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Introduction  

The Workers Party welcomes the opportunity provided by the Panel  of 

the Parties of the Northern Ireland Executive to offer constructive 

opinion and proposals on Parades and Protests: Flags, Symbols and 

Emblems and related matters: and the past. 

We also welcome the constructive and inclusive approach taken by 

the Commission particularly in its invitation to groups, organisations 

and members of civic society outwith the Northern Ireland Assembly to 

contribute to this process. 

The approach taken by the Workers Party will be different from 

that of all other parties.  

For us the issues of parades and protests, flags and emblems are 

primarily political issues relating to the continuing dominance of 

unionist and nationalist politics and the persistence of sectarianism 

and segregation in Northern Ireland.  

Ultimately the continuing difficulties surrounding Parades and Flags 

relate to the failed politics of the past, the deliberate fanning of 

sectarian embers to maintain a political power base and the failure to 

create the new order envisaged by the Good Friday Agreement. 

Our approach to dealing with the issues of the past recognises those 

victims and their families who rightly seek the truth about what 

happened to their loved ones. There is a need to deliver that on their 

behalf.  

However, we view this discussion as being about the type of society 

we live in and the values that society holds.  
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Sectarianism 

No one should be surprised at the persistence of sectarianism in 

Northern Ireland when the political institutions themselves are built on 

sectarian division and segregation. Change must begin at that level.  

 

The full promise of the Good Friday Agreement has not been realised. 

One of the major failings has been that we have not moved beyond 

the narrow and dangerous confines of unionism and nationalism.  

The Workers Party repeats its calls for changes to the way the 

Northern Ireland’s political institutions are structured and suggests that 

the following measures would radically impact upon the ways in which 

Northern Ireland sees and addresses itself: 

 an end to the designation of MLAs as unionist and nationalist 

 an end to the D’Hondt method of forming the Executive 

 an end to parallel voting arrangements. 

 

Towards an Integrated Society 

The myth that we can develop a society based on the notion of 

‘separate but equal’ can no longer be perpetuated if we are to work 

seriously towards an integrated society.  

Those who continue to promote that policy are compounding our 

existing problems, are widening community division and must be 

challenged at every opportunity. 

The immediate basis for the development of an integrated and non-

confrontational society must be: 

 the complete rejection of the philosophy of ’separate but equal’  

 the promotion of citizenship as the antidote to unionism and            

nationalism. 

 a robust and transparent programme for integrated housing 

 a commitment to the introduction of integrated education and 

integrated teacher training in Northern Ireland 

 an accelerated programme to dismantle Northern Ireland’s ‘peace 

walls’ 
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Strengthen Civic Society 

The Northern Ireland Executive has failed to deliver the spirit of the 

Good Friday Agreement for the people of Northern Ireland. 

 

The Executive has used and abused its position of power to secure 

and develop a sectarian political power base which has further 

polarised the community, deepened division and entrenched mistrust. 

It has also failed to deliver the radical social and economic agenda 

required to provide a quality of life, opportunity and employment for the 

citizens of Northern Ireland. 

 

This has resulted in a major disconnect between the citizens of 

Northern Ireland and the political institutions. 

 

One way of addressing that imbalance is to explore ways in which 

civic society can be strengthened and empowered. To this end the 

Workers Party is proposing a number of measures in the current 

context, including: 
 

 the introduction of  a comprehensive Bill of Rights, and  

 the reinstatement of  the Civic Forum 

 

The Case for a Bill of Rights 

The Good Friday Agreement acknowledged that a Bill of Rights should form 

part of a lasting settlement. 

The Workers Party believes that the purpose of a Bill of Rights is to establish 
and guarantee the relationship between citizens and the state. 
 
We believe that a Bill of Rights must form the cornerstone of democracy as 
the guarantor of the civil liberties of all citizens and of the political rights of all 
political parties, groups and individuals prepared to work through the 
democratic process. 
 
Such a Bill must enshrine fundamental principles constituting a clear 
statement about the nature and operation of political institutions in Northern 
Ireland.  
  
The Bill of Rights would operate as a mechanism to permit political life to 
flourish and would act as a solid foundation for the democratic process. To 
that end a Bill of Rights must provide a positive statement of the rights which 
each citizen can expect and demand of the state and it must provide the 
means whereby those rights will be protected and enforced if they are 
infringed.   
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A Bill of Rights will not only be the guarantor of individual and communal 

rights but will act as the guarantor of the political institutions themselves. It will 

underpin democracy and contribute to the development of active citizenship. 

A Bill of Rights will in essence be the guarantor of the new society we wish to 

create; it will act in the interests of all of society and not just narrow sectional 

interests.  

 

Parades and flags 

The Workers Party is very clear that the right to parade, protest and 

lawful assembly must be available to all citizens and that those rights 

should be protected in law. 

The vast majority of parades in Northern Ireland pass off peacefully 

and without problem. Where there are problems in specific locations, 

like Ardoyne and more recently Carrickhill in Belfast, they are much 

less about the parade itself but invariably are the occasion to rehearse 

localised underlying sectarian tensions.  

Similarly, the flying of flags is less about the promotion of culture or 

national identity and more about marking out territory. It too is also 

used as an occasion or excuse to play out other underlying sectarian 

tensions or promotion of party political advantage. 

The flying of the union flag at Belfast City Hall is a case in point. Very 

few people, if any, even noticed the flag flying before a decision to limit 

its presence was taken. 

Although these disputes are often localised and involve relatively small 

numbers of people the impact is felt throughout Northern Ireland 

society. Nonetheless their source can be traced back to the sectarian 

political structures and parties which govern Northern Ireland. 

The challenge for everyone concerned with the type of society we live 

in and the values that society holds is to maximise the input of civic 

society.  
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The Case for the Civic Forum 

It is often said, with justification, that civil society is ahead of the 

political parties on all these issues. But civil society does not have a 

voice or role in the current political institutions.  

Since the ceasefires, civil society has only been called upon to support 

the established political parties in the search for political agreement, to 

establish the institutions and to act as a bulwark against dissidents. 

Provision for a Civic Forum as a consultative body is contained in 

Strand One of the Good Friday Agreement and the Northern Ireland 

Act 1998. The Civic Forum has not met since October 2002 when it 

was suspended as a result of the collapse of the Assembly.  

A reinstated Civic Forum would provide a voice for and an input to 

public life for civic society.  The format and modalities of the Irish 

government’s Forum for Peace and Reconciliation, an outcome of the 

Downing Street Declaration of 1993, would provide a productive model 

for a reinstated Civic Forum in Northern Ireland.  

Issues of identity, culture and the past would benefit from being 

discussed in a forum and in a way which was different to protagonists 

facing each other across the room.  

There are lessons to be learnt from the obvious failure of the Cardiff 

talks earlier this year which adopted the protagonists model. The talks 

were designed to prevent street disorder around parades this summer 

but singularly failed to do so.  

 

Dealing with The Past 

Dealing with the issues of the past is potentially a much more difficult 

and sensitive matter.  

In doing so it is important that we recognise: 

 the families and victims who want to know the truth of what 
happened or even in many cases receive an acknowledgement of 
their existence 

 

 that for some political parties, organisations and individuals re-
visiting the past is little more than a means to retrospectively rewrite 
the narrative in order to justify their own positions. 
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Many families and relatives of people killed and injured during the 

Troubles do not prioritise prosecution or punishment as the recourse 

they seek. 

For many people the circumstances of their loss or injury and 

recognition of the impact it has had on their lives remains their priority. 

The Workers Party does not believe that in dealing with the past all 

narratives are equal.  

All families, relatives and friends of those killed and injured have 

suffered as a result. However, there can be no justification for simply 

equating those who were killed and injured with those who were 

responsible.  Victims and perpetrators are and must remain 

distinguishable. 

Those who now seek to develop the ‘we are all victims’ narrative do so 

to legitimise their past actions and secure their existing positions. 

While such positions are politically and morally wrong they also bring 

further distress to the families, relatives and friends of those who were 

killed and injured. 

It is unwise to assume that the past and all its consequences can be 

dealt with satisfactorily in a limited time frame. This is not the 

international experience.  

--- 

As outlined above, it remains very important for many families that the 

circumstances of their loss and suffering are investigated and 

acknowledged. This is particularly true of unresolved cases.  

The mechanisms for dealing with these issues have proved 

cumbersome and in some cases ineffective, often further adding to the 

family’s grief. 

It is extremely important, on an individual and a societal level, that 

unresolved cases are seen to be investigated with transparency, that 

evidence if uncovered is pursued speedily and that families receive 

comprehensive reports on the circumstances of the death of their 

family member. 

To do otherwise will compound the suffering, cloud the present and 

allow alternative versions to dominate. 
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Summary 

 The approach taken by the Workers Party to Parades and protests; 
flags, symbols and emblems, and related matters; and the past is 
fundamentally different to that taken by other parties. 

 

 Sectarianism will remain a dominant feature of Northern Ireland’s 
political and public and social life for as long as the political institutions 
and their functioning are based on sectarian division. 
 

 Civil and political discord related to parades, protests and flags stems 

from the continuing dominance of unionist and nationalist politics and 

the persistence of sectarianism and segregation in Northern Ireland.  

 The Workers Party is committed to the development of a society in 
Northern Ireland in which citizenship is the defining factor and remains 
open to discussions with all those concerned with improving the 
quality of life, and economic, social and educational opportunities. 

 

 Citizens in Northern Ireland need a clear, comprehensive and 
unambiguous statement of rights to secure confidence in the political 
institutions and in their own relationship to them. 
 

 The Workers Party advocates the immediate adoption of a Bill of 
Rights as proposed in the Good Friday Agreement 

 

 Unless civic society is provided with a voice and access to political life 
sectarian and reactionary politics will dictate Northern Ireland’s future. 

 

 The Workers Party proposes the reinstatement of the Civic Forum as 
a first step towards securing that participation. 
 

 Dealing with the past must, recognise the distress of bereaved and 
injured families and their need for acknowledgement and clarity. 
 

 It is unwise to assume that the past and all its consequences can be 

dealt with satisfactorily in a limited time frame. This is not the 

international experience.  

 
 
 
 

The Workers Party 
31 October 2013 


