Racism and Sectarianism in Co. Donegal
PEACE III PROGRAMME
Within the PEACE III programme there is a very strong emphasis on the “bottom up” approach.  Indeed, one of the main routes for the Community & Voluntary sector to engage in this process, and potentially, to attract funding is through contact with their Local Authorities.  This reflects a new strategic delivery approach in the PEACE III Programme whereby Local Authorities were tasked with working in partnership with local people to develop local Peace and Reconciliation Action Plans.  It obliges local authorities in Northern Ireland and Ireland to work with social partners to develop strategic responses to locally identified needs in a manner that represents the independence of social partners, and in particular respects the  right of social partners to identify their own representation.  The demonstration of active partnership is a requirement for funding from the programme.  Pobal and the Community Relations Council were commissioned to assist the Local Authorities in the development of programmes.
In the Border Region these plans are co-ordinated by the County Development Boards (CDBs).  These plans are being led out and guided by a steering group - the Peace and Reconciliation Partnership – which is a sub-committee of and reports to the County Development Board (CDB) in each county. 
Donegal CDB PEACE III Action Plans

From 2008 to 2010, the Donegal CDB Peace & Reconciliation Partnership developed and delivered their Phase I PEACE Plan.  They have recently been awarded funding of over €4m to assist the implementation and delivery of their Phase II PEACE Plan. This has been developed in accordance with the guidelines and assessment framework issued by the Special EU Programmes Body (SEUPB).  The purpose of this plan is to illustrate how Priority I.I. Building Positive Relations at the Local Level of the Programme will be managed and delivered within Donegal for the period 2011 to 2013.  

This plan builds on the work undertaken during phase 1 of this process (2008-2010) and provides a framework for the implementation of activity that focuses on reconciliation, cultural diversity and equality and sets out how local issues, including cross-border issues, identified through an extensive consultation process will be addressed in a strategic fashion.

Issues identified in Phase I:

Sectarianism:

The Catholic population continues to expand in the border counties while the Protestant Community are contracting with its people moving inward in to the hinterland of Northern Ireland. In Donegal there are concentrations of Protestant communities in the rural towns and villages of Raphoe, Ballintra, Dunkineely, Ardara, Donegal Town and Ballybofey/Stranorlar.

Various reports including The Emerald Curtain
, Border Protestant Perspectives
, The Border Protestant Community and the EU Peace Programmes
 and the recently published Beyond Belfast
 report have highlighted the persistence of issues concerning the Protestant community, such as lack of political recognition, funding for premises, support for community development with a resulting weak community infrastructure.

Other issues highlighted include bullying in mixed schooling, employment issues – with some jobs having a discomfort level (e.g. Gardai and local authorities), a reluctance to engage in politics and a low level of intermarriage. Southern border Protestants continue to have a ‘northward’ orientation, be that for shopping, trade, education, schooling, media, employment (e.g. police) or associations. The consultation on the PEACE III Programme conducted by the Donegal Peace Partnership highlighted the fact that there was lack of acknowledgement that sectarianism existed in Donegal. Members of the Orange Order in Donegal tend not to draw attention to themselves and sporadic attacks on rural Orange halls are mainly not reported to the Gardai and if they are reported there is very little follow-up. Traditional celebrations such as the participation in parades, cultural celebrations and sporting fixtures has also led to sectarian attacks and incidents which have largely gone unreported.

In the Donegal PEACE III Action Plan, this has been described as Silent Sectarianism – sectarianism is silent where minority communities opt for the safer option of staying silent and where there is denial that there is division that affects that community (Crawley, Marie, 2009).  However, Donegal Peace Partnership has started to address this through the development of an Incident Reporting Scheme which was launched last November.  We were very pleased to see this development as the CWC had recommended this action in our submission to the consultation on the Phase I Plan.

It is not just the Protestant community who experience sectarianism.  Many Republican ex-prisoners and their families are living in rural areas and have felt isolated within their own community and feel that they have been stigmatised for their own beliefs and politics and, indeed, for the beliefs of their parents and siblings – even though they may not share or even understand them.
Racism:

A survey conducted in 2009, the results of which were published in the report Challenges and Opportunities, An Interagency Report on Ethnic Minority Communities in Co. Donegal, presented a very stark picture of the level and extent of racism in Donegal. Interviewees reported incidents of racism and discrimination against both children and adults much of which consisted of verbal abuse in the street and workplace, particularly in restaurants and takeaways at night. Members of ethnic minority communities (including Travellers) are still being refused entry to pubs and clubs. Children are also victims of racism, particularly black children who regularly face racist bullying in school and within the community.

The Direct Provision system for Asylum Seekers in Donegal, where the only accommodation available is a hostel for men only, continues to separate families and deny access to specialist services. 
The number of Traveller families living in Donegal has also increased substantially in the past few years and this has also led to rising tensions and the potential for conflict between the Traveller community and the wider community.

Cross-Community Contact

Donegal PEACE Plan has indicated that segregated schooling continues to contribute to sectarian attitudes and segregation within communities. The minority Protestant community has adopted a ‘heads down’ approach and tend not to engage with the majority community.  This often results in a lack of engagement and participation of this community in wider community development type activity in their own area.  

Community Work Approach to Peace Building

Over the past ten years, mainly through funding by the PEACE Programme, this issue is being addressed by organisations and projects like the YMCA, Tyrone-Derry & Donegal Action, Gateway to Protestant Participation, Cadolemo and our own CWC PEACE Projects.   Through a community work approach to peacebuilding, these projects have supported the development of this engagement between communities, through dialogue, training and participation through schools, churches and community development programmes.  More recently we have had the launch of the Rural Enabler project here in Donegal and we look forward to working closely with Rural Community Network.  In the North, Community Relations work and the implementation of Good Relations Plans are placed centrally into the work of local councils.   With their track record of working with the Community Relations Council (CRC) in the north on the development of these Plans, I see a role for the Rural Enabler project in supporting the development of this practice that could easily be replicated in the Border counties and, indeed, throughout the island of Ireland.

However, this work needs to be further developed and co-ordinated so we welcome the fact that one of the strategic priorities of the Donegal PEACE III Action Plan (Phase II), developed by the Donegal County Development Board (CDB) Peace and Reconciliation Partnership, is to challenge attitudes towards sectarianism and racism and the structures that support them.  
We hope that today’s seminar will help to contribute to an understanding of what constitutes racism and sectarianism and identify ways and means of challenging this in order to enable us to work collectively towards the implementation of this objective.  

Angela Holohan
21 September 2011
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