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This article sets out an overview of the Joseph Rowntree‐funded Towards a 
New Common Chapter project, managed by the Centre for Cross Border 
Studies. It explores its origins and rationale, and some of what it has revealed 
so far of attitudes among a number of grassroots community organisations 
from both jurisdictions on the island of Ireland towards the notion of cross‐
border cooperation. However, neither this article nor the project at its 
current stage should be seen as definitive in terms of what they may tell us 
of general perceptions of and commitment to cross‐border cooperation. The 
project, having completed two stages involving ten community organisations 
and several related groups comprising 86 participants, is only now embarking 
on a third stage aimed at disseminating A New Common Chapter for 
Cooperation Within and Between These Islands drafted by the participating 
groups at the end of the second stage, and reproduced below. During this 
process of interacting with other grassroots community organisations on the 
island of Ireland and seeking their views on the New Common Chapter, we 
will perhaps gain a wider understanding of the relative support for the notion 
of cross‐border, North‐South and East‐West cooperation. 

Why a New Common Chapter? 

In June 2014, in evidence given to the Oireachtas Joint Committee on the 
Implementation of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, the Centre for Cross 
Border Studies raised its concerns over the potential marginalisation of and 
political commitment to cross‐border cooperation resulting from the failure 
of the governments in Dublin and Belfast to reintroduce what had become 
known as the Common Chapter: 
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Since the demise of the Common Chapter, the limited but nevertheless 
important references to cross‐border cooperation have dwindled and 
all but disappeared from major policy documents. Unless there is a 
clear policy imperative supported by resources – and it is made clear 
to civil servants and other public officials that it is part of their job – 
even the most motivated people will, with the increasing pressures of 
austerity, see cross‐border cooperation as an unaffordable luxury.1 

The Common Chapter was the name given to the chapter of agreed text that 
appeared in Northern Ireland’s Structural Funds Plan and Ireland’s National 
Development Plan for the period 2000‐2006,2 setting out the priorities for 
cooperation as identified by the Irish government and the devolved 
administration in Northern Ireland, and the funds (particularly European 
Union funds) to be allocated to them. Cooperation in the Common Chapter 
was understood as having three dimensions – cooperation along the border 
corridor, North‐South cooperation within the island of Ireland, and East‐West 
cooperation between the island of Ireland and Great Britain, Europe and 
internationally – with the Special European Union Programmes Body (SEUPB) 
being given statutory responsibility for undertaking regular reviews of the 
Common Chapter’s implementation. That period, however, saw the collapse 
of the power‐sharing institutions in Northern Ireland and the suspension of 
the North‐South and East‐West institutions. Restoration of the institutions 
in 2007 following the St Andrews Agreement did not result in the revival of 
the Common Chapter. 

The Common Chapter contained in the policy documents for the 2000‐2006 
period had a predecessor. In 1994, in a statement announcing the approval 
in principle of the Community Support Framework for Ireland for the 1994‐
1999 period, the EU’s Commissioner for Regional Policy and Cohesion 
remarked how he: 

… welcome[d] the decision by the Irish and Northern Ireland 
authorities to include a chapter on cooperation in their plans with the 
aim of working closely together to ensure that the operations assisted 
by structural funds provide the greatest possible benefits to the whole 
island.3 

These positive comments were expanded further when the European 
Commission published the Community Support Framework for Ireland and 
were repeated in the equivalent document relating to Northern Ireland. In 
it, the commission not only notes “the initiative taken by the Irish and United 
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Kingdom governments to include a common chapter on cooperation 
between Ireland and Northern Ireland in the development plans” but also 
how the joint pursuit of cooperation “will reduce duplication and multiply 
synergies, particularly through improved coordination of the provision of 
infrastructure, through the intensification of trade in goods and services and 
through effective tourism development”.4 

Unlike the version created for the 2000‐2006 period, this early iteration of 
the Common Chapter was not the product of coordination between the Irish 
government and a devolved government in Northern Ireland that had not 
yet come into existence. Crucially, whereas “Policy in respect of overall UK‐
EU relationships is still formulated at Westminster”, as Jonathan Tonge points 
out, “the implementation of EU programmes’ policy directives would become 
increasingly a matter for a (sustained) devolved Northern Ireland Executive,”5 
with the Common Chapter as one of the products of devolution. In the wake 
of the 1998 Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, the Common Chapter was 
included in both Northern Ireland’s Structural Funds Plan and Ireland’s 
National Development Plan for 2000‐2006. 

Two core factors underpin the rationale for the Towards a New Common 
Chapter project, initiated by the Centre for Cross Border Studies: the practical 
implementation by the devolved administration in Northern Ireland of the 
drive for cooperation contained within the 1998 Agreement and the question 
of the extent to which devolution of power has resulted in implementation 
directed by actors at the grassroots level. These two factors were, in effect, 
inextricably linked in the rationale for the Towards a New Common Chapter 
project. We saw cross‐border cooperation as a hostage to a political 
environment where instability – as experienced during the 2000‐2006 period, 
and again at the time of writing when we are once more faced with the lack 
of functioning devolved institutions in Northern Ireland – constrains the 
ability of the two governments on the island of Ireland to drive the 
cooperation agenda forward. Even when there is a functioning devolved 
government in Northern Ireland, it is not always apparent, according to Mary 
C. Murphy, that there is wholehearted support for cooperation between the 
two jurisdictions on the island of Ireland: 

The strand two institutions of the 1998 Belfast Agreement have 
created new forms of cross‐border cooperation. In the case of the EU, 
these are especially complex, involve numerous actors and elicit only 
lukewarm political support. It is a case of much has changed, and yet 
little has changed. […] The hand of the state is omnipresent.6 
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The less than fulsome political support for implementation bodies such as 
the Special EU Programmes Body (SEUPB), or the failure to realise the full 
potential of others such as InterTradeIreland, is indicative of a reluctance to 
cede control of cross‐border and all‐island cooperation to structures that 
could become significant examples of multi‐level governance. There is little 
room in this context for the same cross‐border governance structures that 
we can observe elsewhere in the EU, particularly when they encourage the 
involvement of non‐political actors. With continuing divisions and mutual 
suspicion among the political classes in Northern Ireland regarding national 
identity and sovereignty, policy direction and governance of cross‐border 
cooperation could be seen as remaining the privileged domain of politicians. 

Therefore, the Towards a New Common Chapter project was designed to 
address the need for cross‐border cooperation to be independently valued 
and enacted at the grassroots level, with communities from both sides of the 
border jointly setting their own priorities and advocating for their inclusion 
in regional and local strategies. Without this engagement in cross‐border 
cooperation, cross‐border cooperation would continue to be a hostage to 
the political environment and the time‐limited pursuit of European funding 
and, therefore, hamper the ability of cross‐border cooperation to properly 
contribute to peace and reconciliation and to wider socioeconomic 
development. 

Towards a New Common Chapter: The story so far 

However, involving local communities in the design of policies to ensure the 
inclusion of cooperation initiatives not only assumes a particular level of 
capacity but also brings us to the fundamental question of whether there is 
a genuine understanding or acceptance of the need for such cooperation. 
The underlying imperative for cross‐border, North‐South and East‐West 
cooperation may be woven into the 1998 Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, 
articulated by the Common Chapter while it existed, and enacted through 
cooperation initiatives at central and local government levels, as well as by a 
range of non‐governmental institutions and organisations; but what is the 
level of wider support for cooperation? For those grassroots community 
groups involved in cross‐border cooperation efforts, what has been their 
experience and what suggestions do they have for the future of cross‐border 
cooperation? What understanding do community groups based away from 
the border have of cross‐border cooperation, and do they value wider North‐
South and East‐West cooperation? 
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To answer these questions, the Towards a New Common Chapter project 
initially sought to engage with two constituencies: women’s groups and 
Protestant community groups. The inclusion of women’s groups was in line 
with the argument put forward by the Centre for Cross Border Studies in its 
response to the consultation on Ireland’s second National Action Plan on 
Women, Peace and Security 2015‐2018,7 which concluded that “the under‐
representation of women … will continue to hamper progress in relation to 
peacebuilding and reconciliation”.8 Therefore, in undertaking this project, it 
was felt that it was essential that women’s groups have equal representation 
in reflections on cross‐border cooperation and the development of a shared 
vision for the future. On the other hand, involving Protestant community 
groups was seen as addressing the need to engage those who may have 
specific concerns around cross‐border cooperation at the Northern Ireland‐
Ireland border, as well as a broader vision of cooperation encompassing the 
East‐West dimension. This also reflected the research findings on the 
participation of Protestant community groups in cross‐border cooperation, 
particularly under the PEACE programme.9 

An additional constituency was included when the first stage of the Towards 
a New Common Chapter project was already underway. It became apparent 
during discussions with the original participating groups that young people 
should be included in the project. This issue arose as individuals became 
conscious that they were making suggestions as to what young people’s 
views of cross‐border cooperation might be and what needs they may 
identify that could be addressed by such cooperation, but noting that no 
young people were present. This absence became the subject of wider 
discussions regarding the relative underrepresentation of young people in 
the community groups participating in the project, particularly those from 
rural areas. As a result, and in response to the groups’ concerns, the project 
managed to recruit two young people’s groups who contributed to the 
ongoing discussions and the drafting of a New Common Chapter. 

To broaden the discussions further and to attempt to ensure that the 
development of a shared vision for cooperation included the cross‐border, 
North‐South and East‐West dimensions, the project set out to engage with 
some community groups located in areas not immediately adjacent to the 
Northern Ireland‐Ireland border. This was also driven by the need to assess 
these groups’ understanding of the value of cross‐border cooperation and 
to allow them to hear from those living close to the border why they would 
want to engage in cross‐border initiatives. During the project design stage, it 



The Journal of Cross Border Studies in Ireland 2024   |   184

was felt that without such understanding, there may be the risk that support 
for cross‐border cooperation would be weaker and that at times of crisis 
(whether political or economic), such cooperation would be at greater risk 
of having support withdrawn.10 

The project was designed to contain three principal stages in which the main 
aim was to work towards a New Common Chapter, with two follow‐up stages, 
all with interrelated goals: 

The first two stages (now completed) involved a series of workshops, with 
an evaluation seminar after each. The opening stage of four workshops was 
concluded in December 2016, with an evaluation seminar bringing together 
all the participating groups to determine whether there was sufficient 
consensus to progress towards drafting a New Common Chapter in stage two. 
The programme of work developed for the first stage was as follows: 

Stage Goal
1. Critical engagement with ‘old’ 

Common Chapter and identification 
of cross‐border needs

A grassroots cross‐community and cross‐
border agenda for cross‐border 
cooperation

2. Development of vision for future 
cross‐border cooperation (in its three 
dimensions)

Production of draft of New Common 
Chapter

3. Community‐led consultation and 
advocacy with other civil society 
organisations

Production of New Common Chapter

4. Community‐led East‐West 
engagement 

Support for New Common Chapter from 
community organisations in Great Britain

5. Community‐led advocacy with policy‐
makers (island of Ireland)

Support for New Common Chapter from 
political actors and policy‐makers

Workshop 1 Introducing the ‘old’ Common Chapter

Workshop 2 Critique of ‘old’ Common Chapter

Workshop 3 Analysis of principles of integrated cross‐border cooperation

Workshop 4 Identification of areas of need capable of being addressed on a 
cross‐border basis (North‐South and East‐West) 

Evaluation seminar Evaluation of progress and the way forward
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Whereas the first workshop was delivered to each of the participating groups 
individually (10 iterations of the workshop with the projected ten groups), 
the other three were delivered on a cross‐border basis. This meant 
workshops 2‐4 involved pairs of groups made up of one from Northern 
Ireland and another from the Republic of Ireland. 

The first workshop not only introduced the aims and rationale of the ‘old’ 
Common Chapter using the original documents, but it also offered an 
overview of the aims and structure of the Towards a New Common Chapter 
project. This was followed by a critical discussion on the relative merits of 
the old Common Chapter in the second workshop, while the third built 
capacity by introducing the groups to the principles of integrated cross‐
border cooperation. The participating groups were assisted in designing their 
cross‐border initiatives using the Impact Assessment Toolkit for Cross‐Border 
Cooperation,11 designed by the Centre for Cross Border Studies and the Euro‐
Institut (based in Kehl, Germany). The skills‐based element also increased 
their capacity to engage with local authorities to promote a cross‐border 
dimension of benefit to local communities on both sides of the border in 
local development plans. The principles of integrated cross‐border 
cooperation were then put into practice and tested in the fourth workshop, 
as the participating groups began to identify areas of need they judged 
capable of being addressed on a cross‐border basis, whether on a North‐
South or East‐West basis. 

A New Common Chapter for cooperation 
within and between these islands 

Introduction 

The vision for cooperation within and between these islands by grassroots community 
organisations we propose below was developed in the light of our critical engagement 
with what had been known as the ‘Common Chapter’. Following the 1998 Belfast/Good 
Friday Agreement, the devolved administration in Northern Ireland gave its approval to a 
section on cooperation with the Republic of Ireland in the Northern Ireland Structural 
Funds Plan 2000‐2006. The same text was contained in the Republic of Ireland’s National 
Development Plan 2000‐2006 in a section on cooperation with Northern Ireland. This 
replicated text – the Common Chapter – set out the two governments’ priorities for 
cooperation and how funds (particularly European Union funds) would be used to support 
it. It was understood that cross‐border cooperation for the island of Ireland had three 
dimensions: 
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1. Cooperation along the border corridor and between Northern Ireland and the 
border counties of Ireland; 

2. North‐South cooperation within the island of Ireland; and 

3. East‐West cooperation between the island of Ireland and Great Britain, Europe 
and internationally. 

Within the 2000‐2006 period for which these plans were designed, devolution in Northern 
Ireland was suspended, and following the restoration of the Northern Ireland Assembly 
in 2007, the Common Chapter was not revived. 

What follows below, therefore, is the result of a sustained process of engagement by 
grassroots community organisations from Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland 
with the notion of cross‐border, North‐South and East‐West cooperation, which has led 
to a vision of such cooperation and what it should entail. 

A New Common Chapter 

Recalling the Common Chapter on cross‐border, North‐South and East‐West cooperation 
that existed in Ireland’s National Development Plan and Northern Ireland’s Structural 
Funds Plan, we hereby propose a New Common Chapter for cooperation within and 
between these islands by grassroots community organisations that promotes social justice 
and equality, but do so: 

• Acknowledging and respecting the differences that make these islands what 
they are while also recognising and cherishing the relations between the 
communities that live in its different nations and regions; 

• In the knowledge that we speak and treasure indigenous languages whose roots 
cross the borders within and between our islands; 

• Recognising that faith traditions are organised and followed by communities 
within and across these islands; 

• Valuing the musical, literary and other artistic traditions that have spread across 
the world and whose development has been assisted through relations within 
and between these islands; 

• Realising that whilst we can compete against each other, sport and sporting 
organisations also unite us within and between these islands; 

• Recognising that our islands are connected by family bonds that cross the 
borders that separate them. 

We hereby propose a New Common Chapter for cooperation by grassroots community 
organisations within and between these islands which values how it can: 

• Maintain family ties and friendships that cross borders; 

• Allow for the cross‐border sharing of local resources and services; 
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• Increase opportunities for the sharing of information, knowledge of policy and 
best practice in the other jurisdictions, widen our cross‐border evidence‐base, 
and improve policy‐making by matching it to the realities on the ground and 
identifying cross‐border opportunities; 

• Promote sustainable cross‐border friendly relations between communities that 
give insight into the views of those from the other jurisdictions and allow for 
difficult conversations to be had; 

• Promote a civil society that values diversity and in which there is the ability to 
disagree respectfully; 

• Facilitate the exploration of a community’s culture and heritage; 

• Increase the protection and enjoyment of the environment; 

• Encourage and develop community leadership; 

• Contribute to our common safety and well‐being; 

• Explore economic opportunities; 

• Discover tourism potentials; 

• Advocate for improved coordination of regulations within and between these 
islands; 

• Engage with and support the most isolated and marginalised in our 
communities. 

We believe that for it to be successful, cooperation within and between these islands 
must not: 

• Be the unique preserve of any one government, agency, group or community; 

• Be used for party‐political purposes; 

• Involve policies or projects imposed on communities and that are irrelevant to 
them; 

• Operate on the basis of religious or cultural labelling, use assumptions about a 
community or group, or involve tokenism or quantitatively‐driven targets; 

• Be short‐term, short‐sighted or unsustainable; 

• Be driven by the need to achieve large impacts in a way that privileges the 
involvement of larger institutions and organisations and dismisses the value of 
micro‐community initiatives and their potential to contribute to significant 
positive change; 

• Be overly theoretical, complicated or dismissive of community‐led approaches; 

• Be funding‐led; and 

• Deny equality of opportunities to people with different religious belief, political 
opinion, of different racial groups, ages, marital status, sexual orientation, 
gender, with or without a disability, with dependants or without. 



Proceeding to the project’s second stage was contingent upon support for 
continuing the project at the evaluation seminar concluding the first stage.12 
Following this agreement, stage two proceeded to the development of the 
draft of the New Common Chapter. This took place over two workshops, both 
involving cross‐border pairs of groups (meaning each workshop would be 
repeated five times to accommodate the ten participating groups) and was 
initially informed by some of the needs identified in the fourth workshop of 
stage one. The evaluation seminar marked the end of the project’s second 
stage, drawing together the conclusions of the discussions and work of these 
workshops, with the endorsement of all the groups for the draft of the New 
Common Chapter. The draft of the New Common Chapter was presented to 
an invited audience of project participants, elected representatives, and 
public officials at a seminar on 11th September 2017. 
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We believe that grassroots community cooperation within and between these islands 
can usefully address the following issues: 

• Capacity‐building for community leadership in cooperation, especially for young 
leaders; 

• Improving the sustainability of community organisations and initiatives; 

• Exploring the potential for cross‐border tourism, especially rural tourism; 

• Exploring histories and heritage that cross borders within and between these 
islands; 

• Improving women’s representation in decision‐making structures; 

• The provision of affordable, accessible quality childcare and social care support; 

• The promotion and support for gender equality proofing and gender budgeting; 

• The provision of affordable, accessible and regular transport services, especially 
in rural areas and border regions; 

• Facilitation of cross‐jurisdictional educational opportunities, including through 
the removal of administrative obstacles between the jurisdictions; 

• Improving the value given to and the quality of vocational and non‐university 
paths to careers; and 

• Promotion and support for rural proofing and regionally balanced budgeting and 
resourcing. 

We hereby commend this New Common Chapter for cooperation within and between 
these islands.
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Towards a New Common Chapter: Next stage 

Stage 3 (commencing October 2017) will involve consultation on the draft 
chapter with other grassroots community groups in Northern Ireland and the 
Republic of Ireland. Informed by the consultation process, this stage will 
move to community advocacy and promoting the resulting New Common 
Chapter at ten dissemination events. During stage three, the Centre for Cross 
Border Studies will adopt a supportive role that cultivates the independence 
of the community groups leading the advocacy and promotion activities. The 
centre will facilitate and monitor these engagement and advocacy initiatives 
and act as a coordinator. Target audiences for these activities will be 
identified by the groups themselves. 



The penultimate stage in the Towards a New Common Chapter project will 
involve representatives from the participating groups in Northern Ireland and 
the Republic of Ireland engaging with equivalent grassroots community 
groups in England, Scotland and Wales. Over three workshops, the groups 
will discuss the needs identified in the previous stages, assess the extent to 
which they would benefit from an East‐West approach, and include any other 
relevant issues. This stage concludes with an evaluation seminar involving 
representatives from all the groups, which will aim to gain further 
endorsement of the New Common Chapter and map out the advocacy 
process to be followed in the project’s final stage. 

The project’s final phase is intended to focus primarily on community‐led 
advocacy and promotion of the New Common Chapter with policy‐makers 
and political representatives in Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland. 
However, there is scope here to expand those activities to Great Britain in 
line with the mapping exercise undertaken at the end of the previous stage 
of the project and with the capacity of the participating community groups 
from England, Scotland and Wales. 

With the exception of those addressing the ‘old’ Common Chapter and the 
principles of integrated cross‐border cooperation where there was an 
element of information delivery, all of the workshops were designed 
principally as forums for discussion. The primary objective was to elicit critical 
engagement with the topics being discussed and to record the views of the 
participating groups. This process involved ensuring clarity of the messages 
being delivered by seeking confirmation of the accuracy of what was being 
recorded, with those messages then informing subsequent workshops and 
evaluation seminars. 

Having started in late 2015, and with the majority of activities under its first 
two stages taking place in 2016 and 2017, the question of the UK’s 
membership of the European Union threatened to overshadow the project’s 
implementation. Crucially, however, although the issue of Brexit has been 
raised repeatedly by the community groups participating in the Towards a 
New Common Chapter project, it was important that it should not dominate 
discussions and distract from a more fundamental question: do people 
actually agree with the idea of cross‐border cooperation? 

While institutions such as the North‐South Ministerial Council and the British‐
Irish Council were created under the 1998 Belfast/Good Friday Agreement 
to support intergovernmental cooperation, and EU funding has enabled a 
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wide variety of cross‐border initiatives, the Towards a New Common Chapter 
project set out in its first phase to assess the degree of genuine commitment 
to and understanding of cross‐border cooperation among grassroots 
community organisations. The project’s original design set out the need for 
establishing that the participating groups supported cross‐border 
cooperation before beginning the process of developing a New Common 
Chapter, reflecting their vision of what it should entail and the needs it should 
address. 

In this context, membership or not of the European Union is irrelevant. The 
value of cross‐border or wider North‐South and East‐West cooperation 
should not be directly linked to being in the EU or not, and issues that could 
be addressed by cross‐border cooperation existed before EU membership, 
during the UK’s membership of the EU and will continue to exist following 
the UK’s withdrawal. Brexit does not impinge on the intrinsic value of cross‐
border cooperation; instead, it poses challenges to how such cooperation 
may take place in the future. 

However, the investment in rising to those challenges may outweigh future 
returns if the approach to cross‐border cooperation that results from it is 
built on weak foundations – foundations that risk marginalising civic society 
and take communities’ support for cross‐border cooperation for granted. The 
existence of formal institutions set up following the 1998 Agreement to 
undertake cooperation does not of itself guarantee the maintenance and 
development of harmonious relations between the peoples of these islands. 
That can only occur if communities recognise the value of such relations and 
are actively involved in fomenting them through initiatives that address 
needs or issues of common concern and which they have jointly identified 
as such. 

As it brought about a critical engagement with the ‘old’ Common Chapter 
and began to identify a number of needs that could be addressed through 
cross‐border cooperation, the opening stage of the Towards a New Common 
Chapter project immediately revealed some potential fault lines in the 
participating groups’ perceptions of and approaches to cross‐border 
cooperation. For many in the women’s groups, participation in cross‐border 
cooperation had been a longstanding activity with its value seen as 
intrinsically positive and inherently worthy of support. Similarly, although 
with less comparative involvement in cross‐border activities, the young 
people’s groups also regarded cross‐border cooperation as worthwhile, with 



the group from Northern Ireland even having been involved in the past in an 
attempt to create a North‐South youth forum. However, in debating the old 
Common Chapter, both sets of groups voiced their belief that – as in other 
areas of policy development – they were not sufficiently involved in the 
identification of priorities for cooperation to be pursued by the governments 
in both jurisdictions on the island of Ireland, nor were those priorities 
necessarily reflective of their own needs. This issue was particularly evident 
as the women’s groups reflected on their experience of engaging with local 
authorities on their respective sides of the border and on how, in their view, 
cross‐border cooperation projects pursued at the local or central government 
level did not afford the necessary priority to women’s concerns. 

Among the Protestant community groups, there was also significant 
experience of participation in cross‐border activities, although support for 
cross‐border cooperation was not expressed in the same initially uncontested 
manner as had been the case with the women’s and young people’s groups. 
For the Protestant community groups, especially those from Northern 
Ireland, while economic cooperation and cooperation supporting cross‐
border economic activity such as infrastructure development was viewed as 
generally beneficial, less enthusiasm was expressed about cross‐border 
cooperation in other areas.13 This reaction to the broad concept of cross‐
border cooperation was bound up with what the Protestant community 
groups termed the ‘elephant in the room’, which necessarily became the 
subject for discussion and reflection in the first stage of the Towards a New 
Common Chapter project, as it was understood that to do otherwise would 
be to undermine one of the project’s core objectives: to address the need 
for cross‐border cooperation to be independently valued at the grassroots 
level. In other words, by ignoring the elephant in the room, the project risked 
arriving at a superficial level of support for cross‐border cooperation that 
would continue to mask underlying tensions capable of becoming major 
obstacles, particularly during periods of political instability. 

The elephant in the room encompassed a number of issues that the 
Protestant groups viewed as normally being internalised, as to bring them 
into the public sphere could result in perceptions that those who did so were 
not fully engaged in the ongoing peace and reconciliation process and in the 
role of cross‐border cooperation in that process. These issues included the 
suspicion that the impetus for some cross‐border cooperation activities 
outside the economic sphere could be part of a politically motivated 
‘greening’ process threatening the Protestant identity and, ultimately, the 
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status of Northern Ireland. This was exacerbated by two further factors: a 
perceived lack of active involvement by grassroots Protestant community 
groups in the design of cross‐border policy development and the nature of 
some current cross‐border cooperation programmes. 

In terms of the perceived lack of involvement in policy design, concerns were 
expressed that the political agenda, in its broadest terms, was being driven 
without sufficient and continual dialogue with grassroots community groups, 
particularly those from rural areas along the border. However, this situation 
is potentially further exacerbated by the very nature of the elephant in the 
room, whereby there may be some reluctance to voice such concerns during 
public consultation exercises for fear of appearing to oppose a well‐
established and widely supported agenda. Moreover, the embeddedness of 
that agenda is seen as operating within some cross‐border cooperation 
programmes, particularly the PEACE programme. In relation to this aspect, 
Protestant community groups drew on past involvement in some cross‐
border cooperation projects (although noting that this was not the case in 
all instances), arguing that their invitation to participate was as a function of 
increasing the chances of securing funding by demonstrating cross‐
community participation. The result in these cases was reported as being a 
‘tokenistic’ and short‐lived involvement, with outcomes that were not seen 
as genuinely cross‐community or cross‐border. Furthermore, it was also 
considered that there was little support in this context for cross‐border 
projects explicitly aimed at single‐identity work that would allow for greater 
understanding between Protestant community groups from the two 
jurisdictions on the island of Ireland. 

It should be stressed at this point, however, that these were the concerns 
and views of the Protestant community groups as expressed in the initial 
stage of the Towards a New Common Chapter project. Their perceptions do 
not necessarily negate the value of cross‐border cooperation programmes 
as they have been operating, nor are they proof that the design of cross‐
border cooperation policies has not sought to address their needs. 
Nevertheless, the women’s and young people’s groups voiced and articulated 
these perceptions in other ways. This is why the New Common Chapter 
drafted during the project’s second stage reflected a common desire to be 
more closely involved in the development of cross‐border policies and that 
cross‐border cooperation should not be used for party‐political purposes or 
involve tokenism or quantitatively‐driven targets. 



The New Common Chapter also includes a view that perhaps encapsulates 
many of the concerns and aspirations of the participating groups and how 
they may relate to cross‐border cooperation as it currently operates. This is 
the belief that for it to be successful, cooperation should not “Be driven by 
the need to achieve large impacts in a way that privileges the involvement 
of larger institutions and organisations and dismisses the value of micro‐
community initiatives and their potential to contribute to significant positive 
change”. This sentiment does not deny the value of larger‐scale cross‐border 
cooperation initiatives. Indeed, the project used some examples of these, 
particularly in the area of health, to highlight the value of cross‐border 
cooperation. Instead, it expresses a desire for a wider dashboard of funding 
support that can encompass much smaller‐scale cross‐border projects 
capable of fostering sustained grassroots cooperation within and between 
these islands. Moreover, the issues identified in the New Common Chapter 
that can be addressed through grassroots community cooperation are not 
necessarily included due to their absence from policy‐makers’ priorities; 
instead, they are the product of a willingness to support them at the 
grassroots community level. 

This support for and willingness to engage in cooperation, as expressed by 
the participating groups in the New Common Chapter, extends to activities 
supportive of relations between the island of Ireland and Great Britain. 
Perhaps for understandable reasons, given the recent advent of devolution 
and the need to focus on peace and reconciliation within the island of 
Ireland, this is a feature of the original Common Chapter that was never really 
put into practice, with the activities it supported privileging the cross‐border 
and North‐South dimensions rather than the East‐West dimension. The 
reflection of the desire to incorporate all cooperation dimensions in the New 
Common Chapter can be seen in an element that was included at the request 
of the participating groups and which had not been envisaged in the Towards 
a New Common Chapter project’s original design. This is the passage of text 
highlighting the existing relations within and between these islands, bringing 
communities together through languages, faith traditions, culture, sport and 
family connections. 

However, to enable and foster grassroots community cooperation, whether 
on a North‐South or East‐West axis that can be supportive of and 
complementary to cooperation being undertaken at higher levels, it is 
essential that spaces are created for grassroots cross‐border dialogue to take 
place. These spaces must be conducive to cooperation that can, as expressed 
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in the New Common Chapter, “Promote sustainable cross‐border friendly 
relations between communities that give insight into the views of those from 
the other jurisdictions, and allow for difficult conversations to be had” and 
“Promote a civil society that values diversity and in which there is the ability 
to disagree respectfully”. In this regard, it is insufficient to design cross‐border 
cooperation policies, whether North‐South or East‐West, informed by 
consultations with communities taking place within their respective 
jurisdictions. To ensure cooperation addresses needs on the ground, and is 
able to garner genuine community support, grassroots community 
organisations must be able to meet on a cross‐border basis. With the United 
Kingdom’s impending departure from the EU, it is perhaps more urgent than 
ever to ensure these spaces and opportunities exist in order to ensure we 
maintain relations within and between these islands.
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