Embedding Good Relations in Local Government
Roundtable discussion with Community Relations Officers

3 May 2007

Introduction

The Equality Commission, on behalf of the Good Relations Forum, commissioned Good Relations Associates in October 2006 to prepare a Challenge paper on ‘Embedding good relations in local government and governance through the Review of Public Administration (RPA)’.

The Commission established the Good Relations Forum in 2005 to explore the good relations agenda in Northern Ireland, to stimulate debate and to challenge thinking.  The Forum is co-chaired by the Equality Commission and the Community Relations Council.  The role of the Forum is to act as a think-tank to creatively explore the promotion of good relations and the implementation of the good relations duty, by bringing together key policy-makers and experienced practitioners working in the field of good relations, conflict transformation and the community regeneration to offer innovative approaches, to highlight challenges and to act as a stimulant to the debate on the promotion of good relations in Northern Ireland.

The Challenge paper was an independent piece of research which was designed to stimulate the Forum’s thinking on how the proposed new councils to be created under the RPA, could creatively embed good relations to local services and governance arrangements, and how the RPA transition processes and structures could best support this.  

The final research paper was published in December 2006.  Good Relations Forum members broadly endorsed this report.  Equality Commission Commissioners also endorsed this report, subject to the caveat that they were of the view that a Standard Commissioner may not be required. 
Roundtable
On 3 May 2007, the Equality Commission, with the support of the Local Government Staff Association (LGSA), hosted a roundtable discussion with Community Relations Officers (CROs) from local councils.  Fourteen CROs attended the meeting, representing a cross section of urban and rural councils, together with representatives from the LGSA.
Main Points of Discussion

Following a presentation of the research findings by Good Relations Associates, the following points were raised at the roundtable.

Role of Councils 

· It was recognised that there was a clear legal duty on local councils to proactively address good relations under Section 75 (2) of the Northern Ireland Act 1998, and that this duty would continue regardless of changes to structures and functions under the RPA.

· It was raised that embedding good relations in local government was a fundamental role for local councils.  There was a recognition of the proactive work of CROs, including ‘trailblazing’ by some councils to date and the historical context of their work.  This work will be highlighted by the Equality Commission in future discussions on the Challenge paper.

Leadership and resources
· It was emphasised that there was a need for clear leadership in order to secure ‘buy-in’ from key stakeholders.  The need for engagement of senior Council staff and elected representatives (and not substitutes) was also highlighted.  Visible civic leadership from elected members was considered critical, as well as the need to communicate the difference in political and organisational responsibility.  

· It was highlighted that if there was not clear leadership by councils in proactively addressing good relations, then there was a need to look at legislative enforcement mechanisms, in order to ensure compliance with Section 75 by local councils.  The need for training and/or briefing of elected representatives, as regards the good relations duty, was also raised. 

· It was also stressed that it was important that one part of a local council did not, though its actions and messages, undermine the proactive work undertaken by other parts of the council.  The need to change the culture within some councils, so that promoting good relations was seen as everyone’s responsibility not just Good Relations Officers or CROs, was also raised.

· Effective funding was also stressed as a critical issue, particularly the need to concentrate funding on those measures which will make the greater impact, as well as the need for management and elected representatives to support CROs in their work.

Code of Conduct
· There was broad support for an effective code of conduct for elected representatives.  It was stressed that the code of conduct needs to be concise, easy to understand and enforceable.

Partnerships/Community Engagement
· The need for capacity building and effective community engagement through a ‘community empowerment strategy’, was also considered essential.  In particular, the involvement of young people was stressed, so that council good relations work was embedded into the next generation.

· CROs expressed the view that wider engagement by local councils was necessary and that current formal structures were not inclusive.  It was raised that community engagement strategies needed to be creative and imaginative, with mechanisms for immediate feedback.  Such strategies needed to be flexible and include rural and urban issues. The difficulties with engaging with the wider community were discussed. Methods of engagement such as questionnaires and surveys, were also suggested. 

· The need to focus on positive work undertaken by a council, and the effective communication of this work, was mentioned.  
· The value of effective partnership working and the need to pool resources (for example, as regards voluntary/ community organisations) was also considered important. The need to work with the private sector and local businesses in promoting good relations was highlighted, as well as promoting the business benefits of Section 75.
Communication
· There was a consensus that there was a need to ensure effective communication as regards changes to structures and processes under the RPA, including proposals for community planning and the power of well-being.  The need for greater internal communication within Councils was also highlighted.  

Extending the Good Relations Duty
· In general, there was a preference for the wording in Section 75 (1) of the Northern Ireland Act (i.e. to have ‘due regard’ to the need to promote equality of opportunity), to be reflected in the Section 75 (2) duty (which refers to ‘having regard to’ the desirability of promoting good relations).  The need for more effective enforcement and compliance mechanisms as regards Section 75 (2) was also raised.  Support for widening the Section 75 (2) good relations duty beyond the current three equality grounds, was expressed.
 New Communities
· It was highlighted that new council structures under the RPA would create new minorities; for example, communities which may previously have been a majority in the old council, may be a minority under a revised council structure.  The changing demographics of Northern Ireland, in terms of the increasing immigrant population which is leading to greater diversity in Northern Ireland, was also referred to.  It was stressed that recognition of these new communities and new minorities and their requirements, needed to be embedded in good relations strategies and community planning from the start.  In this regard, it was mentioned that the council’s economic development role and the power of well-being would be particularly useful.

Examples of Good Practice
· There was a general consensus calling for the colation and dissemination of examples of good practice.  It was noted that the health sector had already experienced major change as a result of the RPA, and that it was important that their experience and lessons learnt were shared and not lost.     
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