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REAFFIRMING THE GOOD FRIDAY

AGREEMENT
Wednesday, May 5, 2021

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES,
SUBCOMMITTEE ON EUROPE, ENERGY, THE ENVIRONMENT,
AND CYBER,
COMMITTEE ON FOREIGN AFFAIRS,
Washington, DC.

The subcommittee met, pursuant to notice, at 11:06 a.m., via
Webex, Hon. William R. Keating (chairman of the subcommittee)
presiding.

Mr. KEATING. The House Foreign Affairs Subcommittee will come
to order. Without objection, the chair is authorized to declare a re-
cess of the committee at any point; and all members will have 5
days to submit statements, extraneous material, and questions for
the record, subject to the length and limitations of the rules.

To insert something into the record, please have your staff email
the previously mentioned address, or contact full committee staff.

Please, keep your video function on at all times, even when you
are not recognized by the chair. Members are responsible for
muting and unmuting themselves, and please remember to mute
yourself after you finish speaking.

Consistent with House Res. 965 and the accompanying regula-
tion, staff will only mute members and witnesses when it is appro-
priate, and they are not under recognition, for the purpose of elimi-
nating background noise.

I see that we have a quorum present, and I will now recognize
myself for opening remarks.

Pursuant to notice, we are holding a hearing today entitled “Re-
affirming the Good Friday Agreement.” I cannot recall one instance
meeting with Irish officials when the sincere gratitude for what
they term to us, the indispensable U.S. involvement in the Good
Friday Agreement was not expressed. That is why a year and a
half ago, I held a meeting before this subcommittee on implications
of Brexit for Northern Ireland and the Good Friday Agreement, as
well as possible paths forward in implementing the Northern Ire-
land Protocol.

As we all know, the Northern Ireland Protocol was a key point
of controversy within Brexit. This protocol was established in order
to ensure that the United Kingdom could exit the European
Union’s common market without creating a, quote/unquote, “hard
border between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland.”

With Brexit now behind us, we are seeing the impacts of the
withdrawal play out at shipping ports, in unstocked supermarkets,
on the streets of Northern Ireland. The complicated components of
the withdrawal agreement, the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic,
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and underlying economic instability in the region have converged
to create a very difficult environment.

Unfortunately, in the last few weeks, we have also seen a resur-
gence of violence across Northern Ireland, involving young people,
12 years of age, born more than a decade after the signing of the
Good Friday Agreement. While this violence may have been
sparked in the process of implementing the Northern Ireland Pro-
tocol, it is truly rooted in historic divisions.

After a period of relative stability and positive direction following
years of peace-building efforts, this recent violence stopped many
of us in our tracks, myself included. This is because clashes be-
tween groups in Northern Ireland have been incredibly dangerous
in the past. Northern Ireland has already mourned the loss of more
than 3,500 lives, many of whom were civilians during the violence
and chaos, commonly known as The Troubles.

While recent violence has slowed, it has also reminded us that
peace in Europe is not something to be taken for granted. It is a
status of life that we constantly work toward and buildupon. For
this reason, I have called this hearing to reflect on, and reaffirm
the Good Friday Agreement, and better understand the underlying
tensions and the current situation on the ground.

The Good Friday Agreement was signed 23 years ago, on April
10, 1998. To come to this agreement, representatives and activists
in Northern Ireland, and the United Kingdom, came together to
discuss paths forward. The United States played a key role, with
former U.S. Senate Majority Leader George Mitchell, chairing the
negotiations. Since then, many of us here in Congress, led by
Chairman Richie Neal, have continued to support the progress that
has been made under this agreement.

Now, in the face of renewed violence, I have called this hearing,
invited founding members of the Northern Ireland Women’s Coali-
tion, a group who played integral roles in the Good Friday Agree-
ment negotiations, and have continued to be at the forefront, advo-
cating for representation and dealing with the past.

The Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition was established in
1996, to ensure representation of women at the Good Friday Agree-
ment negotiations. These women were bound by a common vision
as well as values of inclusion, equality, and human rights.

After just a few weeks of incredibly intense political organizing,
the Coalition was successful in sending two delegates, including
hearing witness Monica McWilliams, to the negotiations. Incor-
porating both Catholic and Protestant voices, their efforts ensured
representation and community engagement in many countries, and
including our own.

As we look forward and we look at the strife around the world
today, I join many people in pointing to the peace agreement as a
means of hope, as a beacon for potential peace throughout the
world. As the landmark Women, Peace, and Security Resolution
1325 underscores, when women are involved in peace negotiation,
agreements have been proven to be more effective and last longer.
And the Good Friday Agreement is no exception to this.

Through the inclusion of diverse voices during the peace-building
process, and thanks to the courageous and vital work of the North-
ern Ireland Women’s Coalition, and especially the founding mem-
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bers here with us today, the agreement is stronger and more com-
prehensive, and still serves as a bedrock for peace in Northern Ire-
land.

We hold this hearing today because of the integral role of the
U.S. in the Good Friday Agreement, because it is a U.S. priority,
and because we must not just deal with The Troubles of today, but,
also, deal with the issues of full implementation going forward.
With that said, we will hold this hearing to allow us to better un-
derstand the process, the longstanding implications of the Good
Friday Agreement in the present day.

With that, I am going to recognize for his opening statement,
Representative Brian Fitzpatrick.

Mr. FITZPATRICK. Good afternoon. Thank you, Chairman Keating.
Thank you to our esteemed witnesses today, who were instru-
mental in ushering peace and stability in Northern Ireland. The
United States remains committed to supporting the hard-won
progress made in Northern Ireland since the Good Friday Agree-
ment and helping Belfast achieve a prosperous and lasting peace.

Ireland and Northern Ireland hold a dear place for me, and the
people of Pennsylvania that I represent, and I know the people that
everyone on our committee represents. For me personally, my
grandfather migrated from the border region, and my father helped
found the Irish-American Cultural Society in my hometown.

The Good Friday Agreement, forged, in part, by individuals in
this room, is one of the greatest diplomatic success stories of the
20th century. Violence deescalated, trade and tourism swelled, and
the people of Northern Ireland, from different communities, sought
out a path to a future that would bring lasting peace. The agree-
ment called for the signers to affirm their commitment to the mu-
tual respect, civil rights, and religious liberties of everyone in the
community.

Just as the United States was present to facilitate the negotia-
tions that achieved the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, the U.S.
Government must continue to push for the agreement’s full imple-
mentation and the consolidation for peace.

Former Senate Majority Leader George Mitchell’s role, in
brokering the peace talks, established a strong example of what
U.S. support and interests can achieve. Toward that end, I look for-
ward to hearing from our witnesses on how the United States can
best support efforts in Northern Ireland to foster peace and rec-
onciliation.

I am thrilled that we will hear today from the Honorable Mitch-
ell Reiss, who I hope can expand on the importance of the United
States appointing a special envoy to Northern Ireland, a role he
once held.

Moreover, I look forward to hearing from the witnesses on the re-
maining threats to peace and prosperity in Northern Ireland. I
hope that they will address the drivers of the recent riots and vio-
lence that erupted in Northern Ireland earlier this year.

It is especially important to understand to what degree Unionist
discontent with the new post-Brexit arrangements drove the vio-
lence, when compared to other factors, including frustration caused
by COVID-19 lockdowns and poor socioeconomic conditions.
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The United States, and the U.S. Congress, must remain com-
mitted to sustaining the peace process and generating cross-com-
munity engagement and economic opportunity in Northern Ireland.

Moreover, we must work with the U.K. government, the Irish
government, and the EU to ensure the trade frictions resulting
from the implementation of the Northern Ireland Protocol are re-
solved, and that all communities in Northern Ireland can reap the
economic benefits of the peace dividend.

I also hope our witnesses will address the enduring threat of
parliamentarianism, and how the United States can support efforts
to disarm and disband these organizations. We are fortunate today
to have two members of the Independent Reporting Commission,
which was established to address parliamentarianism in Northern
Ireland, to provide their insights on how to eradicate this threat
that imperils the legacy of the Good Friday Agreement.

We are experiencing a highly polarizing time on Capitol Hill.
There are many things that divide our friends across the aisle from
all of us. But when it comes to a commitment to peace to Northern
Ireland, Members of both parties can stand completely united.

It is my hope today that Congress can learn from our witnesses
how the United States can continue to support the implementation
of their peace-making strategies moving forward.

Mr. Chairman, thank you for calling the hearing today for an
issue that is near and dear to my heart. I look forward to the dis-
cussion. And I yield back.

Mr. KEATING. I thank the ranking member for his comments, and
also for the bipartisan spirit he demonstrated in those, and to real-
ly send a signal to everyone, that on the issue of Ireland, that we
are together across the aisle.

And I would also like to thank all our witnesses for joining us
today. As founding members of the Coalition, you have been on the
ground since the days of the negotiations, and have continued to
be the forefront of transitional justice, disbanding paramilitary
groups, and integrating education and representation into the polit-
ical structure that is there today.

Your testimony will help us better understand the longstanding
impacts of the Good Friday Agreement, and how we can move be-
yond Brexit, and beyond the pandemic, to ensure stability that
lasts for generations to come. As Members of Congress, we continue
to support the work you have set out to do, ensuring inclusion,
equality, and human rights in Northern Ireland.

Professor Monica McWilliams is an emeritus professor at
UlsterUniversity’s Transitional Justice Initiative and Commis-
sioner for the Independent Reporting Commission. She is a former
Chief Commissioner of the Northern Ireland Human Rights Com-
mission, former member of the Legislative Assembly of Northern
Ireland, co-founder of the Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition, and
a signatory to the Good Friday Agreement.

Ms. Jane Morrice is a member of the Board of Governors at the
Integrated Education Fund. She is a Deputy Speaker of the North-
ern Ireland Assembly, former head of the European Commission
Office in Northern Ireland, and co-founder of the Northern Ireland
Women’s Coalition.
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Ambassador Mitchell Reiss is a Commissioner for the Inde-
pendent Reporting Commission. He is also a former United States
Special Envoy for Northern Ireland.

I will now recognize the witnesses for 5 minutes each.

If T could, I would like to ask unanimous consent because Mr.
Sires, as a chairman, will be leaving. If I have unanimous consent,
I would like to recognize him for a brief statement before he has
to leave with his duties as chair of Western Hemisphere.

Mr. Sires, do you have, without objection, any introductory com-
ments?

Mr. SirEs. Well, thank you very much. What I wanted to say is,
my first trip, or one of the first trips I ever took from becoming a
Congressman, was to Northern Ireland. And for me, being Cuban,
when I got there, the whole thing was really an eye-opener for me.

One of the things that was most vivid to me is when we got
there, they put us in a bus and took us across this bridge where
they had made a temporary basketball court. And I saw kids, both
Protestants and Catholics, playing.

As we gathered around talking to the kids, no sooner did we get
there, 20 minutes later, the bus driver came over and put us back
in the bus and said, Look, we have to leave. I said, we just got
here, why? He said, Well, because at 8 o’clock, they close the
bridge, and we had to get back to the other side. So that, to me,
was like really moving in the sense that there was still so much
division.

And my concern now is, do we have anybody that took the steps
that Bill Clinton took, or Mitchell took, to try to tamper down the
violence, or what is going on there now? And obviously, I have a
lot of concern what Brexit is going to do to this peace that was so
long in coming that was worked out. So that is what I wanted to
say. You know, I am sorry I have to leave, but, you know:

Mr. KEATING. Well, thank you. Thank you, Chairman Sires, and
thanks for your perspective. And it is one more lesson, and one
more example, given your work as chairman, Western Hemisphere,
how the example of peace in Northern Ireland still gives hope to
so many other parts of the world. Thank you.

I will now recognize the witnesses for 5 minutes each. And, with-
out objection, your prepared written statement will be made part
of the record.

Professor McWilliams, you are now recognized for your opening
statement.

STATEMENT OF MONICA MCWILLIAMS, EMERITUS PRO-
FESSOR, TRANSITIONAL JUSTICE INITIATIVE, ULSTER UNI-
VERSITY

Ms. McWiLLIAMS. Thank you very much, Chair. And I am de-
lighted to participate in this hearing today. As you just heard, I
was a signatory to the Belfast Good Friday Agreement.

And it has not only saved lives over the past 23 years, but it was
the basis for us to build future stability on the island of Ireland,
north and south, and to build strong relationships between us in
Northern Ireland, Southern Ireland, and the U.K., as well as mak-
ing our connections with the rest of Europe. And it has been an ex-
ample, a good model of conflict resolution for the rest of the world.
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And I would like to put on the record here today my acknowl-
edgement of the consistent expressions of support for the Good F'ri-
day Agreement by U.S. political leaders, and you yourselves today,
from across the political-aisle, and the attention constantly and
consistently paid to the implementation of the Northern Ireland
Protocol and the new Trade and Cooperation Agreement resulting
from Brexit.

The next 4 years could prove to be quite difficult and contentious
times for us. This year, we have the centenary of the partition of
Ireland. We also have the 50th anniversary of internment without
trial this year, the 40th anniversary of the Republican hunger
strikes this year, the Assembly elections next year, at the very lat-
est. And, indeed, there is the Assembly vote on the Protocol coming
in 2024. And the census will be published shortly, which may also
determine the demands for a-— referendum to be held on Irish uni-
fication.- That referendum was, indeed, part of the agreement.

So all of that is lying ahead of us, and this is, potentially, a per-
fect storm that needs judicious and careful handling, and the con-
tinued interest of you in the United States.

First, let me turn to the issue of protecting rights and equality.
Many civic society groups and organizations are very concerned at
the impact that Brexit is now having on the protection of the rights
and equality provisions that were in the Good Friday Agreement,
and particularly, the interest that the European Union had in pro-
tecting those rights, and the legislation that was included as part
of us being in the European Union.

It is little wonder now that we have these concerns, particularly
that no breaches of human rights and equality should occur, as
they were contributory factors to the long-running conflict that I
lived through.

And, so, it is really important that we continue to ensure that
Brexit does not affect this, that the current review of the Human
Rights Act that is currently being undertaken by the U.K. Govern-
ment does not affect this, nor, indeed, the Trade and Cooperation
Agreement that has, indeed, weakened some labor rights and envi-
ronmental rights and have raised those concerns.

So, the Bill of Rights that was promised in the Good Friday
Agreement is still outstanding. As Chief Commissioner of the
Human Rights Commission, over 13 years ago, I presented that ad-
vice, with my fellow Commissioners, to the U.K. Government, and
there it sits on 10 Downing Street ever since.

As a result of the recent negotiations between the parties, they
agreed that there should be a Bill of Rights Committee established
at the Assembly. And it is good to see all those parties now sitting
around the table discussing this much-needed issue, in terms of the
future provisions of human rights and equality.

But the agreement did not ask me, nor my fellow Commissioners,
to find consensus before we presented that advice on the Bill of
Rights, and that remains a continuous concern, that there may not
be consensus found at the local level in Northern Ireland. But the
U.K. Government still needs to hold up its promise to legislate on
the Bill of Rights, particularly at the time that we are now leaving
Europe and given the context of Brexit. So that is the first point
that I would like to make.
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The second is in relation to the issue of inclusion. The Women’s
Coalition stood on three principles: equality, human rights, and in-
clusion. And back then, it was mostly political inclusion; but today,
we are concerned about the issues of economic and social inclusion.

And perhaps, indeed, the recent disturbances on the street reflect
some of that in that many people, particularly many of those in the
Unionist community, perceive themselves to have been left behind.
And I do think that these perceptions sometimes can become re-
ality. And, therefore, we need a much clearer analysis of the poten-
tial positive opportunities for remaining in the EU single market,
especially for people who feel that their communities have lost out
on investments and jobs and training and education.

It is also good to see, however, the amount of good work that has
been invested at the interface levels, at the hot spots in the dis-
advantaged areas, by youth workers, by community workers, by
community leaders and civic leaders. And I observed it myself over
the recent month.

And I pay tribute here to the International Fund for Ireland that
invested so much in making sure that that the dividends of their
work in community development paid off, and, indeed, it did. And
I was also pleased to see the church leaders standing together at
the interface, showing their solidarity across the religious denomi-
nations at a time when it was most needed, and at the height of
those disturbances. That is all good for peace.

And, as we know, peace-building involves communication, and it
involves the building of trust. And also, there is an initiative called
Politics in Action in schools. And today, these young people across
Northern Ireland will be watching this particular hearing, and tak-
ing an avid interest in the United States’ interest and the Members
of Congress’ interest in Northern Ireland.

All these initiatives with young people are much needed. And, in-
deed, one of the concerns recently has been that the programs for
young people during the summer are closed. And we continue to
need diversionary programs to be invested in, and therein lies the
good funds of the International Fund for Ireland.

And one of the concerns, of course, recently, was this issue of
using social media to gather young people quickly into a riot situa-
tion. And so to prevent them from going to prison, or for prosecu-
tions at such a young age, we need to pay careful attention to how
we can prevent social media being used in this way, and, indeed,
many fake accounts that were opened to just simply call people out
onto the streets.

There is a serious issue in relation to identity and, again, it also
needs attention. And I address that issue in my statement.

And I finally want to bring attention to some of the points that
are still outstanding. The issue of the legacy. There was an agree-
ment called the Stormont House Agreement, and I am aware that
my colleague, Mitchell Reiss, will pay more attention to that.

But there is an urgent need for the U.K. Government not to work
on a unilateral basis, but to consult and to stop the delay in ad-
dressing the needs of victims, which, I have to say, the Women’s
Coalition actually put a proposal into the peace agreement, because
in any conflict situation, the needs of victims must also be ad-
dressed.
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I am involved in Operation Kenova Governance Board, and, I
have to say, it is an excellent example of how investigations can
be carried out with legitimacy and with human rights’ compliance.

There were some concerns over how policing in the community
may have reverted in recent years. I am very happy to say that the
Policing Board, that consists of both politicians and lay members,
independent lay members, is a model for policing. And it stayed in
place and its oversight was much valued during the recent months.

And, finally, the mixed messages that have come from particu-
larly the U.K. Government on Brexit must stop. There are poten-
tial positives in this for Northern Ireland, but they have been un-
dermined by those very mixed and occasionally very negative mes-
sages.

Finally, the Civic Forum. Civic dialog in Northern Ireland has
proved essential to peace-building, and it is much needed. The
Civic Forum was shut down. There should in addition be District
Council Forums established. The reinsertion of the Civic Forum, as
promised in the Agreement, should now be implemented.

So, I would ask that the continuous involvement and interest
from the U.S. Congress be maintained in the implementation of the
Good Friday Agreement, particularly in relation to issues of the
Bill of Rights and the legacy, and also, in relation to any expertise
or support that you may give us in relation to that work with
young people, and, particularly, around how badly social media can
be used.

And last, I would strongly urge the appointment of a U.S. Envoy,
who proved in the past to be absolutely crucial and key to helping
us with our peace process. Given the special circumstances now
arising from Brexit, this is a person who is much needed in terms
of maintaining the contact on social and economic policies between
Brussels, London, Dublin, Belfast and Washington, DC.

Thank you very much for allowing me to participate in the hear-
ing today.

[The prepared statement of Ms. McWilliams follows:]
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SUBMISSION TO US HOUSE SUB-COMMITTEE ON EUROPE,
ENERGY, THE ENVIRONMENT & CYBER.

Professor Monica McWilliams (Co-Leader Northern Ireland Women’s
Coalition).

I welcome the opportunity to address the members of this Sub-Committee on
Foreign Relations in a discussion of such importance to Northern Ireland and
Irish/British relations. As someone who was involved in negotiating the Good
Friday Agreement, the peace agreement that we achieved has not only saved many
lives but also offers a firm basis for future stability on the island of Ireland, both
north and south. It is also an accord that is regarded as important for those involved
in peace building in other contested areas of the world. I would like to put on record
my acknowledgement of the consistent expressions of support for the Good Friday
Agreement by US political leaders from across the political aisle and the attention
paid to the implementation of the Northern Ireland-Ireland Protocol and the new
Trade and Co-operation Agreement resulting from Brexit.

The US contribution to the peace process in Northern Ireland has been and continues
to be crucial. The next four years will be critical for peace building — the centenary of
Northern Ireland in 2021; the 50 anniversary of Internment without Trial in 2021;
the 40" anniversary of the Republican Hunger Strikes in 2021; Assembly Elections in
2022 (at the latest); census results in 2021/2022 which may increase demands for a
referendum to be held on whether Northern Ireland should remain in the UK (as
mandated by the Agreement); and an Assembly vote on the Northern Ireland-
Ireland Protocol in 2024. This is potentially a perfect storm that needs judicious and
careful handling.

Protecting Rights and Equality

Many civic society groups and organisations have been extremely concerned by the
impact that Brexit is having on the protection of the rights and equality provisions in
the Good Friday Agreement given that the European Union, and the legislation
therein, has been such a critical support for such rights. The Good Friday
Agreement is a basis for ensuring no reoccurrence of the breaches of human rights
and equality that were contributory factors to the conflict. Securing guarantees for
these rights was, and still is, a cornerstone of the Agreement and is intrinsic to the
relative peace that we have enjoyed over the past two decades Much work has been
undertaken by civil society NGOs in Northern Ireland along with the Northern Ireland
Human Rights Commission and has helped to ensure - as far as possible — that there will be
no diminution of rights as a result of Brexit.
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I presented the final advice on a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland to the Secretary of State
in 2008, as drafted by my fellow Human Rights Commissioners and myself, but it has been
left to stagnate for the past thirteen years despite commitments by the UK government to
bring forward legislation at Westminster. The UK Government’s lack of commitment to
introduce a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland remains an outstanding concern. The New
Decade, New Approach Agreement in January 2020 led to the restoration of devolved
governance in Northern Ireland and a commitment that there should be a Stormont
Assembly Committee on the Bill of Rights. The political parties have now formed this
Committee but it remains the case that the Agreement did not require the UK to wait for
consensus to be achieved on the contents of a Bill of Rights before proceeding to legislation.
Indeed the see saw nature of the Assembly, resulting over the contestation of rights,
including the right to an Irish Language Act reflects the absence of consensus on many of
these issues. Further concerns are now raised by the UK Government'’s review of the
operation of the Human Rights Act (1998) and the consequences for its adherence, or lack of,
to the provisions of the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR). Any diminution of
these rights is to be viewed as a step backwards.

My successor as the NIHRC Chief Commissioner, Les Allamby, recently told the
Stormont Committee -

“A Bill of Rights remains an unfinished piece in fully implementing the 1998 Agreement. The
need for overarching rights protections that provide safeguards for everyone in Northern
Ireland remains one of the essential tools for a durable, peaceful society and are never more
important than during times of political or economic uncertainty.

Following the UKs withdrawal from the European Union we are all operating within an
increasingly complex framework of international obligations. A Bill of Rights for Northern
Ireland would provide clarity and reassurance for the public on what their rights are and
what level of protections they should expect in the future.”

The EU-UK Trade and Cooperation Agreement contained only weak commitments
on labour rights, social protections and environmental standards. The US
Government should make clear that it expects to see adherence to these standards
with regard to rights in any future trade agreements between the US and the UK.

Community Buy-In to the Good Friday Agreement

The Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition, of which I am a founding member, was a
party to the Good Friday Agreement negotiations and adhered to three principles
throughout the process - respect for human rights; equality and inclusion. Social and
economic inclusion has come back into focus as a result of the recent disturbances.
The reality is that Catholic/Nationalist/Republican and Protestant/Unionist/Loyalist
single identity areas that were the most economically disadvantaged, and suffered
the brunt of the Troubles, have benefitted least from the “peace dividend’. That is
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particularly the perception in loyalist/unionist areas. For this reason, there needs to
be a much clearer analysis of the economic opportunities that can be opened up on
the basis of Northern Ireland remaining in the EU Single Market, as provided for by
the Protocol.

Concerns have been raised more recently about the negative impact of the renewed
disturbances on the streets particularly in relation to any future investment in these
particular hotspots. The positive side was much less reported. Community activists
were able to maintain cross-community contact and defuse potential violence inside
these local communities. Youth workers were on the streets engaging with young
people and persuading them not to take part in any action that could lead to court
prosecutions and prison sentences. There was less of a spotlight on hotspots where
disturbances were prevented, which showed the investment in community
development had paid off. Groups funded under the International Fund for
Ireland’s Peace Walls initiative, which receives support from the US Government,
continue to work together on an inter-community basis and continue to take
preventative measures to minimise disturbances. This is the type of peacebuilding
work that needs to be extended since it builds trust through communication. Church
leaders from a range of denominations stood together at the interface to symbolise
their solidarity following the recent disturbances. Building trust, between the
communities as well as at the political level, is the key to sustainable peace.

There is a problem where people — and particularly young people — feel that politics
is not delivering for them and where they also feel their identity to be under threat.
Awareness needs to be built amongst young people about how important a working
democracy is in their lives. In that context, it is important that there are no party
political threats to withdraw from the legislative Assembly again. There is an
opportunity now to deal with concerns about identity in a more positive and
proactive manner. One of the core elements of the Good Friday Agreement was to
guarantee the right of people in Northern Ireland to either an Irish identity; a British
identity; and/or both. There is also a guarantee that irrespective of any future
constitutional changes on the island of Ireland, in response to the will of the majority
of people in Northern Ireland that a continuation of a British identity will be
guaranteed. Work on what this would mean in practice needs to begin without
accelerating further fear and friction within the unionist community.

An aspect of political inclusion that also needs to be considered is how to increase
the involvement of civil society in the current discussions. The Good Friday
Agreement proposed a way forward through the establishment of a Civic Forum
which would act as an advisory body to the Northern Ireland Assembly on social,
economic and cultural matters. If this were to be re-instated, it could hold hearings
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on sensitive issues such as identity and symbols, as well address the commitment in
the Agreement to integrated schooling, mixed housing and other important matters.
In addition to re-establishing a Northern Ireland Civic Forum, some thought could
also be given to be the initiation of District Civic Forums in each of the District
Council areas as a way to enhance inter-community dialogue and understanding, as
well as acting as a vehicle for government agencies and local politicians to hear
community/civic society views particularly with relation to breaking down the
divisiveness that has arisen over Brexit. The proposal in the Agreement to establish a
North-South Forum has not been brought forward by the Irish government because
of the absence of the Civic Forum in Northern Ireland. Increasing the civic dialogue
to involve all these streams is much needed.

Navigating Current Tensions

The importance of long-term investment and consistent momentum in peace
building are key to conflict resolution. Vacuums, both in terms of politics and
community engagement, are dangerous in volatile circumstances. They allow
misinformation, rumour and disinformation to circulate freely. One of the issues
currently of concern is the use of fake accounts on social media to spread
destabilising rumours and to arrange protests. Young people, particularly during the
pandemic when other forms of communication were not as easily accessible, became
more su