[image: image1.png]evangelical alliance

uniting to change society




Evangelical Alliance 
Northern Ireland 
response to

Building a Better Future:

Draft Programme for Government 2008 – 2011

December 2007

December 2007
Evangelical Alliance response to Building a Better Future:

Draft Programme for Government 2008 - 2011
Introduction

The Evangelical Alliance, formed in 1846, is the largest body serving evangelical Christians in the UK, and has a membership including denominations, churches, organisations and individuals. The mission of the Evangelical Alliance is to unite evangelicals to present Christ credibly as good news for spiritual and social transformation. According to a Tearfund survey (Churchgoing in the UK, 2007), there are approximately 2 million evangelical Christians in the UK. 
The office in Northern Ireland was established in 1987 and the local council has representation from a number of denominations, local organisations and interested lay people. In recent times Evangelical Alliance Northern Ireland has responded to a number of consultations including those regarding the Review of Public Administration, Liquor Licensing, Drug & Alcohol Strategy, Suicide Prevention Strategy and equality legislation. 
If you would like further information regarding this response please contact:

Karen Jardine

Public Affairs & Development Officer

Evangelical Alliance

Downview House

440 Shore Road

Newtownabbey

BT37 9RU
1. General Comments

Evangelical Alliance Northern Ireland welcomes the publication of ‘Building a Better Future’ including the Draft Programme for Government, Budget and Investment Strategy by the Northern Ireland Executive. In 2005, through the Renewing Hope
 statement, Evangelical Alliance was one voice amongst many calling for local politicians to ‘take responsibility for political progress, co-operating to secure a stable and inclusive society’. The publication of these documents, setting forth plans and priorities for 2008 – 2011 is a welcome indication that this responsibility is being taken seriously.  

2. Principles

Evangelical Alliance welcomes the Executive’s commitment to ‘providing good leadership and working energetically in the interests of everyone’. However to be effective such leadership must also filter through to the grass roots level, and in particular to segregated communities across Northern Ireland.  It is ironic that at a time when the parties within the Executive are promoting a new 3 year strategy to build a better future for Northern Ireland that a new peace wall has been erected in the grounds of an integrated school in North Belfast. While the Executive is committed to a ‘better future’ it is disappointing that there is no similar commitment to A Shared Future
. 

It is also disheartening that throughout the Programme for Government document there is no reference to peace and reconciliation, community relations or good relations. The welcome absence of violence and restoration of devolution does not negate the need for further work to build relations between and within communities in Northern Ireland. The promotion of such activities is necessary to provide the glue within society to support and hold the new arrangements together. 
Building a Better Future highlights principles like tolerance and respect. However it has been noted that, ‘Out of a desire to respect diversity, which in some cases has simply meant doing nothing to encourage integration, we have ended up with sections of the populace severely polarised.
’ It would be disappointing to find the Northern Ireland Executive extolling the virtues of tolerance while at the same time leading us in to a benign apartheid – separate but equal.
3. Strategic Priorities
Evangelical Alliance welcomes the Executive’s aspiration for a ‘peaceful, fair and prosperous society in Northern Ireland’. 
The Executive states that ‘growing the economy will be our top priority over the lifetime of this Programme for Government’. At the PfG consultation event in Belfast on Wednesday 5 December there was strong representation from the arts, professions allied to medicine, mental health charities, youth agencies and the community relations sector. The business community was notable by its absence.  The responses and comments from those represented highlighted the risks of an emphasis on economic prosperity which may at times lose sight of the importance of ‘quality of life’ and the necessary activities and services required to hold the fabric of society together. 

We also note the Executive’s acknowledgement that ‘inequalities exist’ and its commitment to ‘strive to eliminate all forms of inequality’. 

Inequality was one of the many social issues and emerging trends across the European Union discussed in a recent consultation paper from the European Commission
. It has stated that:

‘Poor children experience a disproportionate share of deprivation, disadvantage, bad health and bad school outcomes. When they grow up, they are more likely to become unemployed, to get low paid jobs, to live in social housing, to get in trouble with the police, and are at a greater risk of alcohol and drug abuse as young adults. Moreover, in most countries, they are likely to transfer their poverty of opportunities to their own children.’ 
It goes on to say:

‘If the consequence of existing inequalities is to embed disadvantage between the generations, then society will lose out as social mobility declines and all the talents of the people are not developed to the full… in more unequal societies, the greater will be the problems of relationship instability, with relevance to the life chances of children; the risk of drug taking and mental illness; the propensity of people to resort to crime; and the prevalence of the diseases of relative affluence such as alcoholism and obesity.’

Such commentary of wider social trends across the European Union serves to illustrate that investment to facilitate further growth in the economy cannot be divorced from investment in disadvantaged communities. The two must go hand in hand to prevent inequalities in health, education and general well-being from becoming greater. 

4. Comment on PSA Framework
PSA 6: Children and Family

Evangelical Alliance welcomes a focus on children and family within the Programme for Government, and in particular those children and young people who are in care, or who are about to leave care. Such young people are among the most vulnerable in our society and it is right that they be given such priority.
We also welcome the commitment to continue the implementation of the 10 year Strategy for Children and Young People. In particular within the strategy we look forward to the implementation of commitments around child and adolescent mental health services, including the findings of the Bamford Review, and reducing the number of young people in Northern Ireland taking illegal drugs.
PSA 7: Making Peoples’ Lives Better

Evangelical Alliance welcomes plans to adopt a strategy with proposals to tackle poverty, social exclusion and patterns of deprivation. As mentioned above strategic, targeted actions must seek to address the problems in areas of disadvantage. Linked to this must also be a robust attempt to create communities where ‘everyone enjoys freedom from violence, intimidation, criminality, paramilitary activity… that tear our social fabric’.

Again it is disappointing to note the absence of any reference to community relations/good relations or indeed the many new communities living and working in Northern Ireland, contributing to the economy and many other aspects of daily life. 
PSA 8: Promoting Health and Addressing Health Inequalities

Evangelical Alliance welcomes objectives within PSA 8 to:

· Reduce binge drinking and illicit drug use, particularly among young people and vulnerable groups
· Reduce incidence of suicide

· Improve sexual health and reduce the rate of teenage pregnancy

In particular we ask that urgent attention be given to the provision of services for young people suffering from drug and alcohol misuse, including those who are addicted. Currently there is no service provision for young people under the age of 18 suffering in this way who would seek to be treated in a residential unit specifically for young people. Recent news stories have suggested a link between drug misuse amongst young people, in particular young men, and a high incidence of suicide. These two areas of concern should not be addressed in isolation but through an integrated approach.
PSA 10: Helping our Children and Young People to achieve through education

We note that one of the actions within PSA 10 is to provide ‘improved access to the youth service for young people most at risk of exclusion’. A contributor at the consultation evening on Wednesday 5 December suggested that one of the potential implications of the proposed draft budget is a cut in funding for youth services. Often youth service provision is a key element of any strategy to tackle deprivation in socially disadvantaged areas. Should that contributor’s assessment be correct the Executive may find it difficult to meet this target. 
PSA 12: Housing, Urban Regeneration and Community Development

Evangelical Alliance welcomes the commitment to ‘promote strong, integrated, sustainable communities where people want to live, work and socialise’. Again for some communities this will mean considerable investment in infrastructure, education, developing new skills, building capacity alongside programmes to encourage employment. 

It is encouraging to note that the Executive seeks to develop a new strategy to promote active citizenship and sustain volunteering in Northern Ireland. Many churches and faith based groups provide excellent opportunities for volunteering across Northern Ireland in a range of activities including parent and toddler groups, homework clubs, uniformed organisations, youth clubs, senior citizens groups and sports clubs. A recent report has indicated that within the registered voluntary youth sector in 2005, almost 75% of registered volunteers were involved with a church or faith based youth group. While many in Government recognise the positive contribution that churches and faith based organisations make to communities in communities throughout Northern Ireland there has as yet been no quantification as to the extent of that contribution both in terms of sheer numbers involved but also in terms of the economic benefits. 
While the implementation of Neighbourhood Renewal is a key objective of PSA 12 it is disappointing to see no reference to the implementation of the Renewing Communities Action Plan.  
PSA 22: Protecting our Environment and Reducing our Carbon Footprint

Having recently organised an event for local church leaders and politicians highlighting the impact of climate change on the poorest communities across the world it is encouraging to note that the Executive sees reducing our carbon footprint as a key priority. During the event Sir John Houghton, a member of the Inter Governmental Panel on Climate Change due to receive the Nobel Peace Prize stated that ‘the impacts of global warming are such that I have no hesitation in describing it as a weapon of mass destruction.’ In the light of such a warning it is imperative that the Executive works in partnership across the public, private and voluntary sectors to ensure that Northern Ireland is playing its part in addressing this complex global issue. 
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