Private Members’ Business 28th September 2010 
Equality and Good Relations

Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has agreed to allow up to one hour and 30 minutes for the debate. The proposer will have 10 minutes to propose the motion and 10 minutes to make a winding-up speech. One amendment has been selected and published on the Marshalled List. The proposer of the amendment will have 10 minutes to propose and five minutes to make a winding-up speech. All other Members who wish to speak will have five minutes.

Ms M Ritchie: I beg to move

That this Assembly acknowledges that there will be no good relations on this island without equality, and no equality without good relations; recognises that people who are socially disadvantaged suffer most from sectarian division; affirms the need for strong political leadership and independent voices to challenge Government to progress lasting change; believes that Government must tackle the origins and manifestations of sectarianism and racism through a robust Executive strategy; notes the publication of the Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration; and believes that the consultation document fails to provide an adequate framework to enable progress towards a shared and reconciled society.

I thank my SDLP colleagues for bringing forward this motion and, in particular, I thank Conall McDevitt, who leads our policy work stream in the area of building a shared future. After three years of waiting for the Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister (OFMDFM) to produce anything at all, I saw the first draft of the proposed cohesion, sharing and integration strategy, and I must say that I was deeply disappointed. The first draft, which was circulated some months ago, remains one of the worst documents that I have ever read. It did not mention a shared future or how we could progress towards one. It said little or nothing about the way in which we educate our children, the way in which we live in segregated communities, and how evidence shows that, if you live in a single identity community, you are much more likely to be poor, unemployed, suffer ill health and early death.

It did not even mention the only state agency that openly pursues a shared-future agenda: the Community Relations Council. Instead, the OFMDFM paper focused primarily on the need to correct bad behaviour, as if a shared future might somehow be achieved automatically if people desisted from certain behaviours. The paper’s language and drafting were appalling. I am sure that it was not the handiwork of skilled civil servants; it resembled something from a George Orwell novel. It was as though the text had been produced by robots, devoid of empathy and intuition.
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Although the next draft, which was pushed quickly through the Executive and is out for consultation, was slightly better, the central problem persists: it is a strategy for sharing that says nothing meaningful about sharing. The OFMDFM cohesion, sharing and integration strategy envisions a future in which there are still two separate communities. The height of its ambition is to have two communities that are still separate and unreconciled, but which are, generally, at peace and not attacking or abusing each other. That is what it means by “good relations”.

For my party, that represents poverty of ambition. Although improved community relations are a prerequisite for building a shared society, they cannot be the end point. The Assembly must simply aim higher; it must set itself the goal of creating one reconciled, shared society that is completely comfortable with difference. Essentially, a normal society is one in which no one is in the least bit bothered which church their next-door neighbours attend or which party they vote for. Why can the Assembly not show that a normal society is its ambition? Why does the OFMDFM strategy fall short of that higher standard? Why is the CSI strategy so mealy-mouthed on reconciliation and sharing?

When one thinks about it, the answer is obvious, albeit disappointing. The truth is that the authors of the draft shared-future strategy, the DUP and Sinn Féin, do not actually believe in sharing; they honestly do not want a shared future. They prefer the traditional division that affords them power in their single-identity communities: power and control before all else; carve up before sharing.

Therefore, the task that they set themselves was beyond what they are capable of achieving. That is why it took three years to produce the draft CSI document; that is why the current document is simply inadequate and unfit for purpose. Yet, it is now being offered cynically to the public for comment. Even as it stands, it is clear that OFMDFM Ministers have little confidence in what they have produced. They organised public consultation meetings; however, they left it to their officials to meet the public. The two First Ministers and even the two junior Ministers were too busy to stand in front of people to answer questions and explain themselves.

Incidentally, I have been told that there is a suggestion that the strategy has the support of all parties in the Executive. That is not true. I will examine the records of those meetings closely.

So far, polite society has been, well, quite polite about the new cohesion, sharing and integration strategy. People who have been engaged in the hard work of cross-community reconciliation and peace building have welcomed the fact that the paper has finally been produced. However, behind the scenes, I know that, in many cases, their blood is boiling. Their hopes and expectations have been dashed by what they know to be a cynical exercise by two cynical parties. They know that they are not being listened to. In the document, they see spurious detail about possible management structures and who would be in control of what. Alongside that, they see the document’s utter absence of concrete proposals for building a better society.

Last year, when I held 14 public meetings to discuss how the Department for Social Development could advance the shared future agenda — 14 public meetings, which, incidentally, I fronted — I came across many people who longed for the normality of a genuinely shared society in this part of the world. There is no doubt in my mind that the public whom we serve believe overwhelmingly in a shared society, but they will not get that from this OFMDFM strategy. The absence of real intent to deliver on the part of the DUP and Sinn Féin serves only to conceal the real absence in all of this: the absence of leadership.

Although it is relatively easy for our joint First Ministers to grit their teeth and stand together to condemn negative events, such as dissident violence or racist attacks, where are the examples of positive leadership? Where is the reaching out across the divide? [Laughter.] Well may some of you laugh. When does it ever get past, “You get that for your side, and we will get that for our side.”?

Last week, we saw the worst of that mentality when no one at OFMDFM picked up the invitation to participate in the Papal visit to the United Kingdom. I said little at the time, because the Pope’s visit was continuing, but I thought that it was disgraceful. Suffice it to say that it is a measure of the DUP and Sinn Féin’s closed minds that we have one Minister who cannot risk being in the same room as the Pope, even at the invitation of The Queen, and another who is afraid of being in the same room as The Queen. Nor did they pass on the invitation so that our devolved Administration could be represented, for in the carve-up world of OFMDFM, they alone are the Government.

We will not heal the deep divisions in this community if we do not get leadership from those who have the most power. Leadership starts by recognising that there is no credible alternative to a shared future. The maintenance of two better regulated, but, still, deeply divided communities cannot be the answer. OFMDFM will have the opportunity to rewrite the cohesion, sharing and integration strategy after this phase of consultation. They know that it needs to be completely rewritten and to be supported by resources and a timetable for action. Despite the flawed process, the SDLP will submit a detailed and purposeful paper, which will help get the initiative back on track. This is an opportunity for all of us to move on and to lead and reach for the next horizon.

I commend the motion to the House and pledge the best efforts of my party in this vital work.

Mr Speaker: As this is the first occasion on which the Assembly will hear from Mr Lyttle, I remind the House that it is the convention that a maiden speech is made without interruption.

Mr Lyttle: I beg to move the following amendment: At the end insert: “; and calls on the Executive to ensure that a revised Programme includes a clearly articulated vision of a cohesive, shared and integrated society and an action plan covering policies, resource allocations, targets, timetables and evaluation criteria.”

May I take this opportunity to thank you, Mr Speaker, and your colleagues for the warm welcome to the Assembly that I have been given and to put on record the honour and privilege that it is to be appointed to represent the people of East Belfast in the House. I am immensely proud of the constituency that I have lived in all my life. East Belfast is not only the seat of our Assembly, but it is widely recognised for its rich industrial, cultural and sporting heritage. Names such as Harland and Wolff, C S Lewis, Van Morrison and George Best are world renowned, and although some traditional industry in the area has declined, I believe that the enterprise, creativity and imagination of our people remain our most important resource in tackling social disadvantage and promoting economic development in this region.

I am aware that I follow in the line of distinguished parliamentarians who have represented the constituency with exceptional ability and, at times, no small measure of the feistiness and wit that are required to survive in this arena. I am sure that the House will agree that those qualities apply to no one more so than my predecessor, Naomi Long, and will join me in paying tribute to the tremendous record of leadership that she had in the House. Naomi has been an outstanding Member of the Assembly and will continue to be a formidable representative for this region in her role as Member of Parliament for East Belfast.

As deputy leader of the Alliance Party and as a former Deputy Chairperson of the Committee for the Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister, Naomi has been the strongest advocate of the need for a serious and overarching good relations policy to underpin the work of every Department and to drive forward the work of the Executive.

It is leaders such as Naomi and people in organisations such as the Alliance Party who prioritised tackling the deep division in our community and believe that there is more to unite us than divide us who inspired me to take my own stand for a shared and better future on behalf of my community. It is pertinent, therefore, that my maiden contribution in the House is to move the amendment to the motion on equality and good relations.

The Alliance Party welcomes the historic opportunity that is represented by the publication of the draft programme for cohesion, sharing and integration, and it welcomes the debate on that important matter today. Although my party will support the motion as tabled, I seek the support of the House for our sensible amendment.

I want to make it clear from the outset that the challenge of delivering equality and good relations in Northern Ireland must be much more important than any one party political agenda. As such, the Alliance Party recognises the progress that has been made by local politicians in taking ownership of the draft strategy and the public consultation process that is associated with it. However, we must also recognise the fact that the current proposal is inadequate in some aspects and could be significantly improved. Our amendment sets out the nature of those inadequacies in broad terms and encourages OFMDFM and the wider Executive to address them in detail when the new programme is finalised.

The Alliance Party believes that the healing of deep divisions in this society is the greatest challenge for the Assembly. It has a vision of a cohesive, shared and integrated society, where people are safe and prosperous, have ample opportunities and are treated fairly and respectfully. We want to deliver a normal civic society, underpinned by our shared values of equality, respect for diversity and interdependence. The critical measure for the programme must be what it will do for community relations in Northern Ireland.

We have spent approximately £1∙5 billion on peace building in Northern Ireland, but that model is coming to an end. We need to take responsibility for the ongoing human and economic cost of getting this issue wrong. At a time of immense financial pressure, the fundamental link between a shared society and economic development should be a major driver of change.

With approximately 70,000 spare school places and a crumbling schools estate, it is vital that robust educational reform proposals are included in the policy. The establishment of a single integrated system that is shared by all children must be a priority. For good reasons, people in contested places are cautious about the education of their children. However, the delivery mechanisms that reflect historic interests cannot be the driver for our children’s education in twenty-first-century Northern Ireland.

We must also not make the mistake of regarding community relations work solely as individually funded projects but rather as an ethos that runs throughout our system of government. However, I take this opportunity to pay tribute to the excellent strategic work of the Community Relations Council and to the many men, women and children who make their own significant contribution to improve community relations across our community, often in the most difficult conditions.

As I mentioned previously, past initiatives of that type occurred under direct rule, including, most recently, the shared future strategy in 2005. Although there was little wrong with that strategy, I am sure that the House will agree that it is much more desirable for local political institutions to take ownership of the development and delivery of future strategies. The Alliance Party was, therefore, pleased to play a part in the agreement of a draft policy this year.

However, it is worth recognising the fact that the current draft is an ongoing work and that significant concerns have been raised about its current content. The consultation exercise is, therefore, critical, and I was encouraged by the First Minister’s remarks yesterday during Question Time when he reflected on OFMDFM’s record of responding positively to consultation recommendations. It is incumbent on OFMDFM and the Executive to take on board what is received and to amend the programme accordingly — indeed, to amend it radically.
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It is good to have a Government document that tackles issues such as shared space, shared education, shared housing, visible manifestations of racism, sectarianism, bonfires, flags, the cost of duplicated services and zero tolerance of hate crimes, and many of the key themes for actions are also in there. In that respect, the glass is half full. However, the vision of the document is weak and less developed. It is entitled cohesion, sharing and integration, but at no stage are any of those concepts well defined. Specifically, there is no affirmation of a shared society, and the underlying assumption of managing a divided society and separate communities remains. We are, therefore, in danger of having a shared-out future rather than the shared future that this region needs and deserves.

Cohesion, in particular, is the new standard in the field of community relations, and some very relevant work on it has been carried out in Great Britain. However, there is very little reference in the document to developing good practice beyond our shores. The Alliance Party is also wary of a hierarchy between equality and good relations. The document must recognise that there can be no sustainable equality in the region without a sense of solidarity, interdependence and sharing. Equality arguments should not be used to undermine good relations, and vice versa. We also regret that there is not sufficient recognition of the economic and financial costs of continued divisions and of the opportunities that would come from a shared society. That is critical to understanding the full structural problems faced in the economy and to appreciating what will provide a real motivating force for devising a strong CSI strategy.

We need a clear vision of cohesion, sharing and integration and a detailed action plan against which to resource, target, timetable, monitor, evaluate and deliver that programme. The CSI programme must not be considered as just another document but an historic opportunity to make reconciliation, equality and good relations a reality for this and future generations of our community. Tremendous progress has occurred in the peace process over the past 15 years, including during this Assembly mandate. In order to realise our full potential, however, the political process must articulate a clear vision of a shared society and devise a robust action plan to address the ongoing human and financial cost of prejudice and segregation to our community.

Mr Spratt: Equality and good relations are a key component of any modern society; therefore I am pleased to speak in the debate.

For far too long, sectarianism and division have been a hallmark of life in Northern Ireland, and I welcome the First Minister and the deputy First Minister’s considerable efforts to reduce and eradicate that cancer from our society. There has been much criticism of the cohesion, sharing and integration document: that it took too long to produce and that it lacks detail on timescales, actions and targets. However, this is a massive and important task, and it is critical to get it right. As Members are aware, the consultation process provided an opportunity to identify and address any issues that have not been included. The CSI document should be seen as the beginning of a very substantial process.

As I said before, Northern Ireland has been riven with sectarian divisions for far too long; it is a way of life for some people in the Province, and it will take a long time to change attitudes. That can be achieved only through a number of initiatives. However, I do not want to give the impression that work has not already been done to tackle those issues. Many organisations and, indeed, individuals have worked tirelessly over the years to create a better future for everyone, and that must be commended. However, much of that work has been done at the coalface. The CSI strategy is a political agreement at a high strategic level, and it must be said that this is the first time that that has been achieved in the Assembly.

That is clearly a major development, and it should be recognised as such.

As the deputy First Minister said, the clear intention is to set targets and actions to take forward the strategy and make a real difference. Those targets will be monitored and ensured by the ministerial panel, and they should be fully integrated with the Programme for Government and the PSAs. There is no doubt that the First Minister and deputy First Minister intend to follow through on their pledge to tackle the deep divisions in our society. The fact that there has been a consultation process and that there will be input from all Departments ensures that all interested parties have an opportunity to contribute to that vital and strategic policy document.

It is also important to note that the document does not simply focus on tackling sectarianism and racism but affirms that all forms of intolerance, including hate crimes, antisocial behaviour, harassment, discrimination, recreational rioting and interface issues are to be recognised as unacceptable in our society. That also includes attacks on people on any basis, such as age, disability, race, sexual orientation or gender. In respect of good relations, the First Minister stated:

“There can be no room for sectarianism, racism or any form of hate crime. Attacks or violence that are motivated by any of those are unacceptable and must be condemned. … It is not only words of condemnation that are required but an identification of the causes of bad relations and actions to tackle the problem.” — [Official Report, Vol 46, No 1, p23, col 2].

The concept of good relations has been in the mix for some time. OFMDFM has already provided major funding and worked with local councils and the Community Relations Council to achieve good relations. As I said, much has already been done to change attitudes. However, with the backing of the First and deputy First Ministers, we will have in place a high-level strategic plan that will have a long-term impact. If we are to develop the economy and attract investment from overseas, we must not allow the scenes of recreational rioting and interface tensions that made the headlines in July this year. All crimes and violence that are motivated by hate and intolerance must be challenged.

I do not agree, however, with the motion’s last statement:

“the consultation document fails to provide an adequate framework to enable progress towards a shared and reconciled society.”

Mr Speaker: The Member should bring his remarks to a close.

Mr Spratt: Therefore, we cannot support the motion that is before the House today.

Ms M Anderson: Go raibh míle maith agat. The motion and the amendment betray a lack of understanding of the equality provisions in section 75(1) of the 1998 Act. For that reason, we will reject the motion and the amendment.

The motion clearly suggests that equality and good relations are coequal sides of one coin; that they are both as important as each other. That is simply not the case, because good relations can be built only upon equality. Equality cannot and should not be built upon good relations. Shame on Margaret Ritchie, the leader of the SDLP, for driving such an agenda.

Let us take housing as an example. If we were to work on the basis of objective need, it might be shown, for instance, that more Catholics are on the waiting list and need allocated housing or that more Protestants are on the waiting list and need allocated housing. However, some people could object to having Catholics or Protestants living nearby because it would have a detrimental impact on good relations. The SDLP’s motion promotes the idea of equal status for equality and good relations. Is the SDLP saying that, were that to be the case, housing for Catholics or for Protestants could be blocked on that basis? Where would that have left the Gildernews?

Mr McDevitt: If we are going to have a debate, it is important that we understand the difference between equality and equity. Ms Anderson seems to have forgotten the basic lesson of the schoolmistress who invites her children to take off a shoe and throw it into the middle of the room and then invites the children to blindfold themselves and pick up a shoe, and they do. They sit down, and the schoolmistress asks the children whether they are happy. They say, “No; not particularly. We are not happy.” She asks, “Oh, why are you not happy?” and they say, “Because we have all ended up with each other’s shoes”. The schoolmistress says, “But I did things equally. I treated you all equally. You all had the opportunity to pick up a shoe, and you now have a shoe”.

The problem is, as with Ms Anderson’s analysis — [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order.

Mr McDevitt: As with Ms Anderson’s analysis, that does not consider the fundamental issue, which is that you cannot decide equality until you understand need, and until you understand need, you do not get equality, and that is why good relations are so important.

Mr Speaker: Order. It is good practice that interventions should be short and to the point. [Laughter.] That is good practice not only in this House but elsewhere. The Member has a minute added to her time.

Ms M Anderson: I should have an extra two or three minutes. I appreciate that Conall McDevitt is a new MLA, and perhaps he does not understand section 75(1) and section 75(2) of the 1998 Act. The thinking and intention behind section 75(1) was that equality should always, absolutely always, take priority. Good relations — section 75(2) — will flow from that.

Equality is necessary; good relations are desirable. Equality is the primary duty, and I find it disappointing, but absolutely not surprising, that the SDLP do not seem to recognise that. What else would we expect from a party that opposed the MacBride principles? Perhaps the proposers of the motion, one of whom is the leader of the SDLP, are once again seeking to remove what their previous leader once referred to as the ugly scaffolding of the Good Friday Agreement — that same ugly scaffolding that exists to safeguard the rights and entitlements of nationalists.

Those protections were hard won. They were hard won — [Interruption.]

Mr Speaker: Order.

Ms M Anderson: They were hard won.

Mr Speaker: Order. Allow the Member to continue.

Ms M Anderson: They were hard won, and nationalists and republicans can take heart that Sinn Féin, and Sinn Féin representatives, have absolutely no intention of surrendering them.

I welcome the fact that the cohesion, sharing and integration strategy document has been published for consultation, a consultation that provides us all with an opportunity to strengthen the strategy. The cohesion, sharing and integration strategy is a cross-cutting policy, and, as such, it needs to be driven at the highest level of leadership. As an indication of intent, the cohesion, sharing and integration document proposes a panel led by our First Minister and deputy First Minister that will work with a reinvigorated racial equality forum and other stakeholder groups, communities, and communities of interest.

The consultation document should be critically appraised. That is to be welcomed. The junior Minister in the Chamber yesterday talked about how he attended meetings, and there definitely were such critical appraisals. I welcome the fact that for the first time the dialogue to facilitate the development of cohesion, sharing and integration in this society is, if the SDLP will read it at paragraph 1.6 of the consultation document, framed in the context of:

“equality and the enforcement of rights.”

However, Sinn Féin has been clear from the day that the draft cohesion, sharing and integration strategy document was published that it was not the final article, and we heard the First Minister make such a reference yesterday.

We all have an opportunity to shape the final strategy —

Mr Speaker: The Member should draw her remarks to a close.

Ms M Anderson: For all the reasons that I outlined, we will not be supporting the motion or the amendment.

Mr Speaker: The Member’s time is up.

Ms M Anderson: Go raibh míle maith agat.

Mr Kinahan: I congratulate Chris Lyttle on his maiden speech. I thank the Members for tabling this motion. I have got myself in a muddle; bear with me. The Ulster Unionist Party will work constructively — bear with me just a second; I had shuffled my documents. Thank you for bearing with me.
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I thank the Members who tabled the motion for doing so. Northern Ireland’s recent history has been turbulent and violent. That has left us with a legacy of segregation, mistrust and, in some cases, open hostility. The Belfast Agreement brought us peace and created political institutions that have largely served to regulate our differences.

However, we have not taken the necessary steps to move towards a society that is genuinely pluralist, genuinely integrationist and genuinely built on respect for our different traditions. That is evidenced by the fact that we have more peace lines today than we did in 1998. More people live in segregated communities, and there is growing violence from dissident republicans. That is despite us having probably the most stringent equality regime in Europe.

The Ulster Unionist Party believes in a genuinely pluralist Northern Ireland. We believe in a genuinely tolerant United Kingdom, and we believe in building genuine respect and integration between all groups in our society. So, it is clear that we have a job of work to do. However, we must be aware of what is at stake.

We cannot allow our children and young people to repeat a history of segregation and intolerance. The motion is also right to point out that in areas of social deprivation, segregation is at its most acute. If we fail to get this right, we will be dooming not only those communities but potentially our entire community. Would any international investors have been inspired to invest by the scenes in the Ardoyne in July? It is that reality that makes the document produced by Sinn Féin and the DUP so disappointing.

The delay in the production of the cohesion, sharing and integration strategy appears to be due to differences between building good relations and equality. It has long been a position of Sinn Féin to diminish emphasis on good relations in favour of an ideological, divisive and exclusive focus on the equality agenda. The cohesion, sharing and integration document does not provide any solutions to that dilemma. Instead, it promotes the separate but equal agenda. That creates a danger of furthering a factory of grievances approach. The culmination of that approach in the document is the potential abolition of the Community Relations Council, if two of the four options available are chosen. Whatever the CRC’s flaws, it has provided an independent voice on an issue that some politicians have often sought to avoid.

The draft cohesion, sharing and integration strategy lacks goals beyond the general; it has no specific action plans and offers very little on young people, housing and education. Action in those areas is crucial if we are to avoid repeating ourselves. The document is more about sharing out than a shared future, and I am concerned that it will lead to a Balkanisation agenda being pursued without criticism and scrutiny. It also does not do enough to integrate other minorities in Northern Ireland.

Reflecting on that, some of the language in the SDLP’s motion is unhelpful. The SDLP appears to be riding two horses at once. Of course, we all want a more equal society, but we do not want a “one for you and one for me” mentality to pervade in the cohesion, sharing and integration strategy. That is especially true as we enter a period of much-reduced funding. The logical conclusion of the opening sentence of the SDLP’s motion is paralysis and a stand-off.

The Ulster Unionist Party will work constructively with and for any legitimate group in Northern Ireland, and we will pursue a shared future that is not based on gimmicks —

Mr Speaker: Will the Member bring his remarks to a close?

Mr Kinahan: We will do that because we want a better Northern Ireland and because we are —

Mr McDevitt: Will the Member give way?

Mr Kinahan: No. We will do that because we are unapologetic unionists who want a strong and positive union, and we will do that because it is right.

Mr G Robinson: Equality and good relations must be one of the most difficult topics in Northern Ireland, but nobody should have any doubt that my party and I are committed to equality and good relations for all in Northern Ireland. On 3 September 2010, the First Minister said: “We are at the beginning of a very important process and we want to hear the views of people throughout our society on how we can build a better future for everyone.”

That is a clear indication of my party’s thinking on the way forward. It is also a clear statement of the support that this side of the House has for the principle of equality for everyone. Everyone will be treated equally in the Northern Ireland that is being built.

It is sadly true that those who suffer most from inequality are those who are at the greatest disadvantage for whatever reason — disability, unemployment or race. The Assembly must ensure that inequality is not common in society. I am also convinced that strong political leadership has been shown. The fact that the Assembly has not collapsed over the past three and a half years proves that strong leadership has been given, especially by the First Minister and his predecessor, Lord Bannside. That is reflected in the programme for cohesion, sharing and integration.

As elected representatives, we must all lead by example, particularly when making statements to the press and in public places, so that we do not inflame situations, such as occurred recently in Coleraine. If we are to build a society equal for all, we must choose our words very carefully. It is most regrettable that Members who signed the motion did not reflect on the early stage that the consultation process is at. The motion does little to promote cohesion, sharing or integration; it does the opposite.

Northern Ireland needs a peaceful future, and the programme for cohesion, sharing and integration is an important milestone in achieving that. If the party that supports the motion wants that state of affairs, it should not put further divisive motions before the Assembly but work positively to achieve the equality that it says it wants.

Mr McKay: I oppose the motion and the amendment, as my party colleague outlined.

Fundamentally, equality cannot and should not be built on good relations. The CSI document highlights that equality is the foundation of good relations and that good relations can only be built on equality.

Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 places a duty on public authorities to treat people equally, regardless of race, age, marital status, religious belief, political opinion, or sexual orientation. By making the maintenance of good relations a duty equal to equality, many progressive policies to tackle inequality would be vetoed. That would be bad for good relations, or so some politicians in our community would argue.

Dr Farry: I am grateful to the Member for giving way and I promise not to mention shoes.

[Laughter.]
I ask the Member to consider that the problem that Sinn Féin articulates with regard to the relationship between equality and good relations is actually a misunderstanding of the concept of good relations, which has been used and abused by certain politicians. If we talk about good relations in a context of sharing, it implies respect for diversity, which does not threaten equality; whereas, if someone objects to something and employs a “good relations” argument against it, it represents a warping of the notion of a shared society and the idea of good relations.

Mr Speaker: The Member may have an extra minute to speak.

Mr McKay: I thank the Member for his intervention, but different parties have different interpretations of “good relations”.

For example, members of the LGBT community could apply to their local council for funding for a gay pride parade or a public event, and local councillors could employ the argument that funding or holding such an event in their community or in a particular area would be bad for good relations in that area. Councillors would be wrong to employ that argument, but some would. That could — would — happen, given the views of some political parties.

Dr Farry: That is exactly the point that I was trying to make; it is a clear example of a misunderstanding of the concept of good relations in a shared society; it is an abuse of the concept. That should not happen.

Mr McKay: Equality should be safeguarded at all times; it has to be the cornerstone of society and must be ahead of good relations. That is why in this case —

Mr B McCrea: Will the Member give way again?

Mr McKay: No. Two interventions are enough, Basil.

We will not support that; we will not support the undermining of equality safeguards in society, and we will not support the dilution of the equality legislation secured in the Good Friday Agreement. Equality is the bottom line as far as Sinn Féin is concerned. Sectarianism and intolerance are still rife in this society, and we must ensure that an effective strategy is in place, and that funding is used effectively to tackle those problems.

The concept of good relations taking priority over equality has led to the consolidation and ingraining of inequality in some cases and has been used by those opposed to the equality agenda to undermine hard-fought equality measures. Some of the aims and objectives outlined are to be welcomed, as the Member for East Belfast Chris Lyttle said earlier. Those include zero tolerance on crimes motivated by prejudice and all forms of hate crime; working to eliminate attacks on cultural, sports and other symbolic property and monuments, including GAA halls and Orange Halls in our community; maximising the impact of funding on the ground; and encouraging shared neighbourhoods and eliminating segregated services. That is worth working towards.

The CSI document could be better. One of the parties involved in the Office of the First Minister and deputy First Minister is progressive and the other is not. Sinn Féin not only wants to see the LGBT sector —

Mr A Maginness: Who is progressive and who is not?

Mr McKay: It does not take a genius, Alban.

Mr Speaker: Order.

Mr McKay: Sinn Féin not only wants to see the LGBT sector fully involved in this process, but wants to see their concerns dealt with effectively.

Mr McDevitt: Why do you not include them in —

Mr Speaker: Order.

Mr McKay: The CSI strategy will not resolve sectarianism and the prejudicial attitudes that exist in this society. One hears a lot of comments from the SDLP about the document, and it is critical of what has been put together so far. However, that is only the first step in the process. It is worth remembering that the SDLP had ample opportunity to put together such a document when it was in the same office with the Ulster Unionist Party. It did not achieve anything. We got nothing from the SDLP. It is all very well for the party to come here and try to criticise us for what has been brought forward, but it has not been able to do any of that work itself. Shame on the SDLP for bringing the motion forward, and shame on the SDLP for trying to undermine the equality legislation that was secured after decades of hard work. It does not understand the impact of what it is putting forward —

Mr A Maginness: After decades of violence —

Mr Speaker: Order, order.

Mr McKay: The SDLP should go back to the —

Mr Speaker: Order. Allow the Member to finish.

Mr McKay: They should try to understand the impact of what they are proposing. Go raibh maith agat.

Mr Speaker: The Business Committee has arranged to meet immediately during the lunchtime suspension today. I propose, therefore, by leave of the Assembly, to suspend the sitting until 2.00 pm. The first Member to speak after lunchtime will be Mr Allan Bresland.

The sitting was suspended at 12.28 pm.

Debate resumed on amendment to motion:

That this Assembly acknowledges that there will be no good relations on this island without equality, and no equality without good relations; recognises that people who are socially disadvantaged suffer most from sectarian division; affirms the need for strong political leadership and independent voices to challenge government to progress lasting change; believes that government must tackle the origins and manifestations of sectarianism and racism through a robust Executive strategy; notes the publication of the programme for cohesion, sharing and integration; and believes that the consultation document fails to provide an adequate framework to enable progress towards a shared and reconciled society. — [Ms Ritchie.]

Which amendment was:

At end insert

“; and calls on the Executive to ensure that a revised programme includes a clearly articulated vision of a cohesive, shared and integrated society and an action plan covering policies, resource allocations, targets, timetables and evaluation criteria.” — [Mr Lyttle.]

Dr Farry: I am tempted to defend good relations for horse mussels.

I declare an interest as a member of the Community Relations Council (CRC). I also wish to set the record straight, in that the CRC is not a state body but is independent. [Interruption.]
Mr Deputy Speaker: Order, please. Allow the Member to be heard.

Dr Farry: Independence for the CRC is not one of the options for the delivery mechanisms.

The Alliance Party supports the SDLP’s motion and welcomes the comments that Margaret Ritchie and other Members made about moving beyond the concept of the two communities. We encourage the SDLP to follow through on that, particularly on matters such as Assembly designation and how we monitor ourselves as a society.

To be fair to the SDLP, concerning the attack from the Ulster Unionists as to the intent of the wording of the motion, I do not think that the motion was aimed at achieving a separate but equal society. I am sure that the SDLP will reinforce that point when winding on the motion.

I welcome Chris Lyttle’s maiden speech, which was very well received by the House. Of course, he has already made numerous interventions and asked many questions.

Let me be clear about the Alliance Party’s position. We respect the progress that has been made on the issue. However, although we recognise that there are some very positive themes in the CSI document as it stands, it is flawed in many respects. Our amendment adds to the SDLP’s motion by teasing out what those flaws are. They are primarily a weak vision and the lack of an action plan, including all the various elements that one might expect to find in such a plan. It is our hope that the consultation exercise will be treated seriously by the Office of the First Minister and the deputy First Minister (OFMDFM) and the rest of the Executive, and that the responses to the consultation will be reflected in a final document.

We are not rejecting the CSI programme — far from it. It is a floor on which to build, but there is a great deal of work to be done to make sure that we get the house right.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. Far be it from me to discourage conversation between Members, but I need to hear the Member speak.

Some Members: Hear, hear.

Dr Farry: Thank you, Mr Deputy Speaker.

I note Jimmy Spratt’s remark that this is the beginning of a process and that it is about achieving political agreement at the highest strategic level. However, we should not settle for something weak and based on that perspective. We acknowledge what has happened. All past initiatives on good relations occurred under direct rule — integrated education, the Community Relations Council and A Shared Future — but it is better that we have ownership of the development and delivery of policy through our own institutions.

There was nothing wrong with A Shared Future, but we accept that, when they assumed office as part of the restoration of devolution, the DUP and Sinn Féin wanted to shape their own document. That is democracy. The problem has been the three years of drift. It is not acceptable to have a strategic vacuum and to have independent decisions taken by Ministers over funding and over what can be done. We need a proper, robust framework. We must push on.

We welcomed the agreement between the DUP and Sinn Féin in February, but what was agreed was a reconciliation of those parties’ positions. The Executive as a whole released the document for consultation in July. It is important to make it clear that a number of parties had reservations about the content at that stage.

I welcome the comments made by Danny Kinahan and the Ulster Unionists, particularly those warning of the dangers of a Balkanised society. Again, there is a challenge for the UUP to follow through on that. I hope that, under the leadership of Tom Elliott, who I congratulate, they will do so.

I was concerned about some of the comments made by representatives of Sinn Féin. Martina Anderson said that equality could not be built on good relations. If that is true, it is a profoundly worrying statement of intent from Sinn Féin. I fear that the concept of good relations coming from that quarter has been misunderstood, and we were trying to tease that out. Sinn Féin seems to regard good relations as being something cited to stop people exercising their rights and culture in case it upsets someone. The same thing happened in Switzerland with the referendum that banned the building of minarets, because it was viewed as a threat to cohesion. That is wrong. Good relations are about a shared society; not a society of unequals. To the Alliance Party and many others, equality and good relations are completely interdependent. I dare say that the situation would be helped if OFMDFM would define what it means by “good relations”, “cohesion”, “sharing” and “integration”.

The debate is an important one, and it is important that we take heed of the consultation and, as a government and an Assembly, reflect the views of the people. We must ensure that we follow the lead set by the people of Northern Ireland who want to live in a shared society.

Mr Deputy Speaker: Your time is up.

Mr McDevitt: I thank all Members who participated in the debate, whatever their argument. The Assembly is meant to be built on the principles of partnership and reconciliation. This great House on a hill stands out to many of our younger generation as a beacon to a new North and a new Ireland, yet, inside these halls, too many cannot seem to shake off the mistrust of generations. Despite hearing some very positive contributions today, we should all reflect on the fact that some people’s contributions have been guided more by mistrust of the past than by a positive vision for tomorrow.

Sectarianism and the legacy of conflict linger, even here in this Chamber. Some days, the politics of division chokes our work. Sometimes, despite our diversity, it gets in the way of us being able to envisage a shared and better region.

I met some young men and women in the Great Hall just over an hour ago. They did not come here looking for a history lesson from one of the newer MLAs. They wanted to know what we were doing about education and jobs. They wanted to know what we were doing to protect their identity but celebrate what we share, and yet I had to admit that, all too often, what they hear coming from this Chamber is not talk of those things but of the past and, unfortunately, of a future built on the worst prejudice of that past. Many of us will have days when we wake up and think that we could do that generation a much better service than we achieve.

Minister Newton and Allan Bresland spoke about the need for leadership, but leadership must be about more than just being a gatekeeper to your community. Protectionism in any form feeds prejudice, blocks partnership and prevents leaders from envisaging a better future with a common goal of sharing with respect and an understanding that equality and good relations are both necessary conditions for trust and reconciliation.

That thinking is particularly evident in the proposed cohesion, sharing and integration strategy that we have been debating this afternoon. I agree with George Robinson, who said that he was committed to equality and good relations, but the problem with the document before us is that it ignores the basic reality that there can be no equality without good relations, and no good relations without equality.

Ms M Anderson: Shame on you.

Mr McDevitt: That is not a statement of shame but of proud confidence, because good relations, to me, mean solidarity. Good relations mean having the courage to understand that my rights come with some pretty big responsibilities that I owe to fellow men and women. I must understand that there are people with whom I share any space — this space, this island, these islands — who have different needs from me. I must not simply look at them, decide that a “two for you, two for me” solution will meet my needs and theirs and try to convince myself that that is an act of solidarity. That is no act of solidarity; it is an act of selfishness. That is the issue at the heart of the debate, and it is the one issue that one party in the Chamber chooses to ignore.

Good relations are about solidarity, trust, inclusion and charity. I agree with Mr Farry that we should properly define “good relations” in the document. If we do, good relations will become the basis on which we can move forward. Paragraph 13 of the Good Friday Agreement states:

“The participants recognise and value the work being done by many organisations to develop reconciliation and mutual understanding and respect between and within communities and traditions, in Northern Ireland and between North and South, and they see such work as having a vital role in consolidating peace and political agreement. Accordingly, they pledge their continuing support to such organisations and will positively examine the case for enhanced financial assistance for the work of reconciliation. An essential aspect of the reconciliation process is the promotion of a culture of tolerance at every level of society, including initiatives to facilitate and encourage integrated education and mixed housing.”

That is what we mean. That is not a statement of shame. Those are the words that the overwhelming majority of the people of this island endorsed. They are a reflection of modern Irish republicanism and the most positive expression of modern Ulster unionism. That is what the House should build on, not reject.

The strategy does not tackle the real issue. Instead, it proposes a bureaucratic maze to cover up the lack of strategy. At a time when we should be focused on tackling the cost of division, which is estimated at more than £1 billion a year, we are being offered a costly package of new panels, groups, action plans and funders’ contracts. I will give Caitríona Ruane this: she offered up some savings this year. The only problem is that she offered them up from her community relations budget.

To ignore the link between equality and good relations is a denial of the real challenge that is posed by sectarianism and an abdication of the politics that sent us here. As Danny Kinahan pointed out so eloquently, it is equally dangerous to ignore the correlation between areas of social disadvantage and high levels of sectarian conflict. The First Minister and deputy First Minister’s shelves creak under the weight of expensive research into the complex causes, impacts and outcomes of such multiple disadvantages. However, none of that thinking is evident in the strategy. It reminds us of Albert Einstein’s definition of insanity as:

“doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results.”

Junior Minister Newton has been left alone. I hope that junior Minister Kelly has not been taken unwell. If he has, I am sure that the House will want to extend its best wishes to him. If he has not been taken unwell, he has chosen to absent himself from the debate. That is a true signal of what a shared future would look like under a DUP/Sinn Féin partnership Government. From coequal office, in which they are joint junior Ministers, only one has bothered to turn up. Mr Newton, left alone, will ask us to do the same thing again and again and to expect a different outcome.

We did not come here simply to oppose. We came here because we believe that, over the past decade, much good work has been done to try to understand better how to build a shared society. Such work recognises some of the following cross-cutting concepts and principles:

“the management of diversity by policy makers and politicians will be of the utmost importance in the immediate years ahead … policy makers should work proactively, garnering societal diversity for the good of all society … it is important that a ‘language’ of diversity is taken further, not just for semantic purposes, but rather to underpin policy and provide a public discourse that will aid achievement.

The report in question also states that we should “no longer be consumed” by the two-community analysis of our problem.

Those are not my words. They were written by Dr Billy Leonard in his academic years, in 2001. I just wish that he could have a conversation —

3.45 pm

Mr Leonard: Will the Member give way?

Mr McDevitt: Yes, I will. [Laughter.]
Mr Leonard: This is —

Mr Storey: Orangeman.

Mr Leonard: Republican: that is the label. OK. [Interruption.]
Mr Deputy Speaker: Order. The Member will resume his seat. All remarks must be made through the Chair; otherwise, some people may find that they will not be here for the vote.

Mr Leonard: Go raibh maith agat, a LeasCheann Comhairle. Through the Chair, you got the label wrong: republican. Will Mr McDevitt accept that those written words do not automatically rubber-stamp the view that he is taking today?

Mr McDevitt: I will take my extra speaking time.

Mr Storey: You do not get extra time.

Mr Devitt: I do not get extra time? Unbelievable.

I never suggested that they did, but I know this: they are words that make some sense. If those words were reflected in the document that we are debating, it would be in my opinion, and, I hope, in Dr Leonard’s too, a better document. Mr Deputy Speaker, in the brief time available to me —

Mr Deputy Speaker: You have, literally, eight seconds. [Laughter.]
Mr McDevitt: May I just thank Members for coming to the House today? I commend the motion. [Laughter.]
Mr Deputy Speaker: Your time is now up. [Interruption.]
Order, please. I am glad to see everyone smiling again.

Question, That the amendment be made, put and agreed to.

Main Question, as amended, put.

The Assembly divided: Ayes 30; Noes 56.

AYES

Mr Armstrong, Mr Attwood, Mr Beggs, Mr D Bradley, Mrs M Bradley, Mr P J Bradley, Mr Durkan, Mr Elliott, Dr Farry, Mr Gallagher, Mr Gardiner, Mrs D Kelly, Mr Kennedy, Mr Kinahan, Ms Lo, Mr Lunn, Mr Chris Lyttle , Mr A Maginness, Mr McCallister, Mr McCarthy, Mr B McCrea, Mr McDevitt, Mr McGlone, Mr Neeson, Mr O’Loan, Mr P Ramsey, Ms Ritchie, Mr K Robinson, Mr Savage, Mr B Wilson.

Tellers for the Ayes: Mrs D Kelly and Mr McDevitt.

NOES

Mr Adams, Mr S Anderson , Ms Anderson, Lord Bannside, Mr Bell, Mr Boylan, Mr Brady, Mr Bresland, Lord Browne, Mr Buchanan, Mr Butler, Mr T Clarke, Mr W Clarke, Mr Craig, Mr Easton, Mr Frew , Mr Simpson Gibson, Ms Gildernew, Mr Givan , Mr Hamilton, Mr W Humphrey , Mr Irwin, Mr G Kelly, Mr Leonard , Mr A Maskey, Mr P Maskey, Mr F McCann, Ms J McCann, Mr McCartney, Mr I McCrea, Mr McElduff, Mrs McGill, Mr McHugh, Miss McIlveen, Mr McKay, Mr McLaughlin, Mr McQuillan, Mr Molloy, Lord Morrow, Mr Moutray, Mr Murphy, Mr Newton, Ms Ní Chuilín, Mr O’Dowd, Mrs O’Neill, Mr Poots, Ms S Ramsey, Mr G Robinson, Mr Ross, Ms Ruane, Mr Spratt, Mr Storey, Mr Weir, Mr Wells, Mr S Wilson.

Tellers for the Noes: Mr Bresland and Mr McKay.

Main Question, as amended, accordingly negatived.

4.00 pm

(Mr Deputy Speaker [Mr Molloy] in the Chair)

