
Devolution in Northern Ireland. 

 

The Workers Party has a long standing policy of support for a devolved 

administration in Northern Ireland as the best means of governance for the 

people of Northern Ireland. This derives both from our democratic principles 

and a recognition of the constitutional status of Northern Ireland. We believe 

in the devolution of maximum powers for a devolved assembly and the 

functioning of that Assembly on the basis of open, accountable, participatory 

governance founded on the fundamental principle of citizenship. We believe in 

Devolved Government for Northern Ireland as the means of bringing about 

fundamental and far reaching change in the political, economic and social life 

of Northern Ireland, a means of realising the creation of a new society free 

from sectarian and tribal division, that unites people on the basis of democracy 

and common citizenship. Historically the operation of devolution under the 

Stormont administration was one of the causes of the civil conflict. The Good 

Friday Agreement provided for the latest phase of the operation of devolution. 

Neither model has served the people of Northern Ireland well. A major reason 

for this is that both are tied to attempts to accommodate and resolve 

conflicting sectarian camps. They are built on the basis of the existence, 

acceptance and accommodation of sectarianism and sectarian structures and 

societal practices which are evident in almost all areas of life. As a result we 

have had imperfect models of devolution which have failed to realise the 

potential of devolution as the best model of governance and means of bringing 

about change. The current impasse at Stormont is yet another chapter in the 

sectarian stand off between unionism and nationalism, something which a 

great number of citizens are growing weary of and is damaging to the body 

politic and faith in the political process.  

The Workers Party wish to take this opportunity to repeat our call for 

fundamental changes to the way in which the devolved Assembly at Stormont 

is structured and operates and to call for a public debate in Northern Ireland as 

to the type of Devolved Administration we should have and the powers and 

functions of such an administration. 

 



 

The current model of Devolution has failed to realise the ambition of the Good 

Friday Agreement for the creation of a new society, free from sectarianism and 

the failed politics of the past. Far from overcoming our historical legacy the 

current administration is firmly rooted in it and continues to engage in the 

politics of the past and the pursuit of tribal supremacy. In addition it has shown 

no potential to address economic and social matters in a way which will bring 

about fundamental change. This is because the structures of devolution 

accommodate and are built upon the acceptance of sectarian division in 

society. It is time to change that. 

In the interests of clarity we wish to state the following; 

The Workers Party supported the Good Friday Agreement as a historic 

compromise which at the time represented the best way forward for all the 

people of these islands. 

We have not changed our position on this. 

Many people, ourselves included, recognised some of the flaws and inherent 

weaknesses of the Agreement and its proposals for political structures. 

In the main these related to the danger of perpetuating sectarianism and 

sectarian practices. 

Equally at the time we highlighted the need for economic and social change as 

well as political structures. 

In response to these points it was stated that structures were not intended to 

be permanent, they were transitional and open to review and change in the 

light of a new political environment. Almost 20 years later this has not 

happened. 

 

 

 

 



It is clear that the structures of devolution have led to the consolidation of 

sectarian power blocs as represented by the DUP and Sinn Fein. They have also 

failed to deliver on economic and social change. Part of the argument for these 

transitional arrangements was the need for time to consolidate Peace and 

political confidence, largely what they had in mind here was the assurance 

against the abuse of political power by way of discrimination. The Workers 

Party do not believe that either of these views hold any validity and therefore 

call for change in the way Devolution is structured. 

Specifically we demand 

An end to the designation of MLAs as unionist or nationalist. 

An end to the system of parallel voting in the Assembly. 

An end to the DHondt mechanism of forming the Executive. 

Election to the Assembly should be on the basis of Parties political 

programmes. Thereafter the Executive should be formed by the Party with a 

sufficient mandate to do so or a group of parties on the basis of coalition freely 

entered into. Only by this means can we end the paralysis at the heart of the 

devolved administration at Stormont. 

WE NEED A MORE FAR REACHING AND AMBITIOUS VISIONARY FORM OF 

DEVOLUTION. 

The recent Referendum on Scottish Independence has given fresh impetus to 

the debate on devolution throughout the UK. In particular has brought into 

sharp focus the rationale for devolution and the compelling political reasons 

for the maximum devolution of powers. These relate not just to Scotland but 

also Wales, the English Regions, London and of course Northern Ireland. There 

has not however been the level of political debate here about these issues 

which have already progressed beyond the ideas stage and have been either 

implemented or are in the process of drafting proposals. The Tory Government 

itself will introduce proposed legislation at the end of November on all of this. 

We are missing out on this vital and far reaching debate which impacts not just 

on UK Constitutional Status but holds out the prospect of greater economic 

and social control in the hands of devolved administrations and not 

Westminister. 



Consider some of what is already happening in Scotland. 

2012 powers over Landfill Tax, Stamp Duty and Land tax. 

Scotland Act 2012..ability to borrow up to 2.2billion from the National Loans 

Fund to invest in Capital Infrastructure Projects. 

Feb 2014. Scottish Parliament able to issue its own bonds to fund capital 

projects. 

By 2016 a separate Scottish Rate of Income Tax. 

And of course 16 year olds were able to vote in the Scottish Referendum! 

Sept 2014 the Smith Commission is established to bring forward further 

proposals for the devolution of powers to Scotland. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/proposals-for-further-

devolution-of-powers-to-scottish-parliament. 

Of course while all of this is happening the focus of the US/British/Irish 

Governments and Stormont Parties, is to engage in another round of hot house 

talks on Flags, Parades and the Past, in plain language the parade at Arydone. 

It is time we had a similar public debate in Northern Ireland on a new, visionary 

and maximalist form of devolution. 

The Workers Party calls for the establishment of a similar commission to the 

Smith Commission, with a similar remit and terms of reference,  which could 

examine,  

Proposals for changes to the current devolved structures. 

Proposals for the devolution of further powers to a devolved administration in 

Northern ireland  
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