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Sectarianism 
 
Introduction 
 
Sectarianism remains a defining reality of society in Northern Ireland, and the 
biggest single obstacle to the development of class politics. Sectarianism shapes 
every aspect of life in Northern Ireland – housing, education, accessing public 
services, employment, sport and leisure and, of course, politics. Sectarianism 
manifests itself in countless ways, most obviously in the physical separation of 
communities, whether it be through the misnamed peace walls or the marking out of 
territory through flags, paint, and sectarian graffiti. The protests and civil disorder 
sparked by the decision to fly the Union flag over Belfast City Hall only on designated 
days were a stark reminder of the depth of sectarian hatred, and its capacity to erupt 
into violence. And yet there is an almost total failure to acknowledge the extent of 
sectarianism and the need to challenge it among the political class and many of our 
people. Confronting and defeating sectarianism remains a key task in the struggle to 
build the socialist alternative. 
 
The numbers are stark. 90% of the Northern Ireland Housing Executive‟s estates are 
defined as “single-identity”, meaning 80% of the inhabitants are identified as either 
Catholic or Protestant.1 A larger proportion of children (93%) are educated in schools 
that are overwhelmingly Catholic or Protestant – only 7% of children are in integrated 
education.2 These figures come despite a pledge in the Belfast Agreement of 1998 
“to facilitate and encourage integrated education and mixed housing.”3 Sectarian 
attitudes have even been found in children as young as two.4 The financial cost of 
sectarianism was estimated in 2007 at up to £1.5 billion per annum in public 
spending.5 In February 2014, the cost of policing the flag protests and camp at 
Twaddell alone was revealed as £28 million.6 The number of sectarian crimes 
recorded by the PSNI grew between 2012/13 and 2013/14: there were almost three 
a day.7 Such numbers, however, tell only part of the damage done to our society by 
the cancer of sectarianism.  
 
Sectarianism can only be tackled through a comprehensive assault not only on its 
manifestations but also on the material conditions and assumptions that support it. 
This requires not only state intervention and legal measures, such as a bill of rights 
and laws specifically targeting sectarianism, but also active campaigning by people‟s 
organisations such as trade unions and community groups. Sectarian attitudes must 
be changed, and that cannot be done by laws alone. Fighting sectarianism is the first 
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duty of socialists and progressives within Northern Ireland; class consciousness 
cannot grow where workers remain fundamentally divided. We must work on all 
fronts and in alliance with others to create a sense of common citizenship and 
common interest. At all points we must stress the common interests of the working 
class. The construction of a common identity, and especially a class identity, lies at 
the heart of the struggle against sectarianism. 
 
 
Sectarianism and Stormont 
The Punch and Judy show at Stormont is a sad reflection of the near-total grip of 
sectarianism on the Northern Ireland electorate. Of the 108 MLAs elected in 2011, 
only 9 were elected as neither unionist nor nationalist. The big four parties took over 
80% of the vote, and when the votes for other unionist and nationalist candidates are 
added, the figure is around 90%. The designation system is of course designed to 
serve the interests of nationalism and unionism, and keep our society in a state of 
permanent, albeit peaceful, sectarian division. The fact that the political institutions 
are designed to reward communal politics is a major reason why sectarianism has 
not eased, and has in many respects worsened, in the 15 years since the Belfast 
Agreement.  
 
The DUP and Sinn Féin achieved their current positions as the leading force within 
their respective sectarian camps partly by convincing voters that they could be relied 
upon to give the least away to “the other side”. In other words, their rise to 
dominance was based upon a cycle of sectarian confrontation and populism. Having 
become the dominant governing parties, they proceeded to happily work hand-in-
glove together. While the Chuckle Brothers took all the spotlight, another early sign 
of the closeness of the relationship came when the DUP Speaker of the Assembly 
banned all reference to Gerry Adams and co. as Provisional Sinn Féin. 
 
However, although it is clear that at the level of the political elite, the two parties get 
along extremely well, and easily agree on most things, the need not to be outflanked 
necessitated the continuation of low-level sectarian spats to sustain the 
confrontational dynamic both had long relied upon. Neither wanted to be seen as 
going soft. The solution was simple. Sectarian spats were largely, though not totally, 
moved away from substantive policy areas and down to the local government level 
where they played well to the local electorate, but would not risk upsetting the cosy 
arrangement at Stormont. The major nationalist and unionist parties all adopted this 
strategy to a greater or lesser extent. 
 
The dangers in this policy, however, were revealed all too clearly by the flag issue at 
Belfast City Hall. In continuing to feed and to thrive on sectarianism and communal 
confrontation, the parties helped create conditions whereby they themselves risked 
being seen as not sectarian enough. Thus, no movement could be made on 
sensitive issues like flags or dealing with the past. Once more, they appealed for a 
saviour from the United States, but ultimately could not agree. The logic of their own 
sectarian politics prevented them from making the deal they clearly wanted to reach.  
 
In all this, the interests of the working class are neglected. A perfect example of how 
sectarianism, despite a populist veneer, in reality works in the interests of the 
capitalist system and the wealthier elements of our society is the shameful debacle 
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of academic selection. What ought to have been a progressive move turned into a 
shambles, and succeeded only in privatising and sectarianising the Eleven Plus. 
Northern Ireland‟s middle classes are only too well aware of how much they benefit 
financially and socially from the grammar school system at the taxpayers‟ expense. 
Their class consciousness is plain for all to see, as is the fact that both unionist and 
nationalist politicians are at their service. This is a much truer reflection of the class 
character of the Stormont regime and of unionism and nationalism than the populist 
moves to suspend water charges or some cuts to welfare until a more favourable 
moment electorally. 
 
The current crisis within the Executive, with open talk from the leaders of both the 
leading parties of the possibility of collapse, does not stem from any clash of 
principle over implementing Tory cuts, or from any desire to protect the most 
vulnerable in our society. It stems simply from the fact that Sinn Féin fears that if it 
implements cuts in the north before the next election in the south, where it portrays 
itself as left-wing, its opportunity to gain large number of seats in the Dáil will be lost. 
Even if the Executive is suspended, that will only be a temporary measure. Our 
politicians enjoy the sectarian carve-up of power too much to ever truly let it go. 
Being committed to a sectarian policy of separate but equal, the big four parties have 
no fundamental disagreement of principle beyond the national question, which is 
settled for the moment, and thus no genuine reason not to share power. 
 
This dysfunctional political system, what we might call mutually agreed sectarianism, 
cannot serve the interests of the working class. It is no longer credible, and the rapid 
fall in the number of people turning out to vote reflects the disillusionment with 
politics it is generating. The false narrative of sustaining a peace process in this day 
and age is used to justify the sectarian status quo. The aim for all progressives must 
be to see an end to the sectarian designation system, which discriminates against 
those who reject the poisonous and polluted politics of unionism and nationalism. 
 
Stormont must be remodelled, and with it our entire political culture. We need a 
strong bill of rights and a court capable of enforcing it; instead of pandering to 
sectarianism, the government ought to outlaw it, and invest in combatting it, both by 
supporting initiatives designed to confront sectarianism and those which seek to 
create a common sense of citizenship among our people. Trade unions, community 
groups, sporting associations, all aspects of civil society have a role to play here as 
well. We cannot expect sectarian politicians to pay anything more than lip-service to 
the ending of sectarianism unless they are forced to by popular pressure. We must 
place pressure on where they are vulnerable, and make them live up to the legal 
equality contained in the laws of the state.  
 
The Workers Party for decades demanded peace, work, democracy and class 
politics. With peace secured, we must seek to use local democracy in the interests of 
the workers and make it reflect the politics of class and not of creed. As well as the 
end of the designation system, we demand the creation of a powerful civic forum as 
envisaged in the Belfast Agreement, and in accordance with our Party‟s long-
standing call for a Convention representing people‟s organisations. Such a body can 
be a powerful force in the battle against sectarianism. 
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Community Relations, A Shared Future and Building A United Community 
It seems that everyone in Northern Ireland believes that sectarianism is a major 
problem within our society, and one that needs to be dealt with. Certainly our 
politicians strongly profess to believe that. The strategy document, Together: 
Building a United Community, released by the First and Deputy First Minister in May 
2013, declares the Executive‟s aim of “improving community relations and building a 
united and shared society”.8 These fine words of course mean little when set aside 
the reality of the ongoing sectarianism that pervades our society, and the political 
exploitation of it by the same politicians pretending to decry it. 
 
On page 19, the document defines sectarianism as follows: 
 
“For the purposes of this Strategy, sectarianism is defined as: threatening, abusive 
or insulting behaviour or attitudes towards a person by reason of that person‟s 
religious belief or political opinion; or to an individual as a member of such a group.” 
 
This is far too narrow a definition of sectarianism. In effect, it suggests that to 
consider someone as having inherently different and irreconcilable interests to yours 
by virtue of their perceived religious or political beliefs is not sectarian. By its logic, it 
is only sectarian when that belief leads to insulting, threatening or abusive attitudes 
or behaviour. In other words, the concept of separate but equal is not perceived by 
the Executive as being a sectarian attitude. This fundamentally flawed perception of 
what constitutes sectarianism in itself is a major obstacle to the creation of a 
common identity among our citizens – no government strategy based on this 
understanding can ever be adequate to its task. 
 
The real attitude of the unionist and nationalist parties towards the supposed priority 
of building a united community can be seen in the length of time before any serious 
discussion of the issue even began. It was not until 2005, during a period of direct 
rule, that the strategy paper A Shared Future was published. 16 years after the 
Belfast Agreement, 7 years after the Executive was restored, we are still only at the 
consultation stage. In other words, the peace has lasted about two-thirds as long as 
the Troubles did, and no strategy has been put in place. As with so much else, the 
Executive has been using reports that take years to develop followed by long 
consultations to give the appearance of action while upholding the status quo. When 
the proposals are examined in detail, they often fall far short of what is required, 
being merely window dressing to disguise the real agenda of separate but equal. 
 
For example, the proposals involving young people include summer schools, 
sporting events, 10,000 one-year United Youth programme places, and 10 shared 
educational campuses – but say literally nothing about integrated education. 
Similarly, the ambition to create 10 new Shared Neighbourhood Developments, while 
laudable in itself, will do nothing substantial to tackle the pervasive problem of 
separation in housing, both public and private. Funding so-called cultural activities 
that are in reality displays by or commemorations for sectarian paramilitary groups is 
not a step towards a shared future, but rather a demonstration of everything that is 
wrong with the current approach.  

                                                 
8
 Office of First and Deputy First Minister, Together: Building a United Community, 2013, p.1 

http://www.ofmdfmni.gov.uk/together-building-a-united-community-strategy.pdf  

http://www.ofmdfmni.gov.uk/together-building-a-united-community-strategy.pdf
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The Executive has set a wide range of tasks to be carried out, including the removal 
of what it euphemistically calls interface barriers by 2023, but there is little sign of 
action on the ground, and it is unclear how its plans are to be paid for. The 
community relations sector has received a great deal of money from outside 
Northern Ireland, funds which are now drying up, leaving it facing a potential crisis. 
At the moment, it seems likely that many of the plans outlined in the 2013 strategy 
will not happen due to a lack of funds. 
 
The proposal to effectively merge the roles of the Equality Commission and 
Community Relations Council in a new Equality and Good Relations Commission 
gives cause for concern. There is a serious danger that fewer people will be asked to 
do more things, and that the implementation strategy will suffer for it. In the current 
era of cuts, it seems likely that this is at least in part a cost-cutting measure. Fighting 
sectarianism is not an area where we can afford to be stingy, especially when the 
fiscal cost of sectarianism is so great. 
 
The task of building a genuinely united community is a complex and difficult one. It is 
a task in which the state must play the major role, but where organisations such as 
trade unions, community groups and political parties have a vital part to play. If we 
are to create genuinely shared spaces in housing, education, work, public services, 
and leisure, if we are to create a genuinely common sense of citizenship, then we 
must begin by taking action against manifestations of sectarianism. This means 
adopting a proper definition of sectarianism, laws that properly criminalise 
manifestations of sectarianism, and comprehensive strategies to integrate housing, 
schools, workplaces, and social spaces. To aid the development of a common 
identity and shared spaces, the Executive would be better funding the likes of a 
renewed Workers‟ Festival, or museums of social history that emphasise what we 
have in common, rather than bonfires or allowing the establishment of memorials to 
organisations responsible for sectarian murders on public land. With all the talk of 
flags and symbols, it is time for central and local government to look at designing 
new ones that reflect the ambition to build a united people. 
 
For the Workers Party, our task remains what it always was. To raise class 
consciousness, to agitate, educate and organise among all sections of the working 
class, so that they see that it is sectarianism and capitalism that compose the 
enemy, not other workers, and that socialism is the alternative. 
      
 
The Social Costs of Sectarianism  
None of the Assembly parties represent the interests of working class people. The 
current Assembly and make up of political parties therein represents the 
institutionalization of sectarianism in Northern Ireland. The sectarian parties 
consistently unite in the Assembly by supporting a programme of neo-liberal 
draconian cuts. This is one area they all agree on – that the working class must pay 
for the economic crisis, which is an inherent feature of capitalism. In this economic 
malaise the politics of sectarianism continue to thrive and flourish, providing both SF 
and the DUP unchallenged electoral dominance and the leading positions in the 
Executive.  
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The „peace process‟ as encapsulated in the Good Friday Agreement has failed to 
deliver for working-class Catholics and Protestants, and sectarian divisions have 
actually increased. As the economic and political crisis has deepened so our society 
has become more polarised and sectarian divisions have deepened and become 
more openly manifest, as seen in the widespread public disorder over the last few 
years linked to contentious parades. The cost of policing the protests linked to the 
flags issue is £28 million.9 In September 2013, business representatives in Belfast 
revealed that they had resulted in losses totalling £50 million by July 2013.10 The 
Stormont Executive has only recently responded to the repeated demands by 
ordinary citizens and trade unions for a coherent strategy to deal with sectarianism, 
and their efforts mark only a beginning. Moreover, their view of 'shared space', could 
be seen as reinforcing existing sectarian divisions. There is already diversity in many 
workplaces, the economy and many health/leisure services. Outstanding areas such 
as education, housing, interfaces and „peace walls‟ require more urgent intervention 
than that proposed by the OFMDFM programme, which for example cites 2023 as an 
appropriate timeline for the peace walls to come down. The Workers Party believes 
that now is the time to make significant investment in integrated teacher training and 
education. Now is the time for investment in desegregated public housing. The 
Workers Party believes that now is the time for consultations and prompt timescales 
for the removal of the peace walls.  
 
Northern Ireland‟s deeply ingrained sectarianism is sustained and exacerbated by a 
range of social factors: for example, youth unemployment approaching 20%. A lack 
of opportunity, education and the perceived lack of any meaningful future is 
culminating in creating a sentiment of disenfranchisement in an entire generation of 
our young people who continue to remain fertile soil and fodder for still-present 
paramilitary groups. While we must do everything within our power to counteract this, 
it is equally pressing that we address the issue of sectarianism that many hoped 
would have been eradicated by now.  
 
Sectarianism and sectarian violence in some form and to some degree are inherent 
in Northern Ireland. They are the scars of Irish history, of over a hundred years of 
Unionist and Direct rule, and of over thirty years of terrorist violence. The term 
„sectarian‟, whilst not clearly defined, is a term almost exclusively used in Northern 
Ireland to describe incidents of bigoted dislike or hatred of members of a different 
religious or political grouping. It is broadly accepted that within the Northern Ireland 
context an individual or group must be perceived to be Catholic or Protestant, 
Nationalist or Unionist, or Loyalist or Republican. As noted already, we in the 
Workers Party believe that the Executive, political parties, and government agencies 
use too restrictive a definition of sectarianism that fails to understand its true 
character. 
 
In Northern Ireland sectarianism is most brutally characterised by –and experienced 
as – violence. This includes assault, intimidation and widespread population 
movement, and a society divided by so-called peace walls. Therefore, the criminal 
justice system must be just as important to anti-sectarian strategy as anti-
discrimination or „good relations‟ mechanisms. 

                                                 
9
 http://www.newsletter.co.uk/news/regional/28m-to-police-flag-protests-and-twaddell-camp-1-

5852855  
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 BBC News, 19
th
 September 2013 
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There is however no statutory definition of „sectarianism‟, which falls under the 
umbrella of Hate Crime. The Public Prosecution Service (PPS) and other Criminal 
Justice Agencies use the following definition of Hate Crime; 
 
„Any incident which constitutes a criminal offence perceived by the victim, or any 
other person, to be motivated by prejudice or hate towards a person‟s race, religion, 
sexual orientation or disability‟. 
 
Section 2 of the Criminal Justice (NO 2) (Northern Ireland) Order (2004) allows the 
Courts to increase the sentence of people convicted of certain hate-related crimes if 
the crime committed was “aggravated by hostility”. 
 
The 2014 Annual Bulletin of the Police Service of Northern Ireland-Trends in Hate 
Motivated Crimes recorded by the Police in NI 2004/05 to 2013/14, reveal that while 
sectarian incidents for 2013/14 are lower than 2012/13, sectarian crimes have 
increased over the same period.11 
 
A recent Report commissioned by the Equality Coalition, Sectarianism in Northern 
Ireland: Towards a Definition in Law, by Dr Robbie McVeigh offers the following 
enlightening analysis of the effects of failing to properly define sectarianism.  
 
"I believe that the continuing failure to define or name the “elephant in the room” (i.e. 
sectarianism) serves to perpetuate the divisions that characterise NI society and has 
the knock-on effect that sectarian crimes go unpunished thus tending to normalise a 
level of racism/sectarianism that many newcomers say they find disturbing. In 
addition, from a public health perspective, there is emerging evidence that living in a 
divided society may contribute to the extremely poor mental and emotional wellbeing 
experienced by many within Northern Ireland.” 
 
In other words, it suits the political establishment in Northern Ireland to fail to define 
sectarianism properly, as doing so underplays the extent of the problem, and thus 
covers up the Executive‟s failure to confront the issue. 
 
The Workers Party is committed to addressing the causes and symptoms of 
sectarianism in Northern Ireland society as a whole, and yo uphold and defend the 
rights of all minorities, whether national, cultural, racial, sexual or religious and to 
combat ignorance, bigotry and prejudice in all its manifestations. 
 
* We demand that the present executive immediately implement a strategy to 
address sectarianism. 
 
* Central to any strategy or policy on tackling sectarianism must be an agreed legal 
working definition of Sectarianism. 
 
There must be: 
 

                                                 
11

 http://www.psni.police.uk/quarterly_hate_motivations_bulletin_apr-mar_13_14.pdf  
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* Anti-Sectarian training across all statutory/voluntary and private Criminal Justice 
agencies. 
 
* Robust enforcement of current Hate Crime legislation to ensure that sectarian 
crimes are reported and prosecuted. 
 
* Creation of new legislation to specifically address sectarian motivated crime with 
robust sentencing powers. 
 
* Support for the Equality Coalition, and the reconstitution of the Civic Forum to draw 
upon all interested sectors in the community to look at addressing sectarianism at 
local community/council level and to act as an advisory committee to the Stormont 
Executive with regard to developing policies and strategies to address sectarianism, 
parades, flags and emblems. 
 
* Support for a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland to complement the Human Rights 
Act 1998. 
 
* A determination to highlight and address the social conditions which cause 
alienation and provide the conditions for sectarian conflict, and the extent to which 
the current neo-liberal cuts allow those conditions to flourish. 
 
* A realistic timeline for the removal of interface walls. 
 
* Significant investment in integrated teacher training and education provision for our 
children. 
 
* Significant investment in the creation of desegregated public housing. 
 
Working class unity exists and always has existed to some degree. Protestant and 
Catholic workers stand together on a thousand and one issues in the workplaces 
and in the unions. Countless recent campaigns against racism, health cuts, 
pensions, privatisation and other local issues have cut right through the religious 
divide and demonstrate that working class unity is a reality that needs to be 
continually encouraged and developed. We in the Workers Party aim to be in the 
forefront of this movement towards the unity of working people on this island and to 
bring to an end the perennial sectarian divisions that have haunted our society down 
the years. 
 
 
Sectarianism and the So-Called Peace Walls 
„Peace walls‟ are the most obvious physical expression of the sectarian divide which 
runs through Northern Irish society. There is an often-quoted figure of 48 'Peace 
Walls' in Northern Ireland, but this figure is possibly due to the fact that there is no 
official classification of what a 'Peace Wall' actually constitutes. The Belfast Interface 
Project claims that in Belfast alone there are 99 'Peace Walls' reaching estimates 
from 15 – 30km in total length. This number, however, does not include other areas 
such as derelict buildings, unused land and car parks which act as dividing lines 
between communities. 
 



10 

 

B.I.P. suggests a conservative estimate of these types of divisions is 58. The Good 
Friday Agreement brought a renewed hope for a shared Northern Ireland and an end 
to sectarian violence, but from 1995 to the present day, more than 20 new peace 
walls have been built in Belfast. A third of the total peace walls in Belfast have also 
been rebuilt or extended during this period. 90% of public housing in Northern 
Ireland is segregated along sectarian lines, where more than 80% of residents in an 
area are of one religion or the other, putting the scale of the task of bringing down 
the peace walls into perspective. 
 
Consequences of segregation 
Severe underinvestment in 'Interface' areas on both sides of these physical divides 
has resulted in often dilapidated living conditions, high drug addiction and crime 
rates, poor educational achievement and a tragically high suicide rate. While these 
results can be very much attributed to the wider failure of capitalism to meet the 
needs of the most vulnerable and poorest in society, there is evidence to suggest 
that residents in interface areas feel the effects more intensely than other areas. 
Using an NI Assembly Constituency Profile report from 2012 and focusing on North 
Belfast (arguably the constituency affected most by sectarianism and peace walls in 
Northern Ireland) as an example:- 
 

⦁ N. Belfast has the second lowest life expectancy in both males and females in 
Northern Ireland. Cancer, respiratory and circulatory disease are all more prevalent 
in North Belfast than anywhere else except West Belfast 
 

⦁ It has the second lowest qualification attainment of school leavers and the 
lowest participation in further education, with Ardoyne and Woodvale especially low 
at 2.6% and 1.5% respectively. Both areas being are affected more than most other 
areas by sectarian violence 
 

⦁ North Belfast has an 8.5% unemployment rate compared to a Northern 
Ireland Average in 2012 of 5.4%. As with many of the indicators, unemployment in 
interface areas such as Ardoyne, Woodvale, New Lodge and Duncairn are all 
especially high within the constituency 
 

⦁ North Belfast has an income support rate of 9.4 % compared to a Northern 
Irish average of 5.2%  
 

⦁ In North Belfast 35.6% of children live in Poverty against a (still tragic) 
Northern Ireland rate of 22% 
 

⦁ Crime rates are also high and for some forms of crime North Belfast's crime 
rate is almost double that of the average for Northern Ireland 
 

⦁ North and West Belfast both also suffer from an above average level of 
suicide in young men  
 
Although many health and deprivation issues occur outside of interface areas, the 
breaking down by Wards of these statistics shows very clearly where the effects of 
poverty are felt hardest - at the Peace Walls. Even the fact that working class people 
would prefer to travel much further (at possible additional expense) rather than walk 
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across a peace wall to avail of facilities on the other side shows that relations have to 
be normalised in these areas. Peace Walls offer people the impression of security 
but there are other more suitable options for preventing breaches of the peace. 
 
Government/Assembly 
The Executive‟s figure of 48 walls suggests a policy of 'playing down' the severity of 
segregation across Northern Ireland. David Ford of the Alliance Party recently 
claimed in relation to peace walls that "there are six fewer than when I became 
minister". Looking at the details of one example of the walls that Mr Ford was so 
happy to take credit for dismantling suggests a more depressing picture. That found 
at Torrens Avenue in North Belfast was dismantled when the final members of the 
'Protestant' Torrens Estate were recently forced to leave their homes due to years of 
sectarian, often paramilitary-led, clashes at this interface. A further indication of the 
parties at Stormont‟s willingness to avoid the reality of ongoing and increasing 
sectarian division. 
 
The housing executive currently has a 'shared housing' building programme in place 
where residents agree that there would be conscious integration with no more than, 
for example, 70% of one particular religion populating a certain housing estate. 
Whilst this programme is to be commended, it has yet to make serious inroads within 
those areas where sectarian violence is suffered most consistently. 
 
There has been a severe lack of political will to resolve the feelings of insecurity felt 
by residents at interfaces. The parties currently in power at Stormont thrive on the 
oxygen of sectarian division on the streets of Northern Ireland, and MLAs seem more 
than happy to perpetuate the impression that 'the other side' cannot be trusted to 
behave peacefully should the walls come down. Although there are many 
organisations working in Interface areas to normalise relations, most of their funding 
comes from non-governmental sources. This proves that there is a lack of clear 
political leadership and hope for a truly integrated and shared future. 
 
For example, Girdwood Barracks in north Belfast was earmarked for development 
and initial plans suggested 220 new houses in a constituency suffering a huge 
housing shortage would be possible. In the end, Sinn Féin and the DUP 
compromised to lower the number of houses to 100 so that two separate Catholic 
and Protestant developments could be accommodated instead. Segregation is not 
something the parties at Stormont appear to oppose, so the removal of the peace 
walls is clearly not high on their agenda, as can be seen from their target date of 
2023, by which point what they call the peace process will have lasted longer than 
the Troubles. 
 
Bringing Down The Walls? 
The task of bringing down the peace walls is huge. If a campaign is to be organised 
to bring down the walls, the consensus of the local residents is the most important 
factor. In surveys undertaken in interface areas, around 70% of residents want to 
keep the peace walls in place for safety and security. The basis upon which peace 
walls will be removed will involve many people who see each other as sworn 
enemies compromising and negotiating. The possibility that local paramilitaries will 
have to be consulted on the removal of peace walls is also an issue that will have to 
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be discussed in depth, as they have the power to destroy any good work that is 
completed, should they feel they are being bypassed. 
 
There are many obstacles in the way of the peace walls being taken down but the 
development of working-class areas cannot be dictated by a violent sectarian 
minority. The peace walls have ensured that investment is not made in these areas. 
Living in areas of social deprivation can lead to feelings of inadequacy and low self-
esteem, and it is the need to instill confidence and pride to working-class 
communities that must form the basis and the justification for pulling down these 
towering, dividing, sectarian walls. 
 
Working-class unity is the only means to combat the cancer of sectarianism, and it is 
only when the walls come down that the working class can live as one community, 
and not two. 
 
 
Young People and Sectarianism 
The current generation of young people in Northern Ireland have, in the main, grown 
up without the violence, bombing and murder which used to be a daily occurrence. 
The same fears that once restricted their movements through the centres of towns 
and cities across the country is no longer such a factor. They can attend concerts, 
sporting events, bars and many other places and mix freely with people of all races 
and religions. Yet, according to research carried out by the University of Ulster, by 
the time kids are 3 years old, 51% have some recognition of the cultural and political 
significance of at least one event or symbol. By the time they are 6 years old, 1 in 6 
children are making sectarian statements. 
 
These sobering statistics scratch at the surface of the underlying sectarianism that is 
still being passed on to younger generations by parents and peers. Already afflicted 
by high levels of unemployment and poverty, young people are also being fed a 
steady stream of sectarian rhetoric which will affect their views, possibly for the rest 
of their lives.  
 
Parents are influencing their children based on their own experiences of 
sectarianism and schooling, and segregated communities ensure that children have 
no way of having these views disproven. Despite this, as young people get older, 
frustration with the sectarian political system, rather than the „opposing‟ religion 
seems to take over. The Belfast Telegraph revealed that 65% of young people 
(between 16 & 24) still believe there is no peace in Northern Ireland, and it is no 
coincidence that 67% surveyed felt that their future lay outside of this country. 70% 
of those surveyed also felt that local politicians were not capable of agreeing a 
shared vision for the future. 
 
Young people often suffer the brunt of cuts to social security, low paid work, forced 
labour schemes and are forced to emigrate to make a better life for themselves. As 
is often the case, Northern Irish young people suffer more than average. The 
Institute for Fiscal studies published a report in 2010 which showed that Northern 
Ireland had an absolute poverty rate amongst children of 21.4%, against a UK wide 
average of 17.5%. It is widely predicted that these figures are set to grow. 
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Once thriving communities have been destroyed by sectarian violence, as well as 
economic policy. Business and government funds have been directed elsewhere as 
communities are forced into a sectarian squabble over the distribution of investment. 
The decision to allocate funds is often made by politicians with sectarian interests, or 
for the appeasement of paramilitary groups for so-called good behaviour.  
 
We must take active steps in the development of a plan to combat sectarianism, 
youth unemployment and ensure that 67% of the youth no longer feel that their only 
opportunities are available elsewhere. 
 
The first priority must be that their education is integrated. Children can no longer be 
defined as Protestant or Catholic. Class, religion, or home address must no longer 
be a hindrance to all children receiving a first class education. Children from working-
class, often violence-afflicted, communities, continue to suffer from low educational 
attainment. The education system must be just one part of a child‟s life where 
stereotypes are shattered. Our hope must be that this will have wider effects, and 
gradually promote community integration in housing, jobs and facilities. 
 
Only 7% of Northern Irish children are educated in integrated schools yet 68% of 
people believe integrated education should be a priority for the Assembly. The racial 
segregation of children in America helped perpetuate the stereotypes held against 
minority communities, and even today America still struggles with the legacy of that 
era. If integration is not implemented as a priority then there is a very real danger 
that the damage done to community relations will be irreparable. 
 
On top of the integration of our schools, we must actively ensure that poverty is 
never an issue which stops young people from achieving their potential. With this in 
mind, tuition fees must be scrapped. Giving our kids the opportunity to acquire 
knowledge and skills that will benefit this country, this island and possibly further 
afield should not be a burden for them. The fear of huge debt should never become 
the reason why a child is unable to follow his or her dreams.   
 
There must also be an active plan to get young people into jobs, to help not just 
themselves, but also the wider community. There must be practical training schemes 
implemented across various sectors to give young men and women the skills they 
need to be competitive in the jobs market. We must end all work schemes which 
force anybody to work for a company for solely experience, rather than money. A full 
day‟s work deserves a full day‟s pay. 
 
The Troubles in this country have left many terrible legacies, and one of the effects 
of witnessing our violent past has been the very high levels of mental trauma. Ireland 
as a whole has the fourth highest suicide rate amongst young people in Europe. This 
is an average of 16 suicides per 100,000 of the population. The 15-34 age group 
accounts for almost 60% of all suicides recorded in Northern Ireland and these 
figures again continue to grow. 
 
Sadly, even this can be described as very much a class issue. People from socially 
deprived areas are 3 times as likely to commit suicide as people from less deprived 
areas. North and West Belfast account for approximately 50% of all suicides. It is no 
coincidence that these are working class areas with young populations and high 
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unemployment. Figures released by the Department of Health, social services and 
public safety suggest that a 1% increase in unemployment rates will be met with a 
0.79% increase in the suicide rate. 
 
As a priority we must greatly increase access and referral opportunities to mental 
health professionals. There must be a consistent, strongly supported and adequately 
funded public campaign to show those suffering from mental health problems that 
there is support available. This must start as a consistent campaign in local schools, 
including the encouragement of anti-bullying campaigns. 1 in 4 people at some point 
in their lives will suffer from some level of mental illness and we must campaign to 
normalise what is still a taboo subject, particularly amongst the young. 
 
Our motivation going forward must at all times be the future that our children will 
inherit. They must mix freely with their peers without fear of sectarianism. They must 
grow with the confidence that, whatever their educational circumstances, 
employment will not be an unachievable goal. They must also be given access to a 
well-funded health service, including mental health services. 
 
Our goal is to build a united, secular, socialist society. Our young people need the its 
construction to being now. 
 
 
Sectarianism and the Criminal Justice System 
The Workers Party is committed to the principle that the administration of criminal 
justice is and should remain the responsibility of the State. It is the State‟s 
responsibility to ensure that criminal acts of sectarianism are properly punished. 
 
The Workers Party holds the view that much of today's crime, with the exception of 
sexual offending and serious violent crime are in the main  a by-product of the 
capitalist mode of production, which creates an unequal and patriarchal power 
structure of 'haves' and 'have nots' in an ever-increasingly divided and alienated 
society. The twin social crimes of poverty and unemployment, which are necessary 
under capitalism to provide a surplus of labour and restrict the rise of wages, in 
themselves create further alienation and hopelessness, which in turn gives rise to all 
forms of escape from reality such as substance misuse, addictions, which 
are contributory factors in much of the acquisitive type of crime, evident in financially 
motivated offending i.e. theft.  
 
However, although the same conditions perpetuate sectarianism, it cannot be dealt 
with as a normal crime, but must be treated for what it is: a hate crime, just like racist 
or other hate crimes.  
 
According to recent statistics from the PSNI sectarian crime is increasing from 
previous years. The rise in organised crime by both dissident republican and loyalist 
paramilitaries' is another ongoing concern. Rising youth unemployment and 
disaffection continue to provide fertile recruiting ground for these paramilitary groups. 
The criminal justice system needs to stop viewing sectarianism as an 'aggravating 
factor' to other offences and create legislation to make sectarianism itself unlawful 
with robust sentencing powers for the courts. 
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Tackling sectarian crime, however, is not simply a matter of using the criminal justice 
system. The conditions and attitudes that produce sectarian hate crime must also be 
addressed.  
 
The Workers Party supports the following means of addressing and reducing 
sectarian criminal acts: 
 
-Further research into demographic factors associated with crime. 
 
-Outreach education and training services to target disadvantaged youth. 
 
-Vocational training courses and meaningful employment opportunities particularly 
for the young. 
 
-Further Investment in public health services to tackle and address issues arising 
from alcohol and drug addiction. 
 
- Robust enforcement of current Hate Crime legislation to ensure that sectarian 
crimes are reported and prosecuted. 
 
-Creation of new legislation to specifically address sectarian motivated crime with 
robust sentencing powers. 
 
 
Conclusion 
Sectarianism remains, along with the unemployment, low wages, and economic and 
social deprivation relied upon by capitalism, one of the major problems facing the 
working class and the development of class consciousness and socialist politics in 
Northern Ireland. Tackling it is central not just to the creation of a common identity 
and stable and united society, but also to building the socialist alternative. In this 
document, we have sought to lay out some of the major negative consequences of 
sectarianism for society as a whole and for the working class in particular. 
Sectarianism ensures that the interests of the working class are neglected, and acts 
as the major bulwark against the creation of class consciousness. At the same time, 
we have pointed to some things that can be done even within the existing political, 
legal and economic framework of capitalist democracy to fight sectarianism.  
 
At the heart of the fight against sectarianism lies the need to forge new shared 
identities among our people. It is socialism that offers the best alternative to 
sectarianism, stressing as it does not only the common citizenship but also the 
common economic interests of the majority of the population, the working class. That 
said, it is possible to be opposed to sectarianism without embracing left-wing politics. 
It is our duty as socialists to work with all those who oppose it, and who seek to build 
a common identity, and an alternative to the stale politics of sectarianism offered by 
the major parties at Stormont. For socialism to have the space to grow, sectarianism 
must be defeated. 
 
 


