Embedding Good Relations in Local Government
Roundtable discussion with Council Chief Executives and Councillors
5 June 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 into local services and governance arrangements, and how the RPA transition processes and structures could best support this.  

The Challenge paper report was published in December 2006 and was broadly endorsed by the Good Relations Forum.  The Equality Commission Commissioners also endorsed this report, subject to the caveat that they were of the view that a Standards Commissioner may not be required.

Roundtable
On 5 June 2007, the Equality Commission supported by the Northern Ireland Local Government Association (NILGA) and the Community Relations Council, held a roundtable event for Council Chief Executives and Councillors, in order to highlight the key findings and recommendations arising out of the Challenge paper report.

Thirty-four delegates attended the roundtable discussion, including Council Chief Executives, Councillors and MLAs, as well as representatives from the Good Relations Forum, NILGA, Commissioners of the Equality Commission and members of the Community Relations Council.  

Main Points of Discussion
Following a presentation of the research findings by Good Relations Associates, the following points were highlighted in the roundtable discussion.

Role of Local Councils
· The Challenge paper report was broadly welcomed by the delegates present.  It was recognised that there was a clear legal duty on local councils to proactively address good relations, and that local councils play a vital role in promoting good relations, both within the work place, as well as within the communities they serve.  It was stressed that promoting equality and good relations must be a priority for local councils, as part of the delivery of a world class public service. There was also a call to be more positive about councils’ efforts and work in this area.

· It was proposed that councils needed to recognise their considerable influence both within, and across, various sectors to drive forward the good relations agenda.  It was raised that many local councils were proactively addressing the good relations duty in partnership with other key stakeholders and there was a commitment to embedding equality and good relations in community planning.  There was a view that good relations should be embedded before any change to council structures under the RPA took place.  It was also highlighted that promoting good relations made good business sense and that councils could not effectively deliver services to segregated communities.  

Community Planning
· There was general support for councils playing a key role in community planning and a concern that community planning may not be allocated to councils under RPA changes.  It was noted that community planning provided a framework to embed good relations and that audits and action plans could help identify local good relations issues that needed addressed, and assist in their prioritisation.

Communication
· The need for more effective communication on proposals for community planning and the new power of well being on councils under the RPA, was also stressed.

Flags and Emblems
· It was recognised that flags and emblems were sensitive and contentious issues, and that these issues could be addressed by strategies and action plans.  It was highlighted that community planning provided opportunities to raise and discuss these issues.  Several delegates supported the view that legislation was required in order to regulate the display of flags and emblems. It was raised that legislation was required in an area in which it was difficult to have consensus. 
Equality and Good Relations

· It was highlighted that the relationship between equality and good relations needed to be ‘teased out’, as well as what is defined as ‘good relations’.  Some participants felt that there was a conflict between equality and good relations; others felt that good relations and equality were inextricably linked and interdependent.  It was mentioned that a shared future was built on good relations and equality and that both must be addressed; as equality underpinned good relations.  It was also raised that on occasion, individuals had to forego exercising their rights, in order to promote good relations.

Changes to the Good Relations Duty
· There were opposing views on the need for stronger legislation.  Some participants expressed the view that the good relations duty under Section 75 (2) should be strengthened by stronger enforcement mechanisms and an extended Section 75.  Others were of the view that a ‘light touch’ approach was more appropriate, and that a ‘balance’ was needed as promoting good relations was about encouragement and sharing a vision.   It was noted that the Commission’s view was, as a result of the Section 75 Effectiveness Review, that the legislation should not be amended at present and that the Commission would work to effectively implement Section 75 as it was currently framed.  It was also highlighted that although the good relations duty only applied to three grounds, it did not preclude public authorities from promoting good relations on other grounds.

Leadership

· There was a call for strong visible leadership and that councils, can, and should, lead by example.  A view was expressed that there was a need for elected representatives to reflect the views of those who elect them.  It was highlighted that elected representatives need to show that leadership does not necessarily mean agreement or a consensus; but leadership can include showing how to handle disagreement.  It was also raised, that as regards transformational leadership, Councillors were elected to both reflect views and to lead, and this involved ‘seeing where people should be going, rather than reflecting where they are’.
Code of Conduct
· There was differing opinions on the introduction of a Code of Conduct for Councillors.  It was highlighted that the current Code of Conduct was merely voluntary.  Concern was expressed in relation to the potential of a Code of Conduct to restrict the expression and representation of the views of the constituents by Councillors.  It was mentioned that a revised Code of Conduct was being considered by the Department and NILGA, as part of the public sector modernisation agenda.  
Community engagement
· The need for effective community engagement was raised.  The value of Councillors directly talking to people in their council areas was highlighted as a way of gaining trust.  The important role of Councillors in fostering good relations was also noted.
· There was a concern that although there was good engagement with communities at council level, there was less engagement at higher levels e.g. MLA’s.  The need for wider engagement and inclusion, as well as feedback to communities was stressed.

· Local identity was also considered to be important and there was a view that different parts of a community needed to find a common identity.  The potential negative impact of RPA changes, and the restructuring of council areas, on community identity was also raised. It was noted that this could make promoting good relations more difficult.

· Initiatives to meaningfully engage with communities in an inclusive manner was considered to be a priority for community planning, as well as initiatives to promote respect, a reduction in sectarian and racist abuse and hate crime.

Resources
· It was highlighted that resources for councils to undertake proactive good relations work was limited and that high level commitments were needed, supported by actions and resources.  As regards the allocation of resources to certain communities, perceptions of unfairness was also raised as an issue that needed addressed.

Example of Good Practice
· Several delegates expressed the view that there was a need to share and develop good practice.  The collation and dissemination of examples of good practice in relation to all aspects of community planning and good relations was called for and emphasised repeatedly throughout the discussion.  It was stressed that it was important not to lose good practice in the rush to transformation.
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