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EQUALITY IN 
NORTHERN IRELAND:
      the rhetoric and the reality

  
What is the CAJ?

The Committee on the Administration of Justice (CAJ) was established in 1981 and is an independent non-governmental organisation affiliated to the International Federation of Human Rights.  
CAJ’s activities include - publishing reports, conducting research, holding conferences, campaigning locally and internationally, individual casework and providing legal advice.  Its areas of work are extensive and include policing, emergency laws and the criminal justice system, equality and advocacy for a Bill of Rights.

CAJ takes no position on the constitutional status of Northern Ireland and is firmly opposed to the use of violence for political ends.  Its membership is drawn from across the community.

The organisation has been awarded several international human rights prizes, including the Reebok Human Rights Award and the Council of Europe Human Rights Prize.

Equality in Northern Ireland: 

the rhetoric and the reality

Equality based on the objective needs of society 
– We have the tools to promote equality, so why are they not being used?
Inequality makes no moral, political, social or economic sense. Yet today in Northern Ireland, economic inequality persists. Government is ignoring serious community differentials and in some instances, exacerbating problems of disadvantage and communal division. 
The Good Friday/Belfast Agreement and the Northern Ireland Act 1998 provide a framework by which the rights of all can be protected – putting equality at the heart of public policy decision-making. 
These equality provisions derived from more than thirty years of experience of the measures required to produce real change, to challenge discrimination, and to promote equality.
Although the necessary legislative tools have been developed to promote and deliver genuine equality based on the objective needs of people in Northern Ireland, significant problems still exist, despite government rhetoric to the contrary.
The full report “Equality in Northern Ireland: the rhetoric and the reality” shows that the ‘fresh start’ offered in 1998 is being undermined in a number of areas, and action is needed immediately, if good community relations, and a shared vision of a prosperous and peaceful future for all in Northern Ireland, are to be secured.
Key Findings: The labour market
Fair employment legislation has been successful at promoting equality in the workplace. It has created significant opportunities for people in the labour market by focusing on equality of opportunity for all.  The general picture has improved in that unemployment has fallen and the composition of the workforce better reflects society as a whole.  The workforce is now at 57.7% Protestant and 42.3% Catholic, which is pretty close to the proportions of those available for work at 57.3% and 42.7% respectively. However, Catholics continue to have lower levels of employment, lower levels of economic activity and higher representation in workless households. Moreover, detailed data highlights significant, worrying differentials that persist in particular employment sectors or in particular spheres.  For example:
· Those outside the labour market are struggling
Many Catholics and Protestants are living on the margins, in work-poor households. The same geographical areas that were poor in the early 1970s continue to top the list of disadvantaged areas 30 years on, and are the very communities that suffered the most in the violent conflict. 
People living in households, whether Catholic or Protestant where nobody is in employment, have missed out on the economic boom of the last 10 years.
Workless households: People living in households, whether Catholic or Protestant where nobody is in employment, have missed out on the economic boom of the last 10 years. The proportion of people living in workless households has remained relatively stable for Catholics falling from 20% in 1997 to 19% in 2004, and increased for Protestants from 14% to 16% in the same period.  Protestants are moving closer to the same level of exclusion as their Catholic counterparts; a reality which should please no-one!  Jobs created over the last decade have largely gone to households in which there is already someone in employment. This trend is also cyclical in nature, affecting generation upon generation, and is closely linked to patterns of poor education. 
Economically inactive: At 27.7%, Northern Ireland has the highest economic inactivity rate in the UK. Employment/unemployment statistics hide the fact that 8% of this group, or 40,000 people, want jobs but are economically inactive. There continue to be more Catholics who are inactive but would like to work than Protestants, but the gap between the two groups has remained the same. By definition, these people are ignored by government employment policies.
The government seems to be neglecting important initiatives that might help the situation while promoting policies that offer little prospect for change such as the Taskforce on Protestant Working Class Communities and A Shared Future. Instead of reducing inequalities, such programmes are being pursued in a way that could seriously exacerbate the problems.

· The private sector still has significant differentials
Many large employers continue to have an under-representation of Catholics and Protestants in their workforces.  In some cases these patterns reflect historical under-representation. However, some newer, expanding organisations also show high levels of under-representation.  For example, figures in the report show that Belfast City Airport has 300 staff, only 19% of which are Catholic and Dunnes Stores, a major retailer, has an under-representation of Protestants of 29.2%. Such imbalances show there is still a lot to be done to ensure ‘fair participation’ in the private sector. 
· The public sector continues to show imbalances
One legacy of the conflict is the very large role that the public sector plays relative to the workforce as a whole.  Public sector employment accounts for almost 30% of the overall Northern Ireland figures, but there are serious problems of under-representation.  The tools exist to tackle the imbalances (public sector Equality Schemes and the undertaking of Equality Impact Assessments into employment practices) - but are under-used.
…it will be 2029 before Catholic representation in this [security] sector is in line with their representation in the population.
Top line figures show the Civil Service is reflective of the population as a whole, but there are many disparities at different grades. Catholics are under-represented in higher levels of managers, senior officials, professionals and technical occupations but over-represented in administrative and secretarial occupations. In the health sector there is a marked under-representation of Protestants, especially at professional grades.  The same is true of the education sector, where Protestants are under-represented in the sector, apart from jobs at the highest levels.  

The security sector has much to do to tackle persistent workforce inequalities. Based on current figures, it will be 2029 before Catholic representation in this sector is in line with their representation in the population. Catholics are also under-represented as a whole in local District Councils, and at certain grades, community differentials are particularly marked. The composition of individual District Councils is also startling, with under-representation for both communities in different geographical areas.

Key Findings: Housing
There are serious inequalities that need to be tackled in the housing sector. Over the last five years the number of people on housing waiting lists has steadily increased, with the percentage of Catholics waiting up by 30% and Protestants up by 16%. Catholics are also spending on average one-and-a-half times as long on the waiting list as Protestants – this is much longer in some parts of Belfast.  In North Belfast alone, Catholics represent 73.8% of those on the waiting list but only 35.7% of those awarded accommodation.
It is difficult to conclude anything other than the equality tools provided by the Agreement and put into legislative effect in Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act are being side-stepped, and serious housing inequalities are being ignored.  The essence of the equality duty (as set out in Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act) is that the provision of social housing should be on the basis of objective need; barriers to equality in relation to housing provision generally should be removed; and where there are differentials in relation to housing need between the two communities, these should be progressively reduced.  This is clearly not happening at the moment. 

Government responses to poverty and inequality
The government’s response to these problems of inequality has been entirely inadequate.
	Policy vehicle
	Purpose
	Achievement

	Targeting Social Need (TSN) (now Anti-Poverty Strategy)

	Goals: 
1. Tackle social need. 
2. Reduce community differentials.  

Method: 
Focus on assessing the objective needs of all people on a ‘religion blind’ basis.
	It has had insufficient impact but at least the objective is a very worthy one. TSN and the Anti-Poverty Strategy has at least  obliged the government to collect detailed data. No equality impact assessment has taken place, which makes it difficult to determine why it is not delivering change on the ground. But, in the case of some elements of the Targeting Social, Need priority - the ‘New Deal’ programme for example - differentials have not been reduced and have arguably been exacerbated.
TSN was replaced by the Anti-Poverty Strategy which as yet has only been published in consultation form and has not been finalised.  Organisations like CAJ have argued that what is needed is for the strategy to be placed on a statutory footing given the failure of TSN/New TSN to deliver.

	Taskforce on Protestant Working Class Communities


	Set up to help Protestant working class communities tackle problems in their neighbourhoods and make use of government policies – Catholics were described as being better at tackling such issues. It marked an overt departure from the approach which protects the allocation of resources from sectarian wrangling. 
	No solution is offered by this programme, and its approach only succeeds in sectarianising the debate, alienating both communities. This programme also appears to have received little extra money from government.  CAJ argues that a properly implemented TSN policy would have addressed the problems of disadvantage for both communities.

	Shared Future


	Its aim is to develop greater social cohesion and tackle the legacy of segregation (eg education & housing), developing better community relations.
	The failure of this approach lies in its misguided thesis that relationship building can be separated from a discussion of equality.  The CAJ report argues that social cohesion can only be built by addressing human rights and equality, not ignoring them. 


Investment, procurement and equality

A significant minority of both communities in Northern Ireland are relatively worse off today than they were in the early 1990s. A key tool for addressing this reality is to ensure that inward investment and government spending (particularly by way of public procurement policies) are aimed at effecting major change in this regard.  It is vital that the individuals and organisations charged with managing inward investment and procurement carry out Equality Impact Assessments on their operations. There can be no bland assumption that inward investment will automatically tackle questions of deprivation or differentials; it cannot do so unless it is deliberately and explicitly aimed at doing so.  Tackling these questions makes sound economic sense but is also a legal statutory requirement on the public sector.
By ignoring equality considerations, economic planners risk replicating and deepening the patterns of the past. At the local level, there are many attempts to tackle economic inactivity, regenerate deprived areas, and work on a cross-community basis to develop models for change. These initiatives need to be supported and encouraged by high-level policy making; this is not happening at the moment.
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Recommendations

The overriding recommendation from CAJ is to implement the equality requirements of the Good Friday/Belfast Agreement and its outworkings in law - Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act. A comprehensive list of detailed recommendations is outlined in the full report, a snapshot of which is highlighted below.
Structural

· That the civil service confirm that there is no distinction in law between high-level and other policies, so that in future all policies will be subject to the equality duty and as appropriate, Equality Impact Assessments.
· Equality Impact Assessments should be carried out in order to determine how spending priorities can contribute to a reduction in the differentials between the two communities, and that resources can be directed to those in most need.
Employment
· Equality Impact Assessments should be used to examine issues such as public sector reform and employment equality in the public sector generally.
· A programme of action should be implemented to reduce the proportion of workless households in both communities.

· A programme of action should adopted for the reduction in the differential employment rates between the two communities.
· Independent research should be carried out to assess the economically inactive situation in NI and to investigate the causes of differentials in economic activity rates between the two communities.

Housing

· All data on housing differentials should be published by the Northern Ireland Housing Executive.

· Independent research into waiting list differentials should be commissioned.

· A programme of action to reduce differential waiting times for housing allocation (particularly in different parts of Belfast) should take place.
TSN/Anti-Poverty
· Government should establish a statutory anti-poverty strategy.
· The continuation of policies and programmes such as New Deal, which are clearly failing those in greatest need in both communities, should be seriously questioned.

Taskforce on Protestant Working Class Communities
· Tackle disadvantage in Protestant working class areas by giving proper effect to the principle of targeting resources to those areas of greatest social need.

· The impact of policies such as academic selection on Protestant working class communities should in particular be considered.

Shared Future

· The current approach should be revisited and a new policy developed that is based on equality and a rights based approach.

· Any new policy would have to be subject to a full Equality Impact Assessment.

· In the interim, any Shared Future policy itself needs to be subject to full Equality Impact Assessment, as does any programme emanating from the Shared Future initiative.

· Targets for the reduction of deprivation for those in most need in both communities should be set.

· Commission independent research to highlight the lessons to be learnt from the success of fair employment measures and how they can be applied in other areas of public policy.

Investment & procurement

· Equality Impact Assessments generally need to be playing a major role in relation to linking investment and procurement policies to the promotion of equality.
· In particular, public procurement needs to be used generally to address social objectives such as reducing unemployment.

· Investment in Northern Ireland needs to be tailored to ensure that it will be of benefit to those in most need in both communities.



Committee on the Administration of Justice

The Committee on the Administration of Justice (CAJ) was established in 1981 and is an independent non-governmental organisation affiliated to the International Federation of Human Rights.   CAJ seeks to ensure the highest standards in the administration of justice in Northern Ireland by ensuring that the government complies with its responsibilities in international human rights law.  The CAJ works closely with other domestic and international human rights groups and makes regular submissions to a number of United Nations and European bodies established to protect human rights.

For further information

This document summarises a 208 page report published in September 2006, entitled Equality in Northern Ireland: the rhetoric and the reality (ISBN: 1 873285 89 2).  The full report provides extensive statistical data, almost entirely drawn from government sources, supporting the conclusions set out in this summary.  For copies of the report (Price £15.00 + postage) please contact: 
Committee on the Administration of Justice (CAJ) Ltd




45/47 Donegall Street, Belfast BT1 2BR, Northern Ireland 
Phone: +44-(0)28-90961122. Fax: +44-(0)28-90246706 
E-mail: info@caj.org.uk. 
Website: www.caj.org.uk
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Committee on the Administration of Justice (CAJ)
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Lessons from the experience in Northern Ireland








Equality policies must address the needs of all people in society on an objective basis. 








Post-conflict economic growth can marginalise significant minority groups. 








Community integration and social cohesion needs to be actively pursued on a basis of equality and 


rights for all; it will not happen by accident.








It is essential to seriously question the validity of policies that are patently not working and 


change or replace them.








Legislative clout  and political will is needed to introduce and give effect to good practice policies.








Participation by those most directly affected by decisions needs to be built in from the earliest 


possible phase of planning and policy formulation.








Information & statistics are crucial to detailed monitoring of the situation & effective policy making. 








Investment and public procurement policies can effect major change - both for good and ill – 


so build in the systems that will direct investment and public spending programmes to best effect. 





…the equality tools provided by the Agreement and put into legislative effect in Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act are being side-stepped, and serious housing inequalities are being ignored.











The rising tide does not lift all boats – unprecedented economic growth has not benefited everyone. 





The poorest members of our society, both Catholics and Protestants, are relatively worse off than they were ten years ago.  





Northern Ireland has the highest economic inactivity rate in the UK, so the idea that Northern Ireland as a whole is benefiting from increased prosperity and economic growth is nonsense.





The government’s own research shows that programmes such as the New Deal benefit least those who are in most need of employment.





Integration has been very successful in the workplace, as a direct result of equality policies and legislation being effectively implemented. This framework has not been applied in other areas of public policy however, such as the Shared Future Policy.





The government has disregarded major differences in labour market trends between the two communities; failed to target investment effectively at those in most need; and has pursued measures such as Shared Future and the Taskforce on Protestant Working Class Communities that at best ignore, and at worst exacerbate, community differentials and encourage the sectarianising of the debate.








Key problems emerge as a theme…





There is a clear reluctance to acknowledge, never mind address, the community differentials that are evident from the government’s own data.


There is a failure to use the legal equality (Section 75) duty to address these inequalities.


There appears on occasion to be an overt manipulation of data to obscure realities on the ground.


There is a failure at the highest levels to assess the equality impact of overall strategies and policies that could significantly impact upon these differentials.


This failure is exacerbated by the fact that when equality impact assessments are carried out, and inequalities are clearly identified, the problem is side-stepped.  The discovery of structural or other institutional barriers to effective equality must be addressed honestly and openly. 
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