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Is local Peacebuilding 
still relevant almost 15 
years after the Good 
Friday Agreement?

—

R e f l e c t i o n s
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The CIT 
Programme 
objectives are:

•	 To	promote	the	establishment	and		 	
	 development	of	community	infrastructure		
	 in	ten	disadvantaged	areas		and	to	nurture		
	 and	sustain	the	participation	of	those		
	 excluded	or	at	risk	of	exclusion;

•	 To	develop	the	capacity	of	the	selected		
	 communities	and	participants	to	engage	

	 in	inclusive	community	organising;

•	 To	identify	and	address	the	issues	of	cultural,		
	 economic	and	political	alienation	of			
	 community	groups	within	areas	of		 	
	 weak	community	infrastructure	that	are		
	 experiencing	community	tension;

•	 To	influence	policy-making	at	local	and		
	 regional	levels	in	relation	to	such	areas;

•	 To	impact	on	the	current	perceptions	of	a		
	 range	of	political	parties,	their		 	
	 representatives	and	a	range	of	policy	makers		
	 regarding	the	potential	of	community	action		
	 and	development.
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T he	Communities	in	Transition	II	programme	was	subject	
to	both	internal	and	external	evaluation	–	the	integrated	
report	can	be	found	on	the	CFNI	website	–	www.

communityfoundationni.org.		This	focused	on	how	the	twelve	
projects	developed	and	what	they	achieved	during	the	life	of	
the	programme.	The	fundamental	judgement	was	about	whether	
the	trajectories	of	individual	projects	contributed	to	overall	
programme	impact	and	was	thus	focused	and	specific.	

It	did	not,	however,	capture	the	full	range	of	debate	that	went	on	
as	the	evaluation	took	place	–	the	evaluation	process	generated	
considerable	reflection	and	debate	beyond	the	boundaries	
of	the	programme	itself.	This	was	because	evaluation	was	
put	in	place	at	the	beginning,	with	both	internal	and	external	
components	constantly	engaging	with	each	other	(and	with	staff	
and	participants)	over	the	entire	period.	These	debates	ranged	
around	issues	like	the	dynamics	of	poverty	and	exclusion	in	the	
contemporary	period,	the	nature	of	peacebuilding	a	decade	after	
the	Good	Friday	Agreement	and	the	relevance	of	community	
development	to	current	policy	debates.

While	it	was	not	appropriate	to	include	such	reflections	in	a	
formal	evaluation	report,	the	CIT	team	and	the	External	Evaluator	
decided	that	the	material	about	such	broader	issues	should	not	
be	lost	completely.	Accordingly,	we	agreed	to	produce	a	small	
number	of	short	papers	in	which	the	learning	from	CIT	could	be	
connected	to	broader	issues	of	concern	to	communities,	NGOs	
and	policy	makers.	These	have	been	produced	as	part	of	the	CFNI	
‘In	Brief’	policy	series.

Is local 
Peacebuilding still 
relevant almost 
15 years after the 
Good Friday 
Agreement?
—

Of course, the process remained fraught with crisis and difficulty, 
particularly over the decommissioning of paramilitary arms and 
the precise detail of local governance arrangements. Once these 
were worked through and the hegemony of both Unionist and 
Nationalist blocs was completely secured by the DUP and Sinn Fein 
respectively, the process acquired considerable stability. At the 
same time, however, there have been a residual set of issues that 
have persisted for more than a decade:

It would seem that the Northern Ireland Peace Process has 
become a global phenomenon. The resolution of a decades-old 
(some would say centuries-old) dispute, where the majority of 
protagonists have swapped military hardware for politics and 
community work, has relevance for places with still unresolved 
conflicts – particularly the Middle East. Yet the key elements of that 
success are not hard to discern:

•	 The	most	important	external	actors,	the	British	and	Irish	
governments	and,	to	a	lesser	extent,	the	US	and	EU,	took	
a	consistent,	unified	position	about	what	was	needed	to	
bring	the	conflict	to	an	end	–	signalled	in	the	Downing	
Street	Declaration.	Moreover,	they	patiently	helped	those	
in	Northern	Ireland	to	work	through	a	mountain	of	issues	
and	obstacles.

•	 The	internal	protagonists	realised	that	their	preferred	
solutions	could	not	be	imposed	by	the	use	of	paramilitary	
or	state	forces	and	had	to	be	content	with	secondary	
goals.	The	Unionists	had	to	share	power	(even	with	their	
biggest	enemies)	in	order	to	have	a	local	administration,	
while	Nationalism,	even	its	most	militant	expression	in	the	
shape	of	Sinn	Fein,	had	to	defer	(perhaps	indefinitely)	its	
immediate	goal	of	a	United	Ireland.	All	this	necessitated	
some	creative	ambiguity	where	the	status	of	the	Irish	
Border	became	simultaneously	more	fixed	(for	Unionists)	
and	more	ephemeral	(for	Nationalists).	

•	 A	series	of	long-standing	grievances	were	to	be	addressed	
by	a	variety	of	enquiries	(e.g.	Bloody	Sunday),	prisoner	
releases	and	measures	to	address	inequalities	and	
community	cohesion.

•	 Finally,	a	great	deal	of	money	and	resources	were	invested	
in	the	process,	of	which	the	Special	European	Union	Peace	
Programme	(now	in	its	third	incarnation)	was	the	most	
visible.	It	focused	on	social	inclusion,	good	relations	and	
economic	development.	Spending	per	head	of	population	
occurred	at	levels	that	could	not	be	envisaged	in	other	
sites	of	conflict.

•	 Certainly,	the	Peace	Process	involved	a	‘historic	
compromise’	of	epic	proportions	for	those	involved.		
Unfortunately,	however,	engagement	and	relationship	
building	have	occurred	more	at	the	top	than	the	bottom,	
even	within	the	dominant	political	parties	–	DUP	
councillors	in	Craigavon,	for	example,	seem	unable	to	
even	contemplate	the	idea	of	a	Sinn	Fein	mayor.	Some	
communities	(particularly	those	on	interfaces)	have	seen	
substantial	community	relations	investment	and	issues	like	
bonfires	have	been	widely	worked	on.	However,	outside	
flashpoint	issues	and	areas,	there	are	a	host	of	local	
communities,	living	in	segregated	isolation	without	any	
transformation	of	traditional	values	or	attitudes,	growing	
alienation	and	often	perceiving	the	‘other’	as	beneficiaries	
of	this	new	dispensation.	In	some	places,	the	influx	of	new	
migrants	has	created	new	kinds	of	tension	outside	the	
boundaries	of	conventionally-defined	sectarianism.
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These were some of the dilemmas faced by the Communities 
in Transition (CIT) Programme. In particular, was it possible to 
assist/enable communities (largely without prior organisation) 
to embark on a development path that: addresses the legacy of 
deprivation and underachievement; builds relationships with other 
communities regarded as ‘other or outsiders’; and engages with 
still-existing paramilitary infrastructures?

The	programme	tried	to	meet	these	challenges	by:

•	 Locating	its	work	at	the	interface	between	community	
development	and	peacebuilding	on	the	assumption	that	
communities	in	Northern	Ireland	suffer	not	just	social	and	
economic	need,	but	the	consequences	of	over	thirty	years	
of	violent	conflict.	The	goal	was	thus	not	merely	to	tackle	
local	need	but	to	create	genuinely	pluralist community 
leadership.	The	key	was	to	reject	the	separation	of	
agendas	about	tackling	development	and	social	need	
and	about	building	better	relationships	between	diverse	
communities	–	A	Shared	Future	and	Neighbourhood	
Renewal	rolled	into	a	single	intervention.

CIT was thus constructed around four key ideas:

•	 Community Resilience: not	all	deprived	communities	
respond	in	the	same	way	when	subject	to	political,	social	
or	economic	‘shocks’.	Some	seem	to	collapse	in	on	
themselves,	becoming	more	insular,	less	able	to	engage	
with	service	providers	and	unable	to	call	power	to	account.	
Others	respond	by	becoming	organised,	making	new	
demands	on	services	and	new	efforts	to	target	other	kinds	
of	resource.	The	challenge	is	to	make	weak	communities	
more	resilient,	more	able	to	cope	with	a	volatile	world	
where	the	poor	bear	the	brunt	of	economic	change;

•	 Community Capability:	how	do	communities	acquire	the	
skills	and	competences	that	can	foster	their	development	
from	building	organisation,	developing	people	and	framing	
community	strategies?	This	must	be	undertaken	within	a	
realistic	assessment	of	what	community	organisation	can	
and	cannot	achieve.	Efforts	to	shrink	the	public	sector	are	
often	underpinned	by	the	assumption	that	local	people	
should	take	on	greater	responsibility	for	delivering	local	
services.	However,	organising	at	community	level	cannot	
eliminate	poverty	and	inequality.	Tackling	such	structural	
factors	requires	real	commitment	from	central	and	local	
government.	Communities	can,	however,	better	shape	
the	services	they	receive	via	participation	in	their	design,	
delivery	and	evaluation.	Indeed,	this	can	complement	
some	of	the	key	ideas	about	how	public	services	can	be	
modernised	and	reformed;

The basic purpose of development is to enlarge human 
freedoms. The process of development can expand 
human capabilities by expanding the choices that 
people have to live full and creative lives. And people 
are both the beneficiaries of such development and the 
agents of the progress and change that bring it about. 
This process must benefit all individuals equitably and 
build on the participation of each of them. (UN Human 
Development Report 2004, p.217)

•	 Moreover,	paramilitarism	is	still	widely	distributed	across	
Northern	Ireland.	For	some,	the	compromises	associated	
with	the	Peace	Process	were	just	too	big	a	step,	the	holy	
grail	of	the	deathless	republic	too	big	a	lure.	Accordingly,	
the	dominance	of	Sinn	Fein	within	the	Nationalist	
community	has	been	challenged	both	politically	(to	little	
effect)	and	militarily	in	a	new	‘dissident’	campaign	of	
violence.	It	is	too	early	to	say	whether	this	will	remain	
marginal	and	containable	or	will	gather	strength	from	the	
disillusionment	with	a	period	of	recession	and	austerity.	
Paramilitary	structures	(if	not	armaments?)	have	also	
remained	in	place	within	Loyalist	communities,	sometimes	
presented	as	a	new	‘community	infrastructure’,	but	
negligibly	participative	or	democratic.

•	 Finally,	there	is	an	on-going	tension	between	the	equality	
agenda	and	community	cohesion.	Inter-community	
differentials	were	a	key	element	in	the	debate	about	
fairness	and	justice	in	Northern	Ireland.	The	long-term	
grievance	has	been	about	higher	unemployment	rates	
amongst	Catholics.	Places	of	predominantly	Catholic	
community	background	have	had	a	higher	probability	
of	appearing	amongst	the	most	deprived	in	successive	
deprivation	studies.	Efforts	to	target	social	programmes	
(including	Peace	programmes)	have	relied	heavily	on	such	
deprivation	evidence	and	have	thus	generated	accusations	
about	Catholic	favouritism	–	particularly	since	some	
areas	of	Catholic	community	background	have	begun	
to	feature	more	prominently	among	the	least	deprived.	
Moreover,	there	is	growing	evidence	that	the	educational	
performance	of	young	Protestant	males	is	particularly	poor	
–	with	implications	for	future	unemployment	and	poverty.	
Inevitably	evidence	tends	to	be	viewed	through	the	lens	
of	particular	values	and	prejudices.	The	complexity	of	the	
evidence	permits	(with	some	justification)	claims	that:	
Catholics	still	lag	behind	in	living	standards,	that	Catholics	
are	‘getting	everything’;	or	even	that	Protestants	are	
increasingly	falling	into	poverty.	Thus,	it	is	simultaneously	
difficult	to	resolve	such	contesting	claims	and	promote	
good	relations,	with	some	arguing	that	the	‘equality	
agenda’	must	be	tackled	first	to	have	any	hope	for	
successful	engagement	amongst	communities	all	competing	
for	increasingly	scarce	resources	while	others	suggest	that	
only	by	working	together	can	communities	achieve	the	
‘critical	mass’	to	effect	social	change

•	 Taking	legacy-of-the-conflict	factors	into	account	in	a novel 
targeting mechanism	It	avoided	the	‘mechanical’	selection	
of	the	10	per	cent	most	deprived	neighbourhoods	used,	
for	example,	by	Neighbourhood	Renewal.	It	amassed	a	
wealth	of	other	kinds	of	data,	assessed	the	organisational	
capacity	of	the	areas	involved	and	did	not	retreat	from	
areas	with	strong	paramilitary	influence.	Not	selecting	the	
most	deprived	appears	counter-intuitive	for	a	programme	
that	focuses	on	social	need.	However,	the	policy	trend	of	
adopting	an	exclusively	‘evidenced’	social	need	approach	
has	led	to	a	concentration	on	certain	communities	that	
have	been	relatively	well	served	by	social	programmes	
over	the	years	and	created	resentment	in	others	that	have	
been	‘bypassed’.

•	 Prescribing	a	particular way of working	for	those	involved	
in	the	programme	–	development	had	to	lead	to	pluralist	
communities	where	no	voices	are	suppressed	and	where	
the	participation	of	all	had	high	priority.	In	addition,	long-
term	support	was	available,	together	with	considerable	
research	and	support	capacity	to	assist	these	processes.	
Communities	were	encouraged	to	stretch	themselves	and	
take	risks,	but	with	programme	support	–	a	theme	echoed	
in	the	UN’s	approach	-
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•	 Community Voice:	how	can	community	members	
have	a	voice	on	all	issues	relevant	to	their	collective	
development?	Community	organisation	frequently	consists	
of	dedicated	-	even	evangelical	-	individuals,	but	no	small	
leadership	group	can	know	what	is	best	for	its	community	
all	of	the	time.	How	can	community	organisation	be	made	
democratic	and	pluralist?	This	is	particularly	relevant	in	
those	areas	where	paramilitary	structures	persist,	raising	
a	host	of	problems	for	genuine	community	leadership:	
people	may	be	reluctant	to	express	their	voice	in	a	
meeting	with	individuals	who	had	a	previous	capacity	
to	enforce	their	will	through	violence;	rivalry	between	
different	paramilitary	factions	can	inhibit	democratic	
debate;	the	growth	of	dissident	Republicanism,	whose	
central	tenet	is	that	the	conflict	is	far	from	over,	can	have	
an	impact	on	communities,	particularly	if	dissidents	take	
action	against	‘anti-social’	elements;

•	 Community Governance:	Even	in	difficult	circumstances,	
the	CIT	practitioners	firmly	held	to	the	view	that	the	best	
people	to	make	decisions	about	the	future	of	a	community	
are	the	people	who	reside	there.	Does	this	lead	to	insular	
territoriality?	The	CIT	practitioners	located	themselves	as	
‘critical	friends’	–	always	prepared	to	help	but	voicing	
criticism	of	insular	defensive	thinking.	The	challenge,	even	
in	a	position	of	relative	powerlessness,	is	to	envisage	a	
better	future	for	a	community	and	to	recognise	that	futures	
only	become	real	by	mobilising	alliances	with	others.

All of these ideas had 
to be tempered by the 
realism of context and 
of the limits of change 
in a complex world that 
increasingly centralises 
power at the top. 

How much change 
occurred as a result of CIT 
is discussed at length in 
its internal and external 
evaluations available 
on the CFNI website –
www.communityfoundationni.org. 

However, the experiences 
of two phases of the 
programme has convinced 
those involved that local 
peacebuilding work 
remains vital & that it 
must be integrated with 
a development agenda to 
have any probability 
of success.

Mike Morrissey /
External Evaluator /
June 2012 /
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Additional related research and publications:
In	Brief:	The	Communities	in	Transition	Programme,	An	Overview	
(Community	Foundation	for	Northern	Ireland)

In	Brief:	Reflections	from	the	Communities	in	Transition	Programme
Poverty,	Austerity	and	Community	Development	in	Times	of	Recession	
(Mike	Morrissey,	commissioned	by	Community	Foundation	for	Northern	Ireland)

In	Brief:	Reflections	from	the	Communities	in	Transition	Programme
Is	local	Peacebuilding	still	relevant	almost	15	years	after	the	Good	Friday	Agreement?	
(Mike	Morrissey,	commissioned	by	Community	Foundation	for	Northern	Ireland)

CIT	In	Brief:	A	Model	for	Community	Engagement	
(Community	Foundation	for	Northern	Ireland)

CIT	In	Brief:	A	Model	for	Peacebuilding	and	Working	Together	
(Community	Foundation	for	Northern	Ireland)

Individual	publications	are	available	for	each	of	the	22	local	communities	that	have	been	part	of	the	two	Communities	in	Transition	
Programme	(Community	Foundation	for	Northern	Ireland),	including:	Annsborough	(County	Down),	Avenue	Road	(Lurgan),	Clonduff	
(Castlereagh),	Craigyhill	and	Antiville	(Larne),	Cregagh	(Clonduff ),	Cross	Glebe	(Coleraine),	Crumlin	(County	Antrim),	Doury	Road	(Ballymena),	
Dromore	(County	Down),	Harryville	(Ballymena),	Lisanally	and	Alexander	(Armagh),	Lisnahull	(Dungannon),	Melmount	(Strabane),	Mosside	
(North	Antrim),	Newtowncunningham	(County	Donegal),	North	Cavan,	Northlands	and	Sunnylands	(Carrickfergus),	Parkmore	(Craigavon),	
Portglenone	(County	Antrim),	Queen	Street	(Lurgan),	Seacourt	(Larne),	and	Seapatrick	(Banbridge)

Challenges	to	Community	Development	in	Areas	Affected	by	Community	Tension	
(Community	Foundation	for	Northern	Ireland)

A	Study	of	Recruitment	and	Employment	Issues	Relating	to	Community	Development	Workers	in	Areas	of	Weak	Community	Infrastructure	
(Research	completed	by	Paul	Magill	and	Julie	Harrison,	commissioned	by	the	Policy	Reference	Group)

Communities	in	Transition	Group	Study	Tour	of	South	Africa	2005	
(Community	Foundation	for	Northern	Ireland)

The	Supporting	Transition	Initiative:	A	Model	of	Support	and	Development	for	Communities	of	Interest	
(Community	Foundation	for	Northern	Ireland)

The	Supporting	Transition	Model	
(Community	Foundation	for	Northern	Ireland)

The	Communities	in	Transition	Model	
(Community	Foundation	for	Northern	Ireland)

Getting	It	Done!	Communities	in	Transition:	Case	Studies	
(Community	Foundation	for	Northern	Ireland)

Communities	in	Transition	Programme:	Summary	Evaluation
(Mike	Morrissey	and	Julie	Harrison,	commissioned	by	Community	Foundation	for	Northern	Ireland)

CIT:	A	New	Model	for	Social	Intervention	in	Contested	Space?	
(Mike	Morrissey,	commissioned	by	Community	Foundation	for	Northern	Ireland)

The	Communities	in	Transition	Programme:	Policy	and	Practice	Lessons	
(Community	Foundation	for	Northern	Ireland)

For further information or a copy of any of these publications, please contact:

Kat	Healy,	Policy,	Research	and	Evaluation	Officer
Community	Foundation	for	Northern	Ireland
Unit	4	Rath	Mor	Centre
Bligh’s	Lane
Derry	City,	County	Londonderry
BT48	0LZ

Phone:	028 7137 1547
Email:	khealy@communityfoundationni.org								
Web:	www.communityfoundationni.org	
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