary organisations in the two Irish jurisdictions. 

The reasons given for this by spokespersons for the sector are various: the 
different structures north and south, with the former following the UK model 
of an overseeing umbrella organisation representing the sector (NICVA) for 
its dealings with government, while in the Republic the various bodies 
worked with government through the community ‘pillar’ of institutionalised 
‘social partnership’ arrangements; the fact that community and voluntary 
groups in the separate jurisdictions in the post‐Belfast/Good Friday 
Agreement period were generously funded by their own governments and 
therefore were not motivated to look across the border; and the failure to 
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set up a North‐South Consultative Forum to bring civil society organisations 
together on an all‐island basis, as promised in both the 1998 Agreement and 
the follow‐up 2006 St Andrews Agreement. This researcher does not find 
these reasons entirely convincing, believing that a fourth key factor is the 
continuing deep disconnect between the two societies, which is one of the 
themes of this article. 

Building ‘new politics’ 
This was one area which provoked enthusiastic answers from many 
interviewees, although it was striking how different the contexts – and 
therefore the opinions – were in the two jurisdictions. In Northern Ireland, 
the debate is largely about a ‘shared future’ between the two communities. 
In the words of Senator Martin McAleese, who has worked tirelessly behind 
the scenes to persuade northern Protestants and Unionists (and particularly 
former Loyalist paramilitary leaders) that the Republic is no longer a threat 
to their identity – the next and vital task of reconciliation in the north is to 
forge “one community with two traditions.” 

This is not a viewpoint shared by the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) and 
Sinn Féin, who in 2010 rejected the British government’s Shared Future policy 
proposals in favour of a deeply flawed Northern Ireland Executive policy 
paper called Cohesion, Sharing and Integration. This proposed to drop the 
direct rule goal of ‘reconciliation’ in favour of ‘mutual accommodation’ 
between ‘cultures and communities’, resulting in no agreed framework to 
address Northern Ireland’s enduring central problem of sectarianism. At the 
time of writing, this paper had been out for consultation for nearly three 
years! In July 2012, the Northern Ireland Secretary, Owen Paterson, said it 
was “profoundly disappointing” that a concrete policy in this vital area was 
still not forthcoming from the NI Executive. 

However, the ‘shared future’ concept continues to strike a chord in working‐
class communities, both Catholic and Protestant. As John Loughran, an 
impressive younger north Belfast community worker from a Republican 
background, put it:  

At the heart of the northern state is the duality of Unionists and 
Nationalists. We need to internalise that, and we need a new, more 
affirmative and positive language to do it, one that is not reflected in 
the local media. Loyalism is demonised and vilified – how can you 
build peace with partners when you are constantly demonising them? 
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He went on to cite the example of a prominent Loyalist community leader 
who he described as “politically British and culturally Irish – Republicans have 
to acknowledge that, and that he’s not some kind of misguided Irishman.” 

Loughran is looking for a new dialogue that is “something transformative – 
we’re rather bereft of ideas here at the moment.” He noted that although 
the next 10‐15 years would continue to see “a high level of collaboration 
between Unionists and Republicans, we’re not focused on a wider ‘change 
in Ireland’ debate, a nation‐building debate, and we need to create the space 
where civil society organisations can have this debate.” He said: “… all‐Ireland 
governance is romanticism in the current environment … the [Belfast/]Good 
Friday Agreement is where it’s at … [and there was a need to] … create a 
space for a new North‐South‐East‐West debate” on these fundamental 
issues. 

Liam Maskey, Loughran’s boss at Intercomm, which works for reconciliation 
between the divided communities of north Belfast, is recognised as one of 
Northern Ireland’s outstanding cross‐community leaders. He believes that 
NI’s Nationalists and Unionists have more in common with each other than 
with, respectively, Nationalists in the Republic of Ireland or people in Britain. 
“We are realising that, regardless of our constitutional differences, we have 
no natural partners outside our Protestant and Catholic neighbours.” 

Billy Hutchinson – a community leader in the Loyalist Mount Vernon area, 
former UVF prisoner, and leader of the small left‐of‐centre Progressive 
Unionist Party (originally formed by UVF ex‐prisoners) – is similarly advanced 
in his thinking. He believes people in Northern Ireland, including his own 
people, need: 

… a broader perspective that brings in the Irish Republic too. We have 
to recognise that the Irish Republic has a very special relationship with 
Northern Ireland. It’s not just a foreign state. We were brothers in a 
previous time. Partition was like a split in a marriage: one brother 
went with the father, and one brother went with the mother. We need 
to recognise that the Republic is not a priest‐ridden or an IRA‐ridden 
state. We have to get beyond that. There is a different political 
dispensation in the Republic now, and it’s not to our disadvantage. 
It’s all about building a good working relationship with the Republic. 
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Community, women’s and youth views 

Many community sector leaders also believe the time is right for a new public 
debate about the state of society in Northern Ireland. A leading Derry‐based 
community leader felt that women’s voices – so strong in the 1990s, 
culminating in the contribution of the Women’s Coalition to the Belfast/Good 
Friday Agreement and the early years of the Northern Ireland Assembly – 
had been stilled (and quoted Hillary Clinton saying the same thing). A north 
Belfast Loyalist leader said it would be a good time to re‐run the 1992‐93 
Opsahl Commission, the independent inquiry which canvassed the views of 
the people of Northern Ireland (and others) at a time of political deadlock 
and continuing violence. 

However, another matter is whether such diverse strands as national identity, 
sectarianism, poverty, unemployment, women’s and young people’s issues 
can be woven together into a meaningful all‐Ireland debate. This researcher 
had a strong sense of two completely different political debates going on in 
the two Irish jurisdictions. Niall Crowley, former head of the Equality 
Authority in the Republic and a long‐time campaigner on issues to do with 
equality and poverty, was struck by this when he addressed a meeting of 
community activists in Derry/Londonderry in early 2012. The northerners 
were wholly focused on lobbying the power‐sharing politicians at Stormont 
– a relatively new experience for them after over 30 years of direct rule from 
London. This contrasted with the radical post‐austerity, post‐lobbying 
thinking about ‘new politics’ developing (particularly through the group 
Claiming our Future with which Crowley is associated) in the Republic of 
Ireland (see three points below). He said: 

They are going through what we went through in the 1980s. The 
problem is that such an emphasis on lobbying keeps the focus on 
influencing politicians rather than bringing along our own 
communities and people more generally and persuading them of the 
core values of equality, justice, environmental sustainability and 
participative democracy. 

Crowley would like to see what he calls a North‐South ‘ferment of ideas’ 
event addressing the following three issues: 

1. What is the future role and function of the community and voluntary 
sectors, north and south? 
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2. What kind of politics do we want to come out of this period of 
recession and austerity that will lead to a just, equal, participative 
and environmentally sustainable society? 

3. What kind of economic model will underpin such a society? We know 
that the current model has failed, but we don’t yet know what the 
new model will look like. 

He believes that there is a common conversation to be had in both Irish 
jurisdictions around these fundamental questions. However, until Northern 
Ireland feels the full force of UK austerity measures, which it has largely been 
protected from to date, it is unlikely that the northern community and 
voluntary leaders will see the need for such a conversation. He also 
understands that the immediate reaction of a sector that has been hit by 
government funding cutbacks of more than 30 per cent in the Republic is to 
“turn in on itself and go back to what it knows best”. Survival at such a time 
means being quiet and cautious: organisations are trapped in this agenda of 
survival by the predominance of their role as service providers. 

Crowley warned that the community and voluntary sector in the Republic of 
Ireland had failed to sell the value of equality to the public, so they did not 
vote for it in the 2011 general election and did not protest in any real sense 
when it ‘went out of the window’ under successive Irish governments’ harsh 
austerity policies. As establishment politicians – including Labour politicians 
in the Republic – reached a consensus on the necessity for austerity, the 
sector had no alternative to offer. He wondered what would happen when a 
similar right‐left (DUP‐Sinn Féin) coalition in Northern Ireland had to face up 
to austerity and cutbacks, as inevitably it will. 

Human rights, equality and civil liberties 

Having been an area of great promise after the Belfast/Good Friday 
Agreement, progress in human rights and equality in both parts of Ireland 
has been disappointing in recent years. It started so well. The 1998 
Agreement laid down that the Republic of Ireland should introduce measures 
to “ensure at least an equivalent level of protection of human rights as will 
pertain in Northern Ireland”. As Michael Farrell, senior solicitor at the Free 
Legal Aid Centre in Dublin and a former civil rights leader in Northern Ireland, 
wrote in 2011: 
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This amounted to a vision and an ideal of a society throughout the 
island that would be based on a culture of human rights, with laws 
and institutions to deliver those rights ... the requirement for 
equivalence of rights was based on the idea of a symmetry of rights 
protections, north and south, to demonstrate that the Republic was 
fully committed to the ideals of equality, fairness, respect and due 
process that it was advocating for Northern Ireland.7 

Among other things, the Republic promised to consider incorporation of the 
European Convention on Human Rights into its domestic law: to establish a 
Human Rights Commission (alongside and similar to the NI Human Rights 
Commission) to bring in enhanced employment equality and equal status 
legislation, and to initiate a ‘wide‐ranging review’ of draconian security 
legislation (the Offences Against the State Act) brought in during World War 
Two and used for the previous 30 years largely to combat the Provisional IRA 
and other paramilitary groups. 

A joint committee of the Irish and Northern Irish Human Rights Commissions 
would also be set up as “a forum for consideration of human rights issues in 
the island of Ireland.” This joint committee was tasked with considering the 
establishment of “a charter ... reflecting and endorsing agreed measures for 
the protection of the fundamental rights of everyone living on the island of 
Ireland.” 

However, Farrell said that “successive Irish governments showed little enough 
enthusiasm about delivering what they had pledged.” While the NI Human 
Rights Commission was set up promptly, the Republic’s equivalent took three 
years to establish, and there was an immediate row when the government 
rejected the recommendations of its own selection committee on its 
membership. He said that the joint committee had ‘never really taken off’, 
largely because, with both Commissions regularly underfunded, they could 
not spare the money or the staff to make the joint committee a serious 
undertaking. The proposed all‐island Charter of Rights 

which could have provided a blueprint for realising an all‐island zone 
of human rights, has withered on the vine, a victim of the delays and 
obstacles put in the way of the Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland – 
mainly caused by successive British government’s insistence on a Bill 
of Rights and Responsibilities for the UK as a whole – and the chronic 
lack of funding of the two Commissions. 
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However, as Brian Gormally of the Committee for the Administration of 
Justice in Belfast points out, there would always be a fundamental problem 
if such a charter was going to be more than just a declaration of principles 
because it would not be ‘justiciable’ (that is, capable of being determined by 
a court of law) under the different legal jurisdictions of the UK (with a system 
based on common law and parliamentary sovereignty) and the Republic of 
Ireland, with its written constitution. 

The European Convention on Human Rights was not incorporated into Irish 
law until 2004, six years after the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement. By then, 
Ireland was the only Council of Europe member state not to have 
incorporated the convention. 

In 2009, as the Irish and international financial crisis began to bite, the Irish 
Human Rights Commission’s budget was cut by 32 per cent. In autumn 2012, 
the government advertised for a chief commissioner to oversee the merger 
of the Human Rights Commission with the Equality Authority. 

Equality implementation 

Progress on the equality front in the Republic had been more substantial. 
New and wide‐ranging equality legislation was brought in promptly, and a 
new and powerful Equality Authority was set up. However, a major weakness 
compared with the Northern Ireland legislation was that there was – and still 
is – no equivalent of Section 75 ‘positive duty’ on public authorities to 
promote equality of opportunity (and good relations) between people of 
different religious beliefs, political opinions, racial groups, sexual orientation, 
disability and four other characteristics. 

Under an activist director, Niall Crowley, the North‐South dimension of 
equality was taken very seriously in the early years of the century. The boards 
of the Equality Authority and the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland 
(which was under the leadership of an equally committed chief executive, 
Evelyn Collins) met every year to plan a joint work programme. One of the 
rationales for their close relationship, quite apart from the implementation 
of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, was that they were the first two 
integrated equality bodies in Europe dealing with a wide range of equality 
grounds under the same roof.
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A 2000 report on the benefits of such a multi‐grounds equality agenda was 
among the particular milestones in their joint work. It set the framework for 
much of the two agencies’ work in future years. A second report in 2005 – 
Equivalence in Promoting Equality – greatly annoyed the Irish government 
by pointing out that the implementation of equality measures was much 
stronger and more focused in the north than the south, and that there were 
failures of equivalence. Both organisations found such joint work and 
exchanges of practice a good learning experience. “When you create a space 
outside both jurisdictions, it frees people up so that they will do things they 
might not do within their own jurisdiction,” says Crowley. 

However, in 2009, the crisis‐hit Irish government slashed the Equality 
Authority’s budget by 43 per cent. Crowley, also facing a new board which 
he feared would undermine the body’s independence from government, 
resigned. 

Other human rights efforts also suffered. A national action plan against 
racism was not renewed, and both the Combat Poverty Agency and the 
National Consultative Committee on Racism and Inter‐Culturalism were 
disbanded. Coincidentally, both these bodies had been headed by 
northerners who had overseen significant cross‐border EU funding 
allocations and research work. 

There is currently relatively little North‐South joint work in the areas of 
human rights, equality, and civil liberties. Most of what happens is funded 
by the US charity Atlantic Philanthropies (AP), for whom human rights are a 
priority area. Thus, AP provides generous funding to the Free Legal Advice 
Centres (75 per cent of FLAC’s total funding), the Irish Council for Civil 
Liberties in Dublin (which has provided it with a bigger budget than the 
government’s Irish Human Rights Commission), and the Committee for the 
Administration of Justice in Belfast. Specific projects it has funded are cross‐
border conferences between the parallel Public Interest Law Alliance (RoI) 
and Public Interest Litigation Support project (NI), which encourage pro bono 
work by lawyers (mainly in the south) and use of public interest litigation 
which has significance for more than the individual complainant (mainly in 
the north).



The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2024   |   63

Enabling marginalised groups to play a full part in the 
political process and civil society 

It was surprising to this researcher that he was able to uncover relatively little 
major North‐South work aimed at encouraging and enabling marginalised 
groups to play a full part in the political process and civil society outside the 
large number of mainly small projects funded by the EU PEACE programme, 
many of them in the immediate cross‐border region. 

It should be said first that there have been well over 23,000 cross‐community 
and cross‐border projects funded by the EU PEACE and Interreg programmes 
(with over £2.2 billion), many of them aimed at bringing marginalised groups 
into mainstream society in Northern Ireland and the southern border region 
(the ‘eligible area’ for this European funding). Hundreds of these have been 
cross‐border.8 In a 2008 study – Audit of Community Development in the 
Border Region – the social researcher Brian Harvey found that among the 
sample of these groups he talked to, most described themselves as working 
generically with local communities, disadvantaged and socially excluded 
people. Specifically, the main target groups were, in descending order, young 
people, older people and unemployed people.9 

When he focussed on case studies of 20 of these projects, he found that they 
covered such diverse fields as ex‐prisoners, generic community development, 
mental health, victims of the Troubles, peacebuilding and reconciliation, local 
development, the arts, second chance education, travellers and the built 
environment. As can be seen from this list, EU funding went to many 
marginalised groups. Particularly in the early phases of the PEACE 
programme, project selection emphasised ‘bottom‐up’ initiatives and 
marginalised groups in the border region, although this emphasis moved 
more to larger organisations and local authorities in later years. 

Work in marginalised and disadvantaged communities in the Irish border 
region continues, with or without EU funding. Still, it is at a much lower level 
than in previous years when generous funding was available from various 
sources. A good example of the kind of longstanding project that existed 
before EU funding and continues after it is the work of the Truagh 
Development Association, led by local parish priest Rev. Sean Nolan, in a 
remote area of north Monaghan. This group began its contacts with the 
mainly Unionist Aughnacloy Development Association, just across the border 
in South Tyrone, in the early 1990s; was funded for a range of people‐to‐
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people projects in education, community development and peacebuilding 
by the EU PEACE programme from the mid‐1990s until 2010; and is now back 
doing that work largely relying on its own very limited resources. 

Herculean efforts of individual community leaders 

Such work is often driven, in Brian Harvey’s words, by the herculean efforts 
of individual community leaders, modest people who have: 

A vision and a passion for cross‐border work and cross‐border 
development and who are prepared to commit considerable time and 
energy to such ventures, some a lifetime. These are not misty‐eyed 
visionaries but people with a hands‐on appreciation of the practical 
difficulties of bridging gaps and differences.10 

An example of one of these individual community leaders in a Protestant 
area is George Newell, a youth worker in east Belfast. He has been bringing 
young working‐class Protestants across the border for music, drama, sport 
and debates since the mid‐1990s. He, too, received EU and Belfast City 
Council funding for a period but now continues to work part‐time with young 
people on the Lower Newtownards Road Short Strand interface with little or 
no regular funding and no longer has the resources to bring them across the 
border. This interface area was the main flashpoint during the riots over the 
union flag in December 2012 and January 2013. As the EU and other money 
runs out, and the governments and established agencies lose interest in 
cross‐border cooperation, these often isolated people will increasingly be 
left to continue this painstaking and unglamorous peacebuilding work. 

Outside local projects, one of the few recent broader cross‐border 
community‐based projects discovered by this researcher was a 2010 All‐
Island Traveller Health Study (AITHS) which was carried out for the Irish 
Department of Health by University College Dublin researchers. This well‐
received study took a ‘social determinants’ approach to the continuing poor 
health and life expectancy of the Irish travelling community, which is probably 
the most deprived social group on the island (and one that tends to ignore 
borders in its movement between different places for life and work). The 
Pavee Point Travellers Centre in Dublin has also worked with the Romanian 
Roma community in both jurisdictions. Pavee Point director Ronnie Fay 
believes there is real scope for an all‐island independent traveller movement 
and support infrastructure. 
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Another significant North‐South project is the all‐island Gay Health Network, 
which brings together the Rainbow Project (the main gay and lesbian 
organisation in the north), GLEN (the Gay and Lesbian Equality Network, the 
main such organisation in the Republic), the HIV charities and the public 
health organisations in both jurisdictions. For the past seven years, this 
network has run joint campaigns about HIV, sexually transmitted diseases 
and condom use.  

Few examples of cooperation between larger 
organisations 
It is striking that alongside the many examples of ‘grassroots’ cross‐border 
projects led by local community leaders, there are disappointingly few 
examples of larger community and voluntary sector organisations (that is, 
those based in Belfast and Dublin and covering the two jurisdictions with 
significant staff and resources) working together across the Irish border for 
the benefit of the people they represent. 

In the south, leading commentators on the sector, such as Brian Harvey, Niall 
Crowley and Mary Higgins, point to the devastating impact of post‐2008 
government cutbacks on voluntary and community organisations. This, 
however, does not explain why there was so little significant exchange and 
joint work in the years of plentiful resources from 1998 to 2008 between key 
bodies like NICVA and the Community Foundation for NI in the north, and 
The Wheel and Social Justice Ireland in the south. In recent years, there has 
been some joint work between the Women’s Resource and Development 
Agency (NI) and the National Women’s Council (mainly RoI) on implementing 
United Nations Security Council Resolution 1325 on the impact of armed 
conflict on women and women’s contribution to conflict resolution and 
peacebuilding; and on the Hannah’s House project, which has run a series of 
seminars throughout Ireland on a range of issues to do with women in 
conflict, gender‐based violence and women’s role in peacebuilding. 

One reason given for the relatively low level of North‐South cooperation in 
the NGO sector is the absence of any kind of North‐South consultative 
structure, such as the promised North‐South Consultative Forum (and the 
failure of its Northern Ireland equivalent, the Civic Forum). The almost 
exclusive focus on their respective government funders in Dublin and Belfast 
– so that North‐South cooperation was always seen as an ‘added extra’; a 
kind of worthy but not essential luxury – is another. 
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Brian Gormally of the Committee on the Administration of Justice in Belfast 
says that there are lots of obvious reasons for engaging in North‐South 
cooperation: a small English‐speaking island with high levels of cross‐border 
movement; many people in both jurisdictions regarding it as a single entity, 
and the belief that “it must be in everybody’s interests for there to be a 
common area of rights on the island.” However, he goes on:  

It doesn’t happen automatically. You’ve got to find out what’s going 
on in the other jurisdiction to know whether it would be valuable 
engaging with it through all‐Ireland cooperation. It’s a ‘chicken and 
egg’ situation: you don’t know what the benefits are going to be until 
you start it, but you’ve got to have a reason to start it in the first place. 
It would be nice to do it, but that’s about all. 

It is this researcher’s conclusion that no influential and forceful individual 
leaders were pushing for more North‐South cooperation in the community 
and voluntary sectors, unlike in other sectors. There was nobody like Sir 
George Quigley of the CBI and Liam Connellan of IBEC in business; Martin 
McAleese working behind the scenes with the Loyalist paramilitaries; Tom 
Daly of Cooperation and Working Together (CAWT) in health; and Professor 
John Coolahan of National University of Ireland Maynooth and the Standing 
Conference on Teacher Education North and South (SCoTENS) in education. 

Dealing with the past 

A North‐South dimension to dealing with the past of the Troubles in Northern 
Ireland was not something that came out strongly from this researcher’s 
interviews. In the south, there is a weariness with the northern situation at 
a time when the Republic has to deal with deep financial and economic 
problems, a relief that the conflict is over and a reluctance to revisit the 
difficult recent memories of those 30 years. These factors contribute to a 
wide gulf in perceptions, interest and understanding between the two 
jurisdictions. 

The main cross‐border initiative this researcher found in this area was some 
EU PEACE‐funded work by the Belfast‐based group Healing Through 
Remembering, notably in collaboration with The Peace Process: Layers of 
Meaning oral history project (itself generously funded by the PEACE 
programme and led by Queen Mary College, London University with Trinity 
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College Dublin and Dundalk Institute of Technology), which collects and 
archives a wide range of interviews with participants in the NI peace process. 

The issue of dealing with the recent past, still so alive in Northern Ireland, is 
rarely discussed in the Republic. A southerner who has held senior public 
positions in both jurisdictions says that people in the Republic are: 

Utterly happy with its 26‐county shape: their mental map is the 26 
counties ... When there was active violence in the north, and people 
saw the northern conflict on the television every night, their 
consciousness was more elevated. Now, there is no longer a 
constituency of the concerned in the south. 

A decade of centenaries 

Interestingly, many people interviewed by this researcher (although fewer 
among young people) were happier to talk about dealing with the more 
distant past of what is known as the ‘decade of centenaries’: those mould‐
breaking events between 1912 and 1922 that led to the formation of the two 
separate states on the island of Ireland. 

For some people, commemorating this decade of highly sensitive centenaries 
– with its huge potential for reawakening ancient enmities and divisions – is 
the next challenge to the Northern Ireland peace process. In the words of 
one senior Dublin figure working in this area: “The next ten years are a test 
of the peace process, and they are a test we could fail.” 

The challenge here is to involve ordinary people – especially those from 
conflicted areas of Northern Ireland, the so‐called hard‐to‐reach 
communities (which is sometimes shorthand for ‘deprived Loyalist 
communities’) – in these commemorations in some way so that they can 
make a real contribution to mutual understanding between Unionist and 
Nationalist, north and south. A Belfast group of ex‐paramilitary leaders, local 
politicians and historians is examining how this might be done, emphasising 
that it can be another valuable step towards creating ‘one community with 
two traditions’ in Northern Ireland. 

“We will be able to add value to the peace process in the second decade of 
the 21st century through consolidating it by discovering a shared history that 
we thought we didn’t have. We will jointly celebrate some events and learn 
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generously to allow other people to celebrate their particular centenaries so 
that we can celebrate ours,” says a leading member of this group from a 
Nationalist background. He gives as examples of joint commemorations: the 
sinking of the Belfast‐built Titanic (commemorated widely throughout Ireland 
in 2012 but rarely in any joined‐up way between north and south); the early 
years of the Irish labour movement; women’s suffrage, and, most 
importantly, the first World War. He says that, currently, the only shared 
memory between the working‐class communities in Belfast is probably the 
footballer George Best, but “we have opportunities to create new shared 
memories over the next ten years.” 

Billy Hutchinson believes many people in his community are ready for such 
an all‐island conversation about the past. He points to the success of a recent 
programme of events put on by the Belfast Centre for the Unemployed on 
the Ulster and Irish divisions in the British forces in World War One, a ‘living 
history’ event involving former Official IRA men talking about the IRA’s 1950s 
campaign; and a visit to Dublin by former Loyalist and official Republican 
prisoners to an event to commemorate the 18th‐century enlightenment 
philosopher – and northern Presbyterian – Frances Hutcheson. 

Strengthening civil society 

For this section, the researcher turned first to two highly regarded leadership 
figures within civil society in Northern Ireland: the first, a leading figure in 
the community and voluntary sector in the north; the second, Dr Duncan 
Morrow, the former director of the NI Community Relations Council, and an 
outspoken advocate of ‘shared future’ policies in Northern Ireland. 

Leading community and voluntary sector figure 

This woman would like to see a “public debate in Northern Ireland on 
participatory democracy, which could also be North‐South.” She recalls the 
intense debates that went on between groups in the northern community 
and voluntary sector and other elements of civil society (notably the women’s 
movement and the churches) in the years running up to the 1998 Agreement. 

She worries that too many people in the community and voluntary sector 
are now ‘technocratic’ and more interested in structure, organisation and 
funding than in civil society, human rights and social justice issues. She is also 
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concerned that some important elements in the sector, such as community‐
based women’s groups, have ‘lost out’ as Sinn Féin and the DUP increase 
their influence and patronage over local community groups. She gives the 
example of such groups having been increasingly excluded from the 
neighbourhood partnerships set up by the NI Department of Social 
Development in the most deprived urban areas to allow government 
departments to work with local communities to tackle all forms of 
disadvantage and deprivation. Many community development groups now 
employ paid workers, many of them ex‐paramilitaries, and the usually unpaid 
work of women activists, often in making cross‐community connections, is 
no longer seen as so important by the two big sectarian‐based parties. 

Dr Duncan Morrow 

Dr Morrow says what is needed is a debate about creating a Northern Ireland 
that is not about “carving it up between the DUP and Sinn Féin.” By focusing 
on both civil society and the North‐South dimension, that debate can be 
made “less parochial and navel‐gazing”, which is always dangerous in a small, 
inward‐looking society like Northern Ireland. It should include issues like 
community development, social partnership, health, education and wider 
issues of global justice and environmental sustainability 

He goes on:  

We need to build functioning relationships on this island for the social, 
economic and cultural health of its people – whether it is in one state 
or two states. We have to talk to each other more, and at this time, 
there is no forum to do that. Politicians, particularly in Northern 
Ireland, don’t deal with the underlying questions. We need to have 
independent voices involved. 

He believes that politicians and civil society in the Republic must play a role 
here.  

They can’t pretend that Republicanism is a secular movement that 
can unite the two peoples. Unionists don’t see the white or orange in 
the Irish tricolour as sending a message of peace – they see it as a 
complete lie. There is a need for people in the Republic to examine 
their own pieties; their belief that Ireland is somehow a unifying 
culture reflected in Dublin. 
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Young people’s views 

If civil society is to be strengthened in both parts of Ireland, much of the 
responsibility will lie with younger generations of political and community 
activists. At a certain point in his research, this researcher decided he was 
meeting too many people who had been working too long in community and 
voluntary and other civil society activities and, as a result, were perhaps 
running out of ideas. So he turned to organisations with younger members: 
the Spirit of Enniskillen youth organisation, the Washington Ireland 
Partnership (involving high‐achieving university students from both sides of 
the border), and individual University College Dublin postgraduate students 
with a research interest in Northern Ireland. 

The Spirit of Enniskillen (SoE) young people – four young men in their late 
teens and their youth leader – felt that there was often a ‘mismatch’ when 
young people from the two jurisdictions met and talked. The issues of 
sectarianism and coming out of conflict – which are of interest to young 
northerners, are of little interest to young southerners. On the other hand, 
the four young SoE members said they had little or no knowledge of or 
interest in what went on politically in the Republic of Ireland. 

The leader admitted that there was little contact between youth 
organisations in the north and south. He felt the most valuable cross‐border 
work is done when young people from a wide range of diverse backgrounds 
came together (diversity based on religion, ethnicity, urban‐rural, class, etc.) 
and cited SoE’s work with a group in Oldham in Lancashire as an example of 
how this had worked well. 

Despite their lack of interest in the south, the three young men from a 
Nationalist background agreed that their Irish Nationalist identity was very 
important to them, and it remained one issue which had real potential for 
conflict with their Unionist contemporaries (they felt this was particularly so 
in working‐class areas, where “kids wear their identity more on their 
sleeves”). The one young man from a Unionist background said Unionists 
always felt ‘outnumbered’ in North‐South encounters (as, indeed, he was in 
this interview).
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Washington Ireland Programme graduates 

The 12 alumni of the 2011 Washington Ireland Programme (WIP), which 
brings undergraduates from both sides of the border to do internships in 
Washington DC every summer, were “only bursting to do something on a 
cross‐border basis” (in the words of one UCD student and Fine Gael party 
youth activist). They felt that one area where they might work together 
would be in trying to ‘reconnect’ alienated young people with politics on 
both sides of the border. They noted that the 18‐25 age group had seen the 
lowest voter turnout of any age cohort in the 2011 Northern Ireland 
Assembly elections, and this had reached its lowest level in urban working‐
class Protestant areas, which they felt was a dangerous trend. They came up 
with the idea of a North‐South ‘young minds’ project to bring young people 
together across the island to discuss issues of real importance to them, 
starting with youth unemployment. They also supported the idea of an 
under‐40s opinion poll to be carried out by a professional polling firm to find 
out what the post‐Belfast/Good Friday Agreement generation felt about 
British, Irish and Northern Irish identity, young people’s alienation from 
politics, and other issues relevant to their generation. 

They believed that the hundreds of undergraduates who had passed through 
the WIP programme since its foundation in 1995 formed a unique all‐island 
group of younger, idealistic, high‐achieving people to undertake North‐South 
cooperation projects (they include one Irish cabinet minister, at least one 
MLA, several political advisers in both Belfast and Dublin, plus people who 
are now senior in professional and humanitarian organisations, ICT 
professionals and economists). It was noticeable that WIP was a programme 
young Unionists felt able to engage in and that the main proponent of the 
‘young minds’ idea was an active member of the Ulster Unionist Party and 
the Orange Order. 

Marginalising dissident republicans 

The chief executive of the major North‐South peacebuilding charity, 
Cooperation Ireland, Peter Sheridan, believes that marginalising dissident 
Republicans and providing an alternative to their potential recruits is a key 
issue for civil society. He also argues that this is a North‐South issue, both 
because it is particularly in the Irish government’s interest to maintain 
political stability and normality on the island of Ireland and because there is 
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significant dissident activity in places like Donegal, Louth and Dublin. One 
major atrocity, such as that in Omagh in 1998, could still do huge damage to 
the peace process. 

Sheridan (himself a former senior police officer) thinks that continuing 
dissident activity leaves ordinary people in Republican areas of Northern 
Ireland “nervous in their support for the new policing and justice 
arrangements in a way that they are not prepared or willing to openly 
demonstrate support for them.” This ‘eats away’ at public confidence in 
policing. He believes strongly that civil society bodies in both jurisdictions – 
notably the churches, youth organisations and reconciliation groups – have 
a role to play through a broad strategic alliance aimed at isolating the 
dissidents and persuading alienated young people not to join them. 

Conclusions 

This researcher found that current relationships and connections between 
civil society in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland are still 
disappointingly underdeveloped after years of significant political progress 
and generous outside funding following the 1998 Belfast/Good Friday 
Agreement. In Duncan Morrow’s words, “the intellectual framework for 
thinking about the North‐South relationship is very weak.” 

Despite Conor Brady’s confident words in the introduction – written in 2005 
when the northern peace process was still a live issue in the Republic – the 
flow of teachers, health workers, civil servants, community workers, students 
and schoolchildren across the border is now far lower than in the early years 
of the century. At that time, generous funding was flowing into North‐South 
cooperation from the EU PEACE (a much smaller post‐2013 PEACE IV fund is 
currently under discussion) and Interreg programmes; the International Fund 
for Ireland (whose funds are due to expire in the next two to three years); 
Atlantic Philanthropies (funding due to expire in 2016) and the Irish 
government (whose grant‐making resources are now minimal). 

This writer wrote in the Irish Times in January 2012: “It is clear that 
Government, civil service, business and media [in the Republic] see the north 
as far lower down their agendas than in previous years”. He cited as evidence 
for this ‘turning away’ from the north and North‐South cooperation the 
withdrawal of the Irish government’s largest financial commitment to 
Northern Ireland – more than £400 million promised for the new Monaghan‐
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Derry road; the transfer of civil servants dealing with North‐South 
cooperation to other areas; the effective ending of the joint council between 
the two business confederations, IBEC and CBI, with the winding up of its 
secretariat; and the halving of the Belfast staff of the country’s premier 
newspaper, the same Irish Times. Even Sinn Féin did “not seem that 
interested in the painstaking work of trying to bring the two jurisdictions 
closer together”, with observers noting that their ministers did “little to speed 
up the snail’s pace agenda set by the DUP at North‐South Ministerial Council 
meetings.”11 

One northern community leader brought up in the south said that most 
people from the Republic of Ireland “see Northern Ireland after the 
[Belfast/]Good Friday Agreement as back as part of the UK. In the south, only 
the older generation of community and voluntary sector leaders have any 
sense of the North‐South dimension.”
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