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Meeting with the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Rural and Community 

Development 

12 June 2019 

The “Towards a New Common Chapter” project 

Opening Statement 

Dr Anthony Soares, Acting Director, Centre for Cross Border Studies: On behalf of the Centre for 

Cross Border Studies and the other organisations here present, I would like to thank the Chair and 

members of this Committee for the invitation to meet with you to discuss the “Towards a New 

Common Chapter” project, and the resulting New Common Charter for Cooperation Within and 

Between these Islands. 

If the Chair is in agreement, I will begin by saying offering a brief overview of the Centre for Cross 

Border Studies and the “Towards a New Common Chapter” project before Tara Farrell, Deputy CEO 

of Longford Women’s Link, and Aidan Campbell, Policy and Public Affairs Officer at Rural Community 

Network, tell you about their own organisations and their involvement in the project. But before 

doing so, I would like to draw your attention to the New Common Charter for Cooperation Within 

and Between these Islands, of which you should have a copy, as this will be the ultimate focus of our 

conversation here today and where rural concerns are particularly evident. 

Since its creation in 1999, the Centre for Cross Border Studies has sought to contribute to the 

increased social, economic and territorial cohesion of the island of Ireland by promoting and 

improving the quality of cross-border cooperation. The Centre’s pursuit of its mission has been 

framed by two primary public policy imperatives: the European Union’s Cohesion Policy with its 

focus on social, economic and territorial cohesion, and the commitment to cross-border and North-

South cooperation integral to Strand 2 of the 1998 Belfast/Good Friday Agreement. 

Throughout its existence, therefore, the Centre for Cross Border Studies has been deeply concerned 

with community, social and economic development and cooperation particularly on the island of 

Ireland, but also between the island of Ireland, Great Britain and beyond. This concern informed the 

Centre’s desire to initiate the “Towards a New Common Chapter” project. 
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The “Towards a New Common Chapter” project began in late 2014, and has been made possible 

with the generous support of the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust, the Northern Ireland 

Community Relations Council, and the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade’s Reconciliation 

Fund.1 The project has looked to support and inspire grass-roots community commitment to cross-

border cooperation in all its dimensions: cooperation at the border (where rurality is a predominant 

characteristic), wider North-South cooperation, and East-West cooperation between the island of 

Ireland and Great Britain. It has worked towards a “bottom-up” vision of the importance and role of 

cross-border cooperation within and between these islands, whilst also noting the need for 

community groups to possess the necessary skills and capacity to not only engage in their own cross-

border initiatives, but also to enter into more productive dialogues with relevant local, regional and 

central government policies and strategies. 

The New Common Charter for Cooperation Within and Between these Islands that you have before 

you is the result of a series of intensive conversations between a range of community groups from 

Northern Ireland and Ireland, and more recently with groups from England, Scotland and Wales. The 

New Common Charter represents a shared desire to maintain and strengthen relations between 

communities across these islands, to work together on issues of common concern, and to advocate 

for the provision of the requisite structures and means to cooperate within and between these 

islands in whatever circumstances may arise. 

In light of this Committee’s specific interests, and given that the sets of relations envisioned within 

the New Common Charter for Cooperation Within and Between these Islands are both the product 

and supportive of rural communities, we would ask members to support it and work with us in 

ensuring all administrations across these islands put in place policies and funding structures to 

encourage cross-border and cross-jurisdictional cooperation at grassroots community level. We 

hope that today’s meeting will offer an opportunity to discuss in greater detail the work undertaken 

as part of the Towards a New Common Chapter project, and how members of this Committee and 

political representatives more generally can champion the objectives of the New Common Charter 

for Cooperation. These are outlined in more detail in the series of recommendations within the 

supporting information provided to the Committee. They include how capacity-building measures 

should be introduced to improve how all levels of government and public bodes across these islands 

engage with community organisations in the development of policies and strategies with a cross-

border or cross-jurisdictional dimension, and that such policies and strategies should be rural-

proofed. The Charter also calls for a comprehensive assessment of the current funding landscape for 

cross-border and cross-jurisdictional cooperation initiatives aimed at community organisations, and 

what that landscape should look like going forward. Crucially, we would also like to see concrete 

support in advancing the work undertaken in the “Towards a New Common Chapter” project, 

bringing it to a wider audience, and perhaps looking towards a platform for cross-border, cross-

jurisdictional dialogue for community organisations that recalls the structure provided for 

governments and administrations across these islands through bodies such as the North South 

Ministerial Council and the British-Irish Council. 

                                                           
1
 For more on the “Towards a New Common Chapter” project, visit http://crossborder.ie/towards-a-new-

common-chapter/. 

http://crossborder.ie/towards-a-new-common-chapter/
http://crossborder.ie/towards-a-new-common-chapter/
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These are issues we may explore further during today’s meeting, but I will hand over now to Tara 

Farrell of Longford Women’s Link. 

Tara Farrell, Deputy CEO, Longford Women’s Link: Longford Women’s Link is a social enterprise 

founded in 1995 and providing services to 900 women and 130 children in Longford annually 

including education, entrepreneurship, community employment and domestic violence via our 

unique model of Integrated Service Delivery. We engage in widespread regional and national 

advocacy – represented on the board of NWCI2 and I sit on the board of Irish Rural Link and am the 

current chair of AONTAS the national adult learning organisation. Our flagship programme, the 

Women’s Manifesto Programme is a unique model of local democratic participation which aims to 

support women in Longford and other counties to play an active and meaningful role in their local 

decision-making structures and we have identified barriers to accessing these structures which are 

critical factors in preventing full and equal participation of rural women in their communities. Just 

last month, we launched the SHE Project3 with 50:50 North West, supported by the Department of 

Housing, Planning and Local Government which aims to change the face of local government in rural 

Ireland, supporting women in rural Ireland to play an active role in public life. The Women’s 

Manifesto Programme was supported by the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust from 2012 until the 

cessation of the Trust’s funding support in Ireland in 2016. Longford Women’s Link and the Women’s 

Manifesto Programme have been active members of the Towards a New Common Charter initiative 

since 2015 and see it as a key all-island programme of sustained engagement as we move beyond 

the Brexit referendum. We believe that working at the grassroots level, as this programme most 

definitely does, is absolutely critical if we are to see meaningful cooperation and community 

development alongside an empowered civic society across these islands. We have seen with Brexit 

what happens when civil society is largely excluded from central discussions and we believe the 

voices of grassroots women, especially in rural areas not only need to be heard but are essential in 

building inclusive and resilient communities. There is significant potential within the New Common 

Charter to do this. 

Aidan Campbell, Policy and Public Affairs Officer, Rural Community Network: Rural Community 

Network (RCN) is a regional voluntary organisation established by community groups from rural 

areas in 1991 to articulate the voice of rural communities on issues relating to poverty, disadvantage 

and equality.  RCN is a membership organisation with 250 member groups across Northern Ireland.  

RCN adopts a community development approach to its work and employs a team of staff with a 

broad spectrum of skills. 

Our Vision is of vibrant, articulate, inclusive and sustainable rural communities across Northern 

Ireland contributing to a prosperous, equitable, peaceful and stable society.  Our Mission is to 

provide an effective voice for and support to rural communities, particularly those who are most 

disadvantaged.   

RCN’s work is focused on three broad areas, supporting and developing good practice amongst rural 

community groups, articulating the voice of rural communities and promoting reconciliation.  We 

provide information and training on community development, funding opportunities, and 

governance.  We have also worked with our members and other groups to implement the Social 

                                                           
2
 National Women’s Council of Ireland 

3
 See HER Elected Project 
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Value Engine, developed by our partners Rose Regeneration, to allow grass roots groups measure 

the social impact of the work they do.  We have a strong focus on policy issues that affect rural areas 

and lobbied for the introduction of legislation on rural proofing of government policy.  The Rural 

Needs Act NI 2016 introduced a statutory duty on government departments and local authorities to 

rural proof policy and service delivery.  We monitor the roll out of the Rural Needs Act and continue 

to challenge duty holders on their implementation of the legislation.  RCN is represented on the 

Joint Forum between Government and the Community and Voluntary Sector which raises issues of 

concern from across the Community and Voluntary Sector with Departmental officials.  RCN also sits 

on the Northern Ireland Rural Development Programme Monitoring Committee. 

RCN supports the New Common Charter as it provides a framework to encourage co-operation 

amongst civic society groups on the island of Ireland and between Ireland and Britain.  Many of the 

challenges rural communities face are similar.  RCN has a long tradition of partnering with like-

minded NGOs in Britain, Ireland and further afield.  We delivered the Rural Enabler project in 

partnership with Irish Rural Link, the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development in NI and 

the then Department of Community Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs in the Republic of Ireland.   This was 

a Peace III funded project based in Northern Ireland and the 6 border Counties of the Republic of 

Ireland.  We are currently completing a project with partner networks in the UK and Ireland which is 

developing key asks for future rural development policy post Brexit.  We know and value the 

importance of engaging with partner organisations across the UK and Ireland and further afield.  We 

hope to continue to develop and deepen these links in the future and the New Common Charter will 

support us in doing so. 
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Background information 

1. About the Centre for Cross Border Studies, Longford Women’s Link, and Rural Community 

Network 

1.1. Since its creation in 1999, the Centre for Cross Border Studies (CCBS) has pursued its central 

mission of contributing to the increased social, economic and territorial cohesion of the island of 

Ireland. It achieves this by promoting and improving the quality of cross-border cooperation 

between (a) public bodies, and (b) between public bodies, business and civil society. Complementing 

this strategy, CCBS also works to improve the capacity of people involved in social and economic 

development to engage in mutually beneficial cross-border cooperation. Finally, it addresses 

information gaps and other barriers that constrain cross-border mobility and cross-border 

cooperation through research, provision of resources, tools and other support. Throughout its 

existence, therefore, CCBS has been deeply concerned with community, social and economic 

development and cooperation particularly on the island of Ireland, but also between the island of 

Ireland, Great Britain and beyond.4 This concern informed CCBS’s desire to initiate the “Towards a 

New Common Chapter” project. 

1.2. CCBS’s pursuit of its mission has been framed by two primary public policy imperatives: the 

commitment to cross-border and North-South cooperation integral to Strand II of the 1998 

Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, and the European Union’s Cohesion Policy with its focus on social, 

economic and territorial cohesion, and supported by the EU’s Territorial Cooperation and Structural 

Funds programmes. 

1.3. Longford Women’s Link (LWL),5 a dynamic social enterprise founded in 1995, links women with 

the resources to make their community safe and equal. LWL identifies and addresses key inequalities 

that prevent women in Longford achieving their full social/economic potential and its work provides 

real and tangible opportunities for women and their families. Services provided to approximately 

900 women and 130 children in Longford/Midlands (2018) enabled women to access a wide range of 

programmes and supports yielding real benefits for their families and the wider community. LWL 

provides women-centred services (Education, Training, Group Support, Childcare, Domestic 

Violence, Counselling, Female Entrepreneurship, Community Employment, Local Democracy, 

capacity-building and local/national advocacy). Key to the delivery of LWL’s services is its unique 

model of Integrated Service Delivery (ISD). 

1.4. LWL have identified barriers to accessing both local and national decision-making structures 

which are critical factors in preventing full and equal participation of rural women in their 

communities. LWL’s flagship programme, the Women’s Manifesto Programme is a unique model of 

local democratic participation which aims to support women in Longford and other counties to play 

an active and meaningful role in their local decision-making structures. The Women’s Manifesto 

Programme was supported by the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust (UK) from 2012 until the 

cessation of the JRCT funding support in ROI in 2016. LWL/Women’s Manifesto have been active 

members of the Towards a New Common Chapter initiative since 2015 and see it as a key all-island 

programme of sustained engagement as we move beyond the Brexit referendum. LWL believes that 

                                                           
4
 For more information on the Centre for Cross Border Studies, see http://crossborder.ie/.  

5
 For more information on Longford Women’s Link, see http://www.lwl.ie/.  

http://crossborder.ie/
http://www.lwl.ie/
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working at the grassroots level, as this programme most definitely does, is absolutely critical if we 

are to see meaningful cooperation and community development alongside an empowered civic 

society across these islands. LWL engages at a national level in a number of areas - CEO Louise Lovett 

is on the board of NWCI and Deputy CEO Tara Farrell is the Chairperson of AONTAS as well as a 

member of the Steering Group of The Next Chapter (Irish Rural Link, Northern Ireland Council for 

Voluntary Action and Politics Plus) through her board membership of Irish Rural Link. 

1.5 Rural Community Network (RCN) is a regional voluntary organisation established by community 

groups from rural areas in 1991 to articulate the voice of rural communities on issues relating to 

poverty, disadvantage and equality.  RCN is a membership organisation with 250 member groups 

across Northern Ireland.  RCN adopts a community development approach to its work and employs a 

team of staff with a broad spectrum of skills. 

1.6 Our Vision is of vibrant, articulate, inclusive and sustainable rural communities across Northern 

Ireland contributing to a prosperous, equitable, peaceful and stable society.  Our Mission is to 

provide an effective voice for and support to rural communities, particularly those who are most 

disadvantaged.   

1.7 RCN’s work is focused on three broad areas, supporting and developing good practice amongst 

rural community groups, articulating the voice of rural communities and promoting reconciliation.  

We provide information and training on community development, funding opportunities, and 

governance.  We have also worked with our members and other groups to implement the Social 

Value Engine, developed by our partners Rose Regeneration, to allow grass roots groups measure 

the social impact of the work they do.  We have a strong focus on policy issues that affect rural areas 

and lobbied for the introduction of legislation on rural proofing of government policy.  The Rural 

Needs Act NI 2016 introduced a statutory duty on government departments and local authorities to 

rural proof policy and service delivery.  We monitor the roll out of the Rural Needs Act and continue 

to challenge duty holders on their implementation of the legislation.  Our range of policy interests 

include rural development, social housing and the delivery of public services to dispersed rural 

communities. 

1.8 RCN is represented on the Joint Forum between Government and the Community and Voluntary 

Sector which raises issues of concern from across the Community and Voluntary Sector with 

Departmental officials.  RCN also sits on the Northern Ireland Rural Development Programme 

Monitoring Committee. 

1.9 RCN supports the New Common Charter as it provides a framework to encourage co-operation 

amongst civic society groups on the island of Ireland and between Ireland and Britain.  Many of the 

challenges rural communities face are similar.  RCN has a long tradition of partnering with like-

minded NGOs in Britain, Ireland and further afield.  We delivered the Rural Enabler project in 

partnership with Irish Rural Link, the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development in NI and 

the then Department of Community Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs in the Republic of Ireland.   This was 

a Peace III funded project based in Northern Ireland and the 6 border Counties of the Republic of 

Ireland.  We are currently completing a project with partner networks in the UK and Ireland which is 

developing key asks for future rural development policy post Brexit.  We know and value the 

importance of engaging with partner organisations across the UK and Ireland and further afield.  We 
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hope to continue to develop and deepen these links in the future and the New Common Charter will 

support us in doing so. 

2. Introduction to the “Towards a New Common Chapter” project – its origins and rationale 

2.1. The “Towards a New Common Chapter” project began in late 2014. It was initially made possible 

by the generous support of the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust, with further subsequent funding 

gratefully received from the Community Relations Council and the Department of Foreign Affairs and 

Trade’s Reconciliation Fund. 

2.2. Part of the original rationale for undertaking the “Towards a New Common Chapter” project, 

which is ongoing,6 was to address the need for cross-border cooperation to be independently valued 

and enacted at the grass-roots level, with communities from both sides of the border on the island 

of Ireland jointly setting their own priorities and advocating for their inclusion in regional and local 

strategies. Without this engagement in cross-border cooperation, it was felt that it would continue 

to be hostage to what is at times an unstable political environment and the time-limited pursuit of 

European funding, and therefore hamper the ability of cross-border cooperation to properly 

contribute to peace and reconciliation and to wider socio-economic development. 

2.3. Inspiration for the project came from the commitment to cooperation by the Governments in 

Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland expressed in the chapter of agreed text that appeared 

in Northern Ireland’s Structural Funds Plan and Ireland’s National Development Plan for the period 

2000-2006 – the Common Chapter.7 

2.4. However, the 2000-2006 period also saw the collapse of the power-sharing institutions in 

Northern Ireland as well as the suspension of the North-South Ministerial Council, and their 

restoration in 2007 following the 2006 St Andrew’s Agreement did not result in the revival of the 

Common Chapter. The failure to reintroduce the Common Chapter has been interpreted by the 

Centre for Cross Border Studies as threatening the marginalisation of and political commitment to 

cross-border cooperation, particularly at times of political or economic crisis.8 

2.5. Therefore, whilst it has not sought to replicate or supplant the place of the “old” Common 

Chapter, the “Towards a New Common Chapter” project has looked to support and inspire grass-

                                                           
6
 The Towards a New Common Chapter project was originally expected to have a duration of three years, but 

in light of the uncertainties created by the UK’s decision to leave the European Union, it was judged that an 
additional six to twelve months would be necessary. 
7
 Northern Ireland Structural Funds Plan 2000-2006:’ Northern Ireland: - a Region achieving Transition’ (2000); 

Government of Ireland, Ireland: National Development Plan 2000-2006 (Dublin: The Stationery Office, 1999). In 
the Northern Ireland document the agreed text appears under the section entitled “Co-operation with the 
Republic of Ireland” (pp.87-96), while in the Irish document it comes under the chapter “Co-operation with 
Northern Ireland” (pp.177-186). 
8
 In 2014, for example, before this very Committee, CCBS stated: “Since the demise of the Common Chapter, 

the limited but nevertheless important references to cross-border cooperation have dwindled and all but 
disappeared from major policy documents. Unless there is a clear policy imperative supported by resources – 
and it is made clear to civil servants and other public officials that it is part of their job – even the most 
motivated people will, with the increasing pressures of austerity, see cross-border cooperation as an 
unaffordable luxury”. Centre for Cross Border Studies, “Submission to the Committee on the Implementation 
of the Good Friday Agreement” (26 June 2014), p.3; http://www.crossborder.ie/site2015/wp-
content/uploads/CCBS-Presentation-to-GFA-Committee-26-06-2014.pdf.  

http://www.crossborder.ie/site2015/wp-content/uploads/CCBS-Presentation-to-GFA-Committee-26-06-2014.pdf
http://www.crossborder.ie/site2015/wp-content/uploads/CCBS-Presentation-to-GFA-Committee-26-06-2014.pdf
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roots community commitment to cross-border cooperation in all its dimensions. It has worked 

towards a “bottom-up” vision of the importance and role of cross-border cooperation within and 

between these islands, whilst also noting the need for community groups to possess the necessary 

skills and capacity to not only engage in their own cross-border initiatives, but also to enter into 

more productive dialogues with relevant local, regional and central government policies and 

strategies. 

2.6. However, involving local communities in the design of policies to ensure the inclusion of 

cooperation initiatives does not only assume a particular level of capacity, but also returns us to the 

fundamental question of whether there is genuine understanding or acceptance of the need for such 

cooperation. The underlying imperative for cross-border, North-South and East-West cooperation 

may be woven into the 1998 Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, articulated by the Common Chapter 

while it existed, and enacted through cooperation initiatives at central and local government levels, 

as well as by a range of non-governmental institutions and organisations, but what is the level of 

wider support for cooperation? For those grass-roots community groups who have been involved in 

cross-border cooperation efforts, what has been their experience and what suggestions do they 

have for the future of cross-border cooperation? And what understanding do community groups 

based away from the border have of cross-border cooperation and do they value wider North-South 

and East-West cooperation? 

3. Implementation of the “Towards a New Common Chapter” project 

3.1. To begin answering these questions, the “Towards a New Common Chapter” project initially 

sought to engage with two constituencies in particular: women’s groups and Protestant/Unionist 

community groups from both jurisdictions on the island of Ireland. The inclusion of women’s groups 

was in line with the argument put forward by the Centre for Cross Border Studies in its response to 

the consultation on Ireland’s second National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security 2015-

2018,9 which concluded that “the under-representation of women […] will continue to hamper 

progress in relation to peacebuilding and reconciliation”.10 Therefore, in undertaking this project it 

was felt that it was essential that women’s groups should have equal representation in reflections on 

cross-border cooperation and on the development of a shared vision for its future. Involving 

Protestant/Unionist community groups, on the other hand, was seen as addressing the need to 

engage those who may have specific concerns around cross-border cooperation at the Northern 

Ireland-Ireland border, as well as a broader vision of cooperation encompassing the East-West 

dimension. 

 

 

 

                                                           
9
 Government of Ireland, Ireland’s second National Action Plan on Women, Peace and Security 2015-2018  

(2014), https://www.dfa.ie/media/dfa/alldfawebsitemedia/ourrolesandpolicies/ourwork/empoweringwomen-
peaceandsecurity/Irelands-second-National-Action-Plan-on-Women-Peace-and-Security.pdf [last accessed 
15/08/2017]. 
10

 Centre for Cross Border Studies, “Consultation Response: Ireland’s Second National Action Plan – Women, 
Peace and Security” (August 2014), http://www.crossborder.ie/site2015/wp-content/uploads/WPS-
Consultation-Response-by-CCBS.pdf.  

https://www.dfa.ie/media/dfa/alldfawebsitemedia/ourrolesandpolicies/ourwork/empoweringwomen-peaceandsecurity/Irelands-second-National-Action-Plan-on-Women-Peace-and-Security.pdf
https://www.dfa.ie/media/dfa/alldfawebsitemedia/ourrolesandpolicies/ourwork/empoweringwomen-peaceandsecurity/Irelands-second-National-Action-Plan-on-Women-Peace-and-Security.pdf
http://www.crossborder.ie/site2015/wp-content/uploads/WPS-Consultation-Response-by-CCBS.pdf
http://www.crossborder.ie/site2015/wp-content/uploads/WPS-Consultation-Response-by-CCBS.pdf
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3.2. The project was structured into five core stages: 

Stage Goal 

1. Critical engagement with “old” Common 
Chapter and identification of cross-border 
needs 

A grassroots cross-community and cross-
border agenda for CBC 

2. Development of vision for future CBC (in 
its three dimensions) 

Production of draft of New Common Chapter 

3. Community-led consultation and 
advocacy with other CSOs 

Production of New Common Chapter 

4. Community-led East-West engagement  Support for New Common Chapter from 
community organisations in GB  

5. Community-led advocacy with policy-
makers 

Support for New Common Charter from 
political actors and policy-makers 

 

We are now in the project’s concluding stage, with the groups from the island of Ireland having 

agreed an initial draft of the New Common Chapter for Cooperation Within and Between these 

Islands at the end of the second stage, which was then taken to groups in England, Scotland and 

Wales, before a final version was decided upon at a meeting in Belfast of representatives of 

community groups from all the jurisdictions which drew the fourth stage to a close. That final 

version is now entitled the New Common Charter for Cooperation Within and Between these 

Islands. 

3.3. The first two stages involved a series of workshops, with an evaluation seminar at the conclusion 

of each. The opening stage consisted of four core workshops (the majority being of a cross-border 

nature), before an evaluation seminar bringing together all the participating groups to determine 

whether there was sufficient consensus to progress towards the drafting of a New Common Chapter 

in Stage 2. The programme of work developed for the first stage was as follows: 

Workshop 1 Introducing the “old” Common Chapter 

Workshop 2 Critique of “old” Common Chapter 

Workshop 3 Analysis of principles of integrated cross-
border cooperation 

Workshop 4 Identification of areas of need capable of 
being addressed on a cross-border basis 
(North-South and East-West) 

Evaluation Seminar (December 2016) Evaluation of progress and way forward 
 

With the participating groups having agreed that sufficient progress had been made, the second 

stage was then devoted to the drafting of a New Common Chapter, with groups once again working 
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on a cross-border basis. That draft was then presented to and discussed with other community 

groups in Northern Ireland and Ireland in the third stage. 

3.4. What was made possible by the “Towards a New Common Chapter” project was the provision of 

a space where critical and at times difficult conversations could take place over the value and 

potential roles of cross-border cooperation. Crucially, those conversations were themselves cross-

border in nature, bringing together community groups from both jurisdictions on the island of 

Ireland and, later, groups from Great Britain. These cross-border spaces for community dialogue are 

not always available, particularly where the focus is on cross-border cooperation itself and those 

taking part in the conversation represent smaller or grass-roots community organisations. 

4. Main conclusions and recommendations 

4.1. This project has revealed a sense amongst the participating groups of the lack of an appropriate 

platform (or platforms) for dialogue to take place between smaller or grass-roots community 

organisations in particular from across these islands. Whereas governments and devolved 

administrations may come together in structures such as the British-Irish Council, and larger 

institutions and organisations from across these islands may also exchange views and at times 

cooperate in line with their specific interests, the sentiment coming through in this project is that 

there is an absence of a sustained channel for grass-roots community organisations from across 

these islands to enter into dialogues that are cross-border and cross-sectoral. The result is a lack of 

knowledge of communities from other jurisdictions within these islands and the wider contexts they 

operate in, their hopes and the challenges they face, and which may in fact be ones that are shared 

across these islands. In turn, this lack of knowledge leads to missed opportunities to cooperate for 

mutual benefit. 

Recommendation: Consideration should be given to providing the means to expand the reach of 

the New Common Charter for Cooperation Within and Between these Islands in order to test the 

degree of wider support for its objectives among community organisations across these islands. 

Recommendation: A mechanism for dialogue and cooperation between grass-roots organisations 

across these islands should be developed, mirroring and perhaps interacting with the British-Irish 

Council. 

4.2. The discussions that took place as part of the “Towards a New Common Chapter” project also 

noted a desire for grass-roots community organisations to participate more directly in the design of 

policies and strategies with a cross-border or cross-jurisdictional dimension (or which should have 

such a dimension) undertaken by local, regional and central governments, and by other public 

bodies relevant to community organisations. The view was that policy-makers from local, regional 

and central governments may come together on a cross-border basis to develop strategies and 

policies, and may even consult with their respective communities, there are not always 

opportunities offered for communities to come together on a cross-border basis to engage in 

discussion. However, there was also recognition that grass-roots community organisations may not 

have the necessary capacity or skills to engage with policy-makers in relation to cross-border issues. 



11 
 

Recommendation: An assessment should be undertaken of the current levels and means of local, 

regional and central governments’ engagement with community organisations in the development 

of policies and strategies with a cross-border or cross-jurisdictional dimension. 

Recommendation: A capacity-building programme should be put in place to provide community 

organisations with the necessary skills to engage productively with local, regional and central 

governments on cross-border or cross-jurisdictional issues. 

4.3. Prior to its final version, drafts of the New Common Charter for Cooperation Within and 

Between these Islands contained a section indicating the participating groups’ views on what cross-

border cooperation should not be about. Groups had stated that in order for cooperation within and 

between these islands to be successful, it should not: 

 Be the unique preserve of any one government, agency, group or community; 

 Be used for party-political purposes; 

 Involve policies or projects imposed on communities and that are irrelevant to them; 

 Operate on the basis of religious or cultural labelling, use assumptions about a community or 

group, or involve tokenism or quantitatively-driven targets; 

 Be short-term, short-sighted or unsustainable; 

 Be driven by the need to achieve large impacts in a way that privileges the involvement of 

larger institutions and organisations and dismisses the value of micro-community initiatives 

and their potential to contribute to significant positive change; 

 Be overly theoretical, complicated or dismissive of community-led approaches;  

 Be funding-led; and 

 Deny equality of opportunities to people with different religious belief, political opinion, of 

different racial groups, ages, marital status, sexual orientation, gender, with or without a 

disability, with dependants or without. 

These calls are in reality aimed at policy-makers and funders, but were ultimately not included in the 

final version of the New Common Charter, as the groups expressed the view that although they were 

of significant importance, they should be included in a separate document, such as guidance 

principles for policy-makers and funders in their engagement with community organisations. 

Recommendation: Policy-makers at local, regional and local government levels and funders 

involved in the development of policies, strategies or funding programmes with a cross-border or 

cross-jurisdictional dimension should undertake specific skills development to maximise their 

engagement with community organisations. 

4.4. Crucially, groups participating in the “Towards a New Common Chapter” project were clear on 

the lack of funding programmes supportive of cross-border or cross-jurisdictional cooperation 

between community organisations. It was generally recognised that the principle source of such 

cross-border cooperation initiatives was the European Union, with the Irish Government’s 

Reconciliation Fund, and the Joseph Rowntree Charitable Trust being some of the other notable 

funders. Without the necessary funding support, any desire among community organisations to 

maintain and strengthen relations within and between these islands will remain generally unfulfilled, 

with the resulting consequences of growing divisions and misunderstandings. 
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Recommendation: A review of current funding sources for cross-border and cross-jurisdictional 

initiatives should be undertaken to properly understand the level of support offered outside EU 

programmes. 

Recommendation: All administrations and funding bodies across these islands should ensure they 

provide adequate support to cross-border and cross-jurisdictional initiatives led by community 

organisations. 

 


