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Catherine McWilliams

A 6ft wood and Paper Mache sculpture,
Catherine McWilliams’ prizewinning exhibit at
Royal Ulster Academy 2020 is ‘Goddess
Danu’.

Photograph Dermott Dunbar

“Dana is the most important member of the
triple Morrigan. I see her connected to Gaia,
the mother of earth”. McWilliams says.
From her early preoccupation with 1986/87
‘Celtic Goddess with Cave Hill’ l (mixed media)
to the ‘Green Gaia Earth Mother’ of 2014/15
where the woman is part of the landscape ,
comes ‘Gaia Burning’ of 2019, black antlered
branches stretching from a fiery canvas.
‘Gaia Burning’ was her response to the raging
fires in the Amazon in 2019.
“And so when I started to make the standing
figure. I came off the canvas completely”,
Catherine McWilliams says of her prizewinning
sculpture, in which the woman is part of the
tree.
‘Goddess Dana’ represents an Irish Earth
Mother, leader of the Tuatha de Danaan, with
strong echoes of a many armed Hindu river
deity; it is the painter’s first sculpture since the
start of her career. It has been suggested to
McWilliams that she casts it in bronze.
I would hope that she would.
www.catherinemcwilliams.com
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A number of recent developments have threatened
the stability and future of the Good Friday
Settlement. The British Government’s delivery of a
hard Brexit has undermined one of the important but
unstated underpinnings of the Good Friday
Agreement – joint membership of the European
Union and the single economic market. The focus of
the European Commission and Council on ‘no hard
border in Ireland’ and a highly legalistic approach to
the Northern Ireland Protocol negotiated at the last
minute without understanding the practical
implications has raised communal tensions here in
the North. The continuing rivalry between the DUP
and Sinn Fein over the Protocol and legislation on
the Irish language has led to continuing strains and
breakdowns within the Executive. All of this has led
to serious disputes and tensions within the DUP and
the wider unionist community.
The focus of this issue is on how these problems
might be resolved or at least better managed. An
analysis of the repeated history of breakdowns and
suspensions of the institutions agreed in 1998 has
highlighted the continuing need for intervention by
the two governments and for changes in the details
of the 1998 Agreement. The analysis by the UCL
Constitution Unit, prepared by a balanced team of
legal and political experts, has highlighted the
dangers of embarking on an ‘in/out’ referendum on
unification without clarity or agreement on what
form unification might take.
The suggested remedies for these problems involve
arrangements both for internal power-sharing and
for longer term constitutional issues: first some
amendments to the Assembly rules to diminish the
powers currently enjoyed by the DUP and Sinn Fein
as representatives of the more extreme and
contradictory versions of unionism and nationalism
and to give greater influence to ‘others’ with a less
confrontational approach; secondly some better
ways of preparing for any eventual unification
referendums both in the North and in the Republic
given the obvious need for changes in the Irish
Constitution. None of these issues are easily
resolved. But there is clearly a need for more serious
and detailed discussion on them all.
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New faces, same challenges?
Jamie Pow
Jamie Pow is a lecturer in the Politics Department at Queen’s University

In May 2016 Arlene Foster was riding high. Not
only had she become the first woman to lead a
unionist party in Northern Ireland the previous
December, but under her leadership the DUP saw
38 MLAs elected to Stormont – the highest number
of seats held by any party in the post-1998 period.
that we can appreciate just how different things are,
five years on.
While her role in the RHI crisis weakened
Foster’s leadership, it was the DUP’s corporate
(mis)handling of Brexit that inflicted the most
fundamental damage on the party. Having
enthusiastically championed Brexit and singularly
failed to use its influence at Westminster to help
secure a different kind of outcome, the DUP cannot
distance itself from the deal it now characterises as
a threat to Northern Ireland’s place in the United
Kingdom. It paid a price in the 2019 general
election, creating a strong case for a change of
leadership at some point ahead of the next Assembly
election – at least on paper.
In practice, a change of leadership only makes
much sense if it is part of a broader strategy. Edwin
Poots initially hinted that he might have one. His
decision to separate the role of party leader from
that of First Minister could have served a strategic
purpose, allowing the former to be unencumbered
by the day-to-day responsibilities of the latter,
instead dedicating more time and energy on broader
issues, including the promotion of Northern
Ireland’s place in the Union. However, that logic
evaporated when Edwin Poots confirmed that he
would be remaining in the Executive as Agriculture
Minister.
For his party, the tipping point arrived within a
matter of weeks. Facing a crucial test over the

Image: Detail from the cover of Sam McBride’s book Burned and
The inside story of the ‘Cash for Ash’ scandal and Northern Ireland’s
secretive new élite.

A few weeks after the election, Foster delivered the
annual Harri Holkeri Lecture at Queen’s University
Belfast, named after the late Finnish Prime Minister
in recognition of his contribution to the peace
process. Reflecting on Northern Ireland’s political
progress since she first entered politics, she turned
to the words of CS Lewis: “Isn’t it funny how day
by day nothing changes, but when you look back
everything is different?”
Given the tumultuous events that formed the
subsequent backdrop of Arlene Foster’s tenure, from
Brexit to the Renewable Heat Incentive (RHI)
debacle, we didn’t have to wait very long to grasp
their impact on Northern Ireland’s political
landscape. But it seems it’s only with her departure
2
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goal of “sandpapering” the Protocol, as the Prime
nomination of First Minister during a seven-day
Minister put it, appears much more attainable than
window, Mr Poots failed: first, to properly consult
scrapping it.
his colleagues, and then to extract
If the DUP overreaches and does bring
concessions from the UK government.
‘Isn’t it funny
about an early Assembly election, few
Instead, he pressed ahead with
how day by day
would expect it to be in a position to
nominating Paul Givan four days ahead
nothing
nominate a First Minister. Based on
of the deadline and essentially accepted
recent polling, Sinn Féin is comfortably
the UK government’s plan to introduce
changes, but
placed to take the role for the first time.
Irish language legislation – as part of a
when you look
Despite the equal powers of the positions
broader cultural package already agreed
back everything
of First and Deputy First Minister, such a
under New Decade, New Approach – if the
is different’.
development would represent a symbolic
Assembly didn’t do so by the end of
CS Lewis
defeat in the eyes of many unionists. It
September.
could also trigger a political crisis if the
Mr Poot’s successor, Sir Jeffrey
DUP refuses to nominate a deputy First
Donaldson, has a somewhat clearer plan.
Minister – that is, if it remains the largest unionist
He calculates that it is necessary to threaten to walk
party.
away from the Executive and Assembly unless the
In such a scenario, the DUP would be expecting
UK government makes significant concessions over
the UK government to this time be more willing –
the Northern Ireland Protocol. He further calculates
and able – to compromise in its favour. Even if this
that in the event that adequate concessions are not
were the case, however, the future of devolved
granted, a snap election is preferable – particularly
government, together with any changes to its very
as it may help to knock Doug Beattie off course in
basis, would still depend on the support of Sinn
his early efforts to grow and modernise the Ulster
Féin – assuming that it is returned as the largest
Unionist Party.
party. In short, the future of Northern Ireland’s
At the heart of the DUP’s problems is the fact
devolved institutions simply cannot be taken for
that the political issue it cares most about is one over
granted.
which it has very little control. The Protocol has
Repeated threats to the very existence of
taken centre-stage in Northern Irish politics, but it
Stormont not only undermine political stability in
is an issue that is ultimately a matter for the UK
Northern Ireland, but they also run contrary to
government and the European Union. Therefore, it
unionism’s fundamental interests. The most recent
makes sense for the DUP to use any available
Life and Times Survey (from 2020) shows slim (and
opportunity to put pressure on the UK government
highly asymmetric) support for direct rule (15%).
to bend in its direction – opportunities that don’t
On the other hand, a decisive majority (68%)
come about very often, now that its confidence and
believe that the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement
supply agreement with the Conservative Party is but
remains the best basis for governing Northern
a distant memory.
Ireland, either as it is or with some changes, while
Still, threatening to collapse the institutions over
76% say they value to some degree Northern
the Protocol carries significant risks for the DUP.
Ireland having devolved powers within the United
To put it bluntly, it is difficult to see how the UK
Kingdom.
government can meet the DUP’s core demand. Like
Despite how much has changed in Northern
his predecessor, Donaldson calls for the Protocol to
Irish politics in recent years, all roads still lead back
be abandoned altogether. But beyond Lord Frost’s
to Stormont. Making power-sharing work on a
assertions that the Protocol is unsustainable in its
sustainable and effective basis remains the core
current form, the UK government does not appear
challenge for unionists, nationalists, and others
to be pursuing any viable alternative – and the EU
g
alike.
certainly isn’t. If politics is the art of the possible, a
3
FORTNIGHT

@ 50

f

50

ortnight

@

Protecting the Good Friday
Agreement by changes in the rules
agreed in 1998
Tom Hadden
Anyone thinking about the threat posed to the
Good Friday Agreement by recent stand-offs in
Cornwall and Belfast should cast their minds
back to the succession of earlier stand-offs
since it was initiated.

They might then ask what lessons can be learned from its start-stop-start
pattern over the years. One lesson might be that the institutions that were set
up are inherently unstable. Another might be that maintaining them requires
constant joint action by the two governments and others to revise the rules for
their operation to avoid lengthy breakdowns.
To begin with it took the best part of two decades to reach the settlement
during which both the British and Irish Government, with support from
America and money from Europe, to persuade the paramilitaries and the parties
in Northern Ireland to cease fighting and accept the complex set of institutions
that had been designed by the SDLP and others for them.
The essential elements were highly structured power-sharing to elect the First
and Deputy First Ministers by a cross-communal vote and to select ten
departmental ministers, using the d’Hondt mechanism; cross-border
North/South institutions and an East/West dimension; free choice of British
or Irish citizenship for all in the North and or a possible Bill of Rights.

A Time-line of Repeated
Breakdown
1998: Agreement reached
after years of negotiation,
pressure from the two
governments and active US
support; confirmed by joint
referendums in NI (71%) and
the Republic (94%) but
strongly opposed by Paisley’s
DUP

1999–2002: initial powersharing Executive led by the
UUP and SDLP with three
departments each and two
each for the DUP and Sinn Fein

It did not take long for the system to collapse over a refusal of the Ulster
Unionist Party to continue power-sharing with Sinn Fein while the IRA
continued to refuse to decommission weapons. After several short suspensions
the Executive and other shared institutions were formally put into cold storage
and direct rule from Westminster restored for almost five years.

2002–2007: suspension of
the Executive and other
institutions in a dispute over
continuing paramilitary activity
by the IRA.

The Executive and other bodies were eventually restored in 2007 following the
St Andrew’s Agreement of December 2006, driven through by the two
governments by threatening to impose stronger joint authority as ‘Plan B’. This
changed the rules for the appointment of the First and Deputy First Ministers
to permit the DUP and Sinn Fein, now the largest unionist and nationalist
parties, to nominate their own leaders without the need for an Assembly vote.
It also introduced new rules for ‘petitions of concern’ allowing 30 MLAs to

2006: the St Andrew’s
Agreement revised the rules for
electing the First and Deputy
First Ministers to allow the DUP
and Sinn Fein to appoint their
own leaders without a vote;
petition of concern by 30
MLAs enabled to block
legislation and policies; policing
and justice to be agreed by
2008
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block legislation or policies, a procedure that made it easy for the DUP and
others to resist changes in the law on abortion and same sex marriage.
This new Agreement paved the way for the restoration of the Executive and
the North/South institutions. The appointment of Ian Paisley and Martin
McGuinness as First and Deputy First Ministers, popularly known as the
‘chuckle brothers’, proved remarkably successful and paved the way for several
years of stable power-sharing.

2007: Executive restored with
Ian Paisley (later Peter
Robinson) and ex-IRA Martin
McGuinness as First and
Deputy First Ministers.

The St Andrews Agreement prepared the way for the devolution of policing
and justice which involved further changes in the rules for the appointment of
the Justice Minister by a cross-communal vote in the Assembly. This was
achieved by the election of the cross-communal Alliance Party leader to the
position.

2010: Agreement on the
devolution of Policing and
Justice with Justice Minster
elected by a cross-communal
vote; Alliance leader elected

The resignation of Martin McGuinness in January 2017 over allegations that
the DUP had colluded in the abuse of funds for a ‘renewable heat incentive’
led to another suspension of the institutions and a snap election. The illness
and death of Martin McGuinness resulted in a more demanding Sinn Fein
leadership and a new stand-off over the failure of the DUP to agree to an Irish
Language Act as had been promised at St Andrews.

2017–2020: renewed
collapse and suspension of the
Executive and other bodies

In 2020 The British and Irish Governments eventually produced a new set of
proposals in the New Decade, New Approach document on the basis of which
the DUP and Sinn Fein were persuaded to resume power-sharing. This
included proposals for further minor amendments of the time-scales for
Executive formation

2020: restoration of the
Executive and other bodies

2021:
The latest well-publicised stand-off has resulted from anger within the wider
unionist community over the Northern Ireland Protocol and the resulting trade
border between Britain and Northern Ireland. The immediate cause has been
an initially successful coup within the DUP by Edwin Poots against Arlene
Foster over her failure to prevent or overturn the Protocol. He won a DUP
Party election by just two votes over Jeffrey Donaldson. The current rules for
the appointment of the First Minister then allowed him to nominate his
younger colleagues Paul Givan as First Minister. Sinn Fein reacted by
demanding a promise to enact the promised Irish Language Act in return for
not collapsing the Executive by refusing to nominate a Deputy. Edwin Poots
agreed to the compromise brokered by Brandon Lewis, the Tory Northern
Ireland Secretary, that the UK Government would itself enact the Language
Act at Westminster. Now Poots’ opponents in the DUP have forced his
resignation for agreeing to this and Jeffrey
Donaldson is expected to resign his Westminster
seat and take over as First Minister.

late April: Poots signs letter
asking for support for a coup
14 May: Poots wins a tiny
majority of DUP MLAs and
MPs
16 June: Brandon Lewis
persuades Poots to accept a
possible Irish Language Act
17 June: Poots nominates
Paul Givan as First Minister
17 June: Poots resigns as
DUP leader

Edwin Poots
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Alternatively the two governments could
negotiate an amendment to the British-Irish
Agreement, the most legally binding document, to
allow more time for the Irish Government, which
as the UCL Report makes clear will also need to
hold its own referendum to alter the Constitution,
to prepare its own proposals. Even if Sinn Fein
becomes the largest party in the Republic its
coalition partners could insist on that. Joint
referendums were an essential requirement of the
1998 Agreement.
A less direct mechanism would be to alter the
party denomination rules in the St Andrews
Agreement to reflect the views and voting rights of
‘others’ in the Assembly given the evidence of the
growing strength of the non-aligned community in
the North. That could help more generally to
downgrade the confrontation between the DUP
and Sinn Fein over who can win enough seats in the
next election – whether it happens next year or
sooner - to nominate the First Minister. It might
also help to encourage more widely shared
programmes for government
If the objectives of the Good Friday settlement
are to avoid the risk of communal conflict and to
maintain peace and stability in the North any of
these alternatives could help to deliver them. g

Cartoon by Martyn Turner

This latest episode is not in itself of lasting
significance. But it has again highlighted the
instability of the current power-sharing
arrangements and the constant need for external
intervention to sustain them. The conclusion might
be that protecting and maintaining the Good Friday
settlement is not a matter of applying the precise
terms of the Good Friday Agreement as originally
negotiated but a willingness to intervene to change
them in response to current circumstances.
A good start would be to consider possible ways
to ensure that voters know what they are voting for
rather than an initial binary referendum before any
future structures have been clarified. This is the
advice from the UCL Report summarised in this
Issue. But there are obvious difficulties. The current
stance of Sinn Fein, and probably also the Irish
Government, the European Union and the Biden
Administration, is that the 1998 wording is
sancrosanct. If any of these wish to follow the UCL
advice they would need to set in motion a serious
and detailed review of the options in advance of any
vote. Parties and people in Northern Ireland who
agree could indicate in their policies or in opinion
polls that they share this view. And the British
Government could rely on that to delay a decision
to call a formal vote.
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A referendum on Irish unity –
a future possibility that needs
to be reckoned with
Alan Renwick and Alan Whysall
Dr Alan Renwick is Chair of the Working Group on Unification Referendums on the Island of Ireland,
and Deputy Director of the Constitution Unit at University College London.
Alan Whysall is an Honorary Senior Research Associate at the Constitution Unit. He was previously a
senior civil servant in the Northern Ireland Office, where he worked for many years on the Northern
Ireland peace process, including the negotiations for the 1998 Agreement.

Under the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement of 1998, a
referendum on Northern Ireland’s constitutional status
is legally required if it appears likely that a majority
would vote for a united Ireland. That condition is not met
today, but it might be met at some point in the future.
Indeed, some of the evidence suggests a trend towards
greater support for unification in recent years – and the
ructions around Brexit create considerable uncertainty.

Given that a referendum on this issue might in
future be required, we have to understand what
would be involved. What would the process look
like? How long would it take? Would there be a
parallel vote in the South as well? What kind of plan
would be put to voters? What issues would it need
to cover? How would that plan be worked out?
Could a revised Union also be proposed? Whether
you want a referendum or not – or you don’t have a
view on that yet – understanding the answers to
these questions matters.
But such answers have not yet been provided.
The 1998 Agreement sets out certain key
parameters that need to be understood. But on
many issues – including all those just listed – it is
silent. There has been no detailed study aiming to
fill the gap.

That is why, with ten other academics from
universities in London, Belfast, Dublin, and the
United States, we formed the Working Group on
Unification Referendums on the Island of Ireland.
The group has no collective view on whether there
should be a referendum on the constitutional
question or what the outcome should be if one is
ever held. Rather, we have examined how such
referendums would best be designed and
conducted. In our Final Report, published in May,
we set out the options and assess them against a
range of criteria.
That was the limited scope of the project. We
have not looked at wider political options for
Northern Ireland. Moving to Irish unity would
necessarily raise multiple serious questions, about
the process and the unified state that might emerge.
7
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These referendums would have to offer voters a
binary choice: the Agreement says the people of
Northern Ireland would choose ‘whether they prefer
to continue to support the Union with Great Britain
or a sovereign united Ireland’. And it is inescapably
the meaning of the Agreement that the threshold in
the referendums north and south would be 50% +
The parameters laid down by the 1998
1 – a simple majority. If that threshold were met,
Agreement
both north and south, unification would have to go
ahead.
We take as our starting point the basic framework
We know that some very thoughtful people are
laid out by the 1998 Agreement, key
uncomfortable with these provisions and
elements of which were translated into
UK domestic law by the Northern The Secretary of advocate an alternative approach – either
a ‘preferendum’ with multiple options, or
Ireland Act 1998. We assume that any
State has
some kind of super-majority threshold.
referendum on the constitutional
discretionary
But such approaches are not allowed for
question would be conducted within that
powers to call a
in the Agreement.
framework. Of course, the Agreement is
vote
at
any
These features of the existing
a living document and has been
time.
He
or
she
framework
must be reckoned with. A
supplemented several times since it came
referendum
on
this issue might happen –
must do so if it
into being. But it was agreed by broad
might
have
to
happen.
If it did, it would
consensus, and the subsequent
appears likely
have
to
follow
these
prescriptions.
developments have emerged from
Remaining in the Union does not raise questions in
this way: the supporters of that outcome need
propose nothing beyond the status quo. Politically,
they might feel they did need to make proposals,
but identifying options for those is an exercise of a
different nature.

that a majority

negotiation on the same basis. It seems to
would vote for
Unavoidable complexities
us at present highly unlikely that any
unification.
Our analysis also reveals a second crucial
cross-community consensus would
There is no
point: referendums on this issue would be
emerge to change its basic provisions on
guidance as to
complicated and, indeed, fraught with
unification.
political dangers.
The Agreement stipulates that it is for
how this
Of course, not holding a referendum if
the UK government – and specifically the
judgement is to
the circumstances requiring one arose
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland –
be made.
would also be extremely dangerous – so in
to decide whether a referendum in
saying this we are passing no judgement
Northern Ireland will take place. The
on the desirability of holding a vote. But the
Secretary of State has a discretionary power to call a
complexities and dangers need to be understood.
vote at any time. He or she must do so if it appears
One factor here is that many issues would need
likely that a majority would vote for unification.
to be resolved. If unification were to take place,
There is no guidance in the Agreement as to how
then, at some point in the process, decisions would
this judgement is to be made – a crucial gap that we
have to be made on the constitutional form of a
will return to. But the Secretary of State must under
united Ireland, on arrangements for public services
the Agreement and UK law exercise this
such as healthcare, education, and justice, and on
responsibility with ‘rigorous impartiality’.
transition issues such as the transfer of assets and
The Agreement is explicit that unification
liabilities. None of these would be straightforward;
cannot happen without a referendum in Northern
some could spark political controversies of great
Ireland, but it is less clear on processes in the
magnitude. On constitutional arrangements, for
Republic. Our assessment is that a referendum
example, there are three main options (with many
would be needed there too.
8
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variations). Northern Ireland could continue much
donations to those organisations, whereas Irelands
as now, as a devolved entity within an otherwise
rules do the reverse. It is not difficult to see that
unitary state. Or devolved government could be
there may be scope for abuse here without some
abandoned in favour of a pure unitary model. Or
harmonisation.
the whole of Ireland could move to a federal system.
Seeking the best option
Each of these would pose significant challenges. Yet
we have found almost no detailed work in recent
How, then, can the various complexities and
decades examining these options.
unanswered questions be addressed? On some
A further reason for saying that referendums on
matters, that is fairly straightforward. On the
this question would be complex and difficult is that
franchise, for example, or the wording of the
no perfect referendum process is possible.
question on the ballot papers, existing
We evaluated options against a range of
practices in the UK and Ireland could and
… referendums
criteria. One of these is that people should
should be followed.
be able to make an informed choice. But
should not be
A harder question concerns how the
it is also highly desirable, arguably
called without a Secretary of State should judge whether a
practically essential, that, if a united
majority of voters would likely back
clear plan for
Ireland comes about, it should be
unification. This is one of the points that
those
designed through a process that is as
we are asked about most. We identified
referendums
inclusive as possible of different
six possible forms of evidence that might
themselves and
viewpoints on the island of Ireland.
be taken into account: votes cast in
Seamus Mallon pointed up the contrast
the processes
elections; seats won in elections; results
between the simple majority threshold for
from opinion polls and surveys; votes on
surrounding
unification,
and
the
numerous
the issue in the Northern Ireland
them.
requirements for consensus the
Assembly; demographic data; and
Agreement prescribed in the government
qualitative sources such as focus groups
of Northern Ireland.
and discussions with community representatives.
But these two criteria – informed choice and
We concluded that demographic data have only
inclusivity – cannot both be fully realised at once.
limited value – religious affiliations no longer
Enabling a fully informed choice would mean
predict constitutional views with great accuracy. We
working out all the detail before the referendums
also caution against using qualitative sources to
took place. But at that stage unionists would,
trump clear quantitative evidence. Otherwise, we
entirely legitimately, be working out how to
do not think it possible to assign precise weights to
persuade a majority to vote for maintaining the
the different forms of evidence: much depends on
Union – they would be highly unlikely to engage
the detail and the context. The polling evidence gets
with designing a united Ireland. Conversely, if
most attention, but different sorts of polling
design work were delayed till after referendums and
currently show markedly different degrees of
votes in favour of unification, greater inclusion
support for unification – a discrepancy that must
might be possible, but a fully informed choice
limit confidence in the results. What is crucial is
would not. There is no perfect resolution to this
that the Secretary of State be impartial – and visibly
conundrum. Trade-offs would be inevitable.
so. We suggest that an advisory panel might be
Finally, holding parallel referendums in two
desirable should things start to look close – but only
jurisdictions, with different rules and conventions,
if it is genuinely independent. The joint
introduces extra complexities. That is particularly
establishment of such a panel by the two
true in relation to campaign finance. The UK’s rules
governments could help.
cap spending by campaign organisations, but not
9
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Figure from the Final Report of the Working Group on Unification Referendums
on the Island of Ireland

Finally, there is the core challenge of addressing
the trade-off between informed choice and inclusive
design. There are three basic approaches to running
referendums on this issue. At one end of the
spectrum, you can hold the vote with no plan as to
what would happen if voters opted for unification.
At the other end, you can hold the vote with what
we call a ‘maximum plan’ – with as much as possible
about the arrangements in a united Ireland already
worked out. Or you can take an intermediate
approach, with what we call a ‘process plan’ – a plan
for how the arrangements for a united Ireland will
be worked out if that was what voters chose.
As the figure above shows, the first approach
should not be countenanced – though it could
come about by default if the key actors are not
careful. The second approach does deserve further
attention (though a variant that we explored with a
preliminary, authorising referendum does not). The
third, intermediate approach, meanwhile, has two
plausible variants: referendum votes in favour of
unification could be followed by a rapid transfer of
sovereignty in Northern Ireland on interim terms,
with a commitment to an inclusive process of
negotiation to establish permanent arrangements
shortly after; or the transfer of sovereignty could be
delayed until detailed plans had been developed. In
the second case, a key proviso would have to be that
unification would go ahead even if such plans could
not be agreed, using default arrangements if

necessary – otherwise, the principle in the
Agreement that a simple majority in one
referendum (north and south) is decisive would be
violated.
All of that means that there are three specific
referendum configurations that deserve further
attention: one with a maximum plan; and two with
alternative process plans. Each has both advantages
and disadvantages. We do not advocate any one over
the others. Ongoing public discussion will be
needed to tease out the arguments further. It should
not be pretended that an easy option is available.

The need to prepare
All of these complexities, combined with the great
sensitivity of the issue, lead to our central
conclusion: referendums should not be called
without a clear plan for those referendums
themselves and the processes surrounding them.
That is not a recommendation that detailed
planning by the governments should begin now. It
is clear that referendums on this issue are not
imminent, and it is quite understandable that the
governments would rather not enter this terrain for
now. But we do think that awareness, discussion,
and in some cases heavyweight analysis of the issues
that we set out in our report is needed. Otherwise,
we may all at some future point find ourselves in a
volatile situation for which we are unprepared. g
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Who speaks for Scotland?
Peter Geoghegan
Peter Geoghegan is an Irish writer and journalist based in Glasgow. His books include
the People’s Referendum: Why Scotland Will Never Be the Same Again and Democracy for
Sale: Dark Money and Dirty Politics.

One of the few headline-grabbing moments in May’s
otherwise largely predictable Scottish election came
when Emma Harper, a Scottish National Party
member of the Holyrood assembly, was asked by a TV
journalist if there would be checks along the border
between England and Scotland after independence.
The south Scotland MSP repeated the nationalist line
that she wanted ‘the softest of borders’ but added the
kicker that a border could ‘create jobs’.

Harper’s remarks were pounced upon by unionists.
She had after all admitted what many in the SNP
have long privately conceded: if Scotland is to leave
the United Kingdom then there will have to be
some form of border on the 108-mile-long
boundary separating Scotland and England. SNP
leader Nicola Sturgeon was forced to concede that
there would likely be a trade barrier after
independence.
The prospect of a border – a ‘hard border’ by the
terms of the debate in Ireland – between Scotland
and England did little to dent the SNP’s electoral
appeal. Sturgeon was returned as first minister with
an impressive 64 of 129 seats. Unionists were quick
to point to the SNP’s failure to win an overall
majority, but Holyrood’s proportional system is
weighed against single-party rule. Far more
significant is that the SNP is now starting a fourth
consecutive term in office with no realistic prospect
of being ousted from power anytime soon.
May’s results have also strengthened Sturgeon’s
more gradualist approach to a second referendum

on Scottish independence. The 2016 Brexit vote
reanimated calls for another vote on leaving the UK.
Indeed, the day after the EU referendum Sturgeon
declared that a second referendum was “highly
likely”.
But in the five years since, Sturgeon has been
wary of pushing too hard for another vote. It was
widely predicted that some SNP voters, itching for
a referendum, would switch to Alex Salmond’s new
Alba party, which promised to start independence
negotiations directly after the Holyrood vote. In the
end, the former first minister – whose unpopularity
in Scotland is rivalled only by Boris Johnson –
finished with no seats. With the support of the
11
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predecessor Theresa May called ‘the precious union’
Scottish Greens, Sturgeon now commands a
then it can be soothed with a few symbolic gestures.
significant pro-independence majority in her
His culture secretary Oliver Dowden has
parliament without the headache of fissiparious
announced that all government buildings would be
nationalists on the opposition benches.
required to fly the Union flag every day as a “proud
The question, then, is where does this leave the
reminder of our history and the ties that bind us.”
prospect of a second Scottish independence
(Somewhat tellingly the mandate does not cover
referendum? Here there are two questions, one legal,
Northern Ireland.)
the other political. (Although, as ever in such
Even Covid had had the flag treatment. In
matters, the two are intertwined.)
November, it was reported that a newly-formed
Sturgeon has long been mindful of the need to
“Union Unit” in Downing Street had asked to get
keep both restive independence supporters onside
vials of the Oxford AstraZeneca Covid vaccine
and the need to win over new voters to her cause.
labelled with the union flag. The idea apparently
The ten-point defeat for the nationalists in the 2014
had “strong backing” from health secretary Matt
independence referendum feels like a long time ago,
Hancock.
but SNP strategists realise that many Scots remain
Since becoming prime minister less than two
unconvinced. Post-Brexit polls suggest increased
years ago, Johnson has launched four
support for independence: where once
separate initiatives aimed at staving off the
unionists enjoyed steady and enduring poll
To stay or to
threat of Scottish nationalism. The Cabinet
leads, most surveys of Scottish opinion
go? The
Office has promised to open a “second
today suggest a pro-independence majority.
nation is split
flagship HQ” in Glasgow.
But the margins are incredibly tight, and
almost
If the union cannot be saved by
often within the margin for error.
equally down kindness, Johnson seems to believe that it
Sturgeon has previously said that she
the middle.
can be kept in place by legal force. The
wanted to see independence consistently
prime minister has said it would be
polling at 60% before she would
“irresponsible and reckless” to hold another
countenance another referendum. That
independence vote anytime soon. So, what can
figure still feels a long way off. Brexit has changed
nationalists do?
the calculus for some Scots, particularly among the
In January, ahead of the Scottish elections, the
more prosperous middle-class who were wary of
SNP
unveiled a ‘roadmap to a referendum’ on
independence seven years ago. Then only a third in
Scottish
independence, setting out how they intend
Edinburgh supporting leaving the union. But two
to
take
forward their plans for a second vote.
years ago almost three-quarters voted to stay in the
Veteran
nationalist
Mike Russell, long one of the
European Union.
more
impressive
performers
in Holyrood, has been
There seems little doubt that nationalists have
charged
with
plotting
a
road
map to a “legal
gained support amongst the Central Belt’s more
referendum.”
cosmopolitan middle classes. But more than a third
Russell’s 11-point plan says any attempt by the
of 2014 ‘yes’ voters backed Brexit, and some of these
UK
Government to challenge the legality of the
voters seem to have gone off the SNP’s avowedly
referendum
in the courts will be ‘vigorously
pro-European independence pitch. Johnsonian
opposed’.
A
Section
30 order – part of the Scotland
visions of untrammelled sovereignty are not solely
Act
1998
which
allows
Holyrood to pass laws
the preserve of the English.
normally
reserved
to
Westminster
– was granted by
So far, the British prime minister has steadfastly
the
UK
Government
ahead
of the 2014
refused nationalist demands to hold a second
independence
referendum.
Russell
says the UK
independence referendum. Johnson seems to believe
Government
could
either
agree
that
Holyrood
that if there is any disharmony in what his
12
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The argument over a second referendum is likely
to end up in the Supreme Court but no learned
judgement is likely to settle the Scottish question.
To stay or to go? The nation is split almost equally
down the middle. Meanwhile, unionism often
appears rudderless and drifting, torn between the
increasingly Anglo-British nationalism of Boris
Johnson and an older, more consensual Scottish
iteration of unionism.
If, as looks likely, the independence question is
asked again it could yet be decided on the very
practical issues. What happens to the border with
England? What currency would an independent
Scotland use? How could it retain frictionless trade
with its largest market and nearest neighbour if it
joined the EU? Scottish nationalists often point to
Northern Ireland’s ‘special status’ post-Brexit as a
model that could be followed. But the travails of the
Protocol and the border question equally flag up the
very questions that nationalists are, understandably,
so wary of being drawn up.
g

already has the power to hold a second referendum
or agree to a Section 30 order – something he said
would put the question of legality ‘beyond any
doubt’. The SNP administration is likely to bring
forward a referendum bill within months rather
than years. If, as is very likely, this is challenged
before the courts, the question of the Scottish
Parliament’s competence to hold such a referendum
without Westminster’s consent may well be settled
within the next year.
Legal opinion is divided. Andrew Tickell, a law
lecturer at Glasgow Caledonian University, has
written that while many blithely declare that a
referendum without a Section 30 order would not
be legal: ‘the weight of eminent legal commentary
making clear that this isn’t necessarily so’. But
Tickell’s colleagues, Aileen McHarg and Chris
McCorkindale, contend that ‘there is no legal right
to insist upon Scotland’s independence or its
competence to hold a referendum’.
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as Cop26 approaches, the Northern Ireland
executive is shirking reponsibly

@

Marcus Leroux
Marcus Leroux is a London-based investigative journalist

When future historians delve into the expanse of time
dubbed the Poots Era, they are unlikely to stop to consider
the significance of a barely-noticed dander up Cuilcagh
Mountain. But they probably ought to.

Edwin Poots’s 21-day tenure as DUP leader was

Poots had already indicated that he would not
take up the First Minister post, preferring to remain
as agriculture and environment minister when he
took time out to launch a peatland strategy in
Fermanagh. The curious decision to pass on the
First Minister role naturally drew attention to what
attracted him to his existing job - and why the DUP

ended by his handling of the Irish language
question. His jaunt to the Fermanagh beauty spot
touched on another question left unresolved from
the New Decade New Approach pact that restored
devolution last year: namely tackling climate
change.
13
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prized the agriculture and environment post.
Cuilcagh offers some clues.
In November, the UK and Italy will in Glasgow
co-host the 26th United Nations Climate Change
Conference of the Parties (COP 26). The chief aim
is to agree “a step change in commitments to
emissions reduction”, following on from the Paris
agreement, which sought to limit global
temperature increases to 1.5 degrees above preindustrial levels. Even a global temperature rise of
1.5 degrees translates to more extreme weather,
reduced crop yields and rising sea levels – and a 1.5degree cap is looking increasingly optimistic.
The DUP and Sinn Fein agreed to introduce a
climate bill that would mandate Northern Ireland
to reduce its carbon emissions in line with the Paris
agreement. But the DUP are at loggerheads with
other parties over how to do it. Most parties,
including Sinn Fein, are backing a Green Party
private members’ bill that commits Northern
Ireland to reach net-zero carbon emissions by 2045,
bringing the country broadly into line with the rest
of the UK and potentially the Republic of Ireland,
which is also legislating. But the DUP introduced a
less ambitious rival bill that it said would protect
Northern Ireland’s food and agriculture sector.
Poots, who derided the Green Party’s proposal as
a “Disneyworld bill”, implied that he was happy to
let Northern Ireland’s biggest emitters of greenhouse
gases – food producers – take the lead: ‘In every
discussion I’ve had with the agrifood community
about the environment, it is clear how seriously they
take their vital role to protect the environment,
which of course they rely on more than most’, he
said after the private members’ bill passed its second
stage in May.
Poots last year asked the Climate Change
Committee, the UK’s independent climate adviser,
to indicate what Northern Ireland’s ‘fair’
contribution to the UK’s net zero target would be.
Lord Deben, the chairman, responded that ‘our
analysis suggests that Northern Ireland achieving
net zero greenhouse gas emissions is not necessary
for the UK to meet its climate targets’. Instead, the
Climate Change Committee suggested that a
reduction in greenhouse gas emissions of 82%

Distribution of peatland in Northern Ireland

would be consistent with the UK’s broader Paris
commitments.
Northern Ireland’s agrifood industry makes a
net-zero target particularly challenging, the CCC
said, because about 50 per cent of the food
produced here is consumed in the rest of the UK.
A net-zero Northern Ireland would require one of
two things: far greater use of carbon ‘sinks’ in
Northern Ireland to sponge up the agri-food
emissions or a drastic reduction in the number of
livestock.
The DUP says it is defending a strategically
important part of the Northern Ireland economy;
to its critics, it is attempting to lock-in
unsustainable practices and to shield Northern
Ireland from the hard choices that the rest of the
world will have to make in the next decade. ‘He has
waged a war against the climate bill’, says James Orr,
a director of Friends of the Earth. ‘It’s all down to
the incredible reach and power here of the agrifood
lobby.’
One source in the Department of Agriculture,
Environment and Rural Affairs described the
environment side of the department as playing
second fiddle to the agriculture side. Indeed, in the
formation of policy, the environment is often a
literal afterthought: ‘I don’t think the Department
is fully aware of the importance of Cop or even
aware that we should be taking action’, the insider
14
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said; ‘to be frank the Department has scant regard
that are widespread in other European countries but
for any environmental requirements.’ ‘Inside the
are rejected by farming groups here, though they
Department, the long-term sustainability strategy,
would make farmers more efficient. They won’t lose
Green Growth, is often confused with Going for
valuable nitrates to the atmosphere, but they will
Growth, an earlier plan to grow the intensive
also protect peat bogs and prevent the formation of
agriculture industry’, said the source. The
nitrous oxide, itself a greenhouse gas. All while
Department strenuously denies that it gives scant
improving air quality and protecting vulnerable
regard to environmental considerations. But there
habitats. Yet Northern Ireland, under the DUP’s
is mounting evidence that something is seriously
stewardship of Daera, has been a laggard in the UK,
amiss.
which is itself a laggard in Europe.
This is where Poots’ jaunt to the Cuilcagh comes
Then comes the more vexed question of allowing
in. He was there to launch a long-term strategy for
intensive agriculture close to protected bogland.
protecting Northern Ireland’s peatlands. Northern
When Poots launched the peatland strategy at
Ireland’s role in meeting any commitments that flow
Cuilcagh Mountain, he framed the threat to
from Cop26 will be dominated by two facts: We
peatlands as one of visitors clambering over the
have both a disproportionate reliance on
precious sphagnum moss for selfies,
agriculture and a disproportionate share of
rather than a problem caused by an
Put simply,
peat bogs. These are not comfortable
industry his Department deliberately
Northern
bedfellows.
champions.
Ireland is
Natural bogland is a sponge for carbon. farming its way
A more typical backdrop for Poots’
In these rare, waterlogged conditions plant
announcement would have been
to oblivion.
debris builds up more quickly than it can
Ballynahone bog near Maghera, where
decay, preventing carbon dioxide from being
the planning authorities allowed an
released into the atmosphere. About a quarter of
intensive chicken plant to be built next to the bog
Northern Ireland is covered in peat – twice the
– among the worst things you could site next to a
proportion in the rest of the UK. We have more
bog because of the plumes of ammonia that flow
lowland raised bog than England and Wales
from the sheds.
combined. Globally peatlands store twice as much
The approval was extraordinary enough – Ulster
carbon as forests. These bogs are our rainforests.
Wildlife, the bog’s owner, had in 2009 objected in
The problem is that peat bogs only lock in
the ‘strongest possible terms’, arguing that the
carbon in their natural state and an estimated 86%
development would threaten the bog’s ‘continued
of Northern Ireland’s bogland is in a degraded state.
existence’. Martin McGuinness, then Deputy First
If peatlands are damaged, the process goes into
Minister, intervened and the scheme got the goreverse. Our famous bogland is instead nudging us
ahead in 2013 with strict conditions which appear
closer to a world of uncontrollable global warming,
not to have been enforced. Experts say the condition
rising sea levels and outbursts of apocalyptic
of the bog has worsened.
weather.
The saga of Ballynahone bog shows that Cop26
Much of Ireland’s peat has been removed by turfis likely to put Northern Ireland at an
cutting, while agricultural emissions, like ammonia
environmental crossroads: either Stormont commits
from livestock farms, destroy the sphagnum moss
to targets that compel the country into a virtuous
that is crucial to peat accumulation. ‘The peat bog
circle of reduced agricultural emissions and bog
is the last remaining keystone natural champion in
restoration and carbon sequestration, or it shields
Ireland.’ says Mark Sutton, an expert on ammonia
vested interests and entrenches a vicious circle of
at the Centre for Ecology and Hydrology. ‘But it’s
rising emissions and bog degradation and carbon
clear that the deposition levels [from agricultural
emissions. Put simply, Northern Ireland is farming
emissions] are massively in excess of the sustainable
its way to oblivion. And the DUP appears to be
loads.’ He recommends relatively prosaic measures
g
determined to shepherd it on its way.
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Politics, Pragmatism or Perfidy
on Past Prosecutions
Louise Mallinder
Louise Mallinder is Professor of Law, School of Law, Queen’s University Belfast

Twenty-three years into our peace process, unresolved
conflict-related killings continue to cause tensions in
public debate and to affect, often negatively, the
legitimacy of our political and criminal justice institutions.

This has been particularly the case in recent months

investigating the killing of Mr McCann … dates
back to 1972. In large part that was because of the
agreement between the RUC and Army which
lasted until 1973 and which precluded the police
from questioning soldiers’. In condemning that
practice, and highlighting the shortcomings in how
the Historical Enquiries Team handled cases relating
to soldiers, together with the failure of the PSNI to
subsequently interview the defendants under
caution, the judge’s decision points to a
longstanding pattern of former soldiers being
effectively shielded from criminal liability.
Within days of this decision, the British
government signalled its intent to prevent any
further trials taking place. Just before the ‘Super
Thursday’ elections in Great Britain, an
unidentified Whitehall source leaked legacy
proposals to the right-leaning Times and Telegraph
newspapers. This ensured that on election day, the
English electorate awoke to front pages proclaiming
the government’s commitment to protecting
veterans, alongside images of British gunships being
sent to Jersey to ward off French fishers. Though the
government’s position was vague and the source
indicated that the proposals ‘had not yet been
signed off ’ the following elements were mentioned:
(a) a statute of limitations to cover all conflictrelated offences committed in Northern Ireland up
to the signing of the Belfast/Good Friday
Agreement 1998, except for war crimes, torture and
genocide – effectively an unconditional amnesty for

as legacy issues have dominated the headlines and
pessimism is deepening among victims and
bereaved families, human rights lawyers and civil
society activists. They are justifiably concerned that
the British government is moving to undermine the
rule of law and suppress efforts to investigate
conflict-related offences.
According to figures reported by The Times on
24 May, the PSNI’s Legacy Investigation Branch is
currently looking at 1,127 cases relating to 1,419
deaths. Of these, 585 deaths are attributed to
republican paramilitaries, 291 deaths to loyalist
paramilitaries, and 289 involve the military. In
addition, Northern Ireland’s Director of Public
Prosecutions has decided to prosecute former
soldiers in five cases, with a further three decisions
pending. The DPP has also initiated prosecutions
in eight cases involving republicans and four
involving loyalists. While for legal, political, and
moral reasons, it is important that all cases be
investigated irrespective of the affiliation of the
suspected perpetrators, I focus here on the armed
forces as pressure for and resistance to investigating
their actions is pivotal to recent legacy events.
The challenges of investigating and prosecuting
historical cases have long been recognised, and were
illustrated in the acquittals of soldiers A and C in
the Joe McCann case on 30 April. In reaching the
decision that key evidence was inadmissible, Mr
Justice O’Hara observed that ‘the problem with
16
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Troubles-related killings for both former
and political scrutiny from the Committee of
paramilitaries and army veterans; (b) a ‘MandelaMinisters. The Stormont House Agreement,
style’ truth and reconciliation process to which
adopted by the British and Irish governments and
former paramilitaries and soldiers would be
main Northern Irish political parties in 2014, was
‘encouraged to come forward to talk about historical
designed to meet these obligations by a Historical
events with no risk of prosecution’, though no
Investigations Unit to conduct criminal
details were offered on the powers and composition
investigations into conflict-related deaths. The UK
of this body; and (c)a truth museum in border areas
government’s unilateral shift away from that
and an oral history initiative ‘to hear voices that have
Agreement is unlikely to meet these standards. A
not previously be heard’.
law barring prosecutions of paramilitaries and
Some had expected greater clarity on these
military veterans would prevent investigations being
proposals in the Queen’s Speech the following week.
carried out according to normal criminal
But no further detail was forthcoming, other than
investigation methods and standards. The work of
in a section insensitively entitled ‘Strengthening the
the independent Police Ombudsman, public
Union’, a commitment to ‘introduce legislation to
inquiries, and coroners inquests, with powers to
address the legacy of the Troubles in
compel witnesses and disclosure of
Northern Ireland, ensuring that our the government documents demonstrate that carefullyproposals deliver better outcomes for
designed alternative investigation
could protect
victims, survivors and veterans, while ending soldiers ... while methods can be human right compliant.
the cycle of investigations’. This echoed also delivering Yet these institutions have faced
commitments made in the previous two
substantial resistance to the disclosure of
truth for
Queen’s Speeches, which remain unfulfilled.
information relating to wrongdoing by
victims [by]
Unlike almost all other legislative proposals
state officials. Without full police and
removing the
in the Speech, the proposal was not
disclosure powers, it is highly unlikely
possibility of
accompanied by a legislative timetable.
that any new institution would be able to
jail time for any
There was, however, a vague commitment to
yield much new information. The leaked
conflict-related
work with ‘all relevant stakeholders’
proposals refer only to a ‘talking process’
offences
including the political parties in Northern
in which individuals could contribute
Ireland and Westminster, the Irish
voluntarily without fear of prosecution,
government and civil society, including victims
with no clarity on what elements of its work would
groups. This will be challenging given that all of
be made public, or whether testimony provided
these stakeholders have roundly criticised the
voluntarily would be credibility tested. These
proposals, albeit with divergent views on any
ambiguities and the Government’s professed aim of
alternative. Though the Defence Secretary later said
‘ending the cycle of investigations’ do not suggest
legislation will be published ‘as soon as possible’, it
that its proposals will conform to the UK’s
is unclear how close the British government is to
obligations under domestic and international law.
publishing any viable legacy legislation. Any Bill
Any attempt to sidestep these legal obligations
reflecting the Super Thursday leaks is likely to face
will be seen as a further sign of the government’s
substantial legal, political, and practical difficulties.
disregard for the rule of law. That disregard has
The United Kingdom has obligations under the
already been manifest in its approach to the
European Convention on Human Rights, reflected
Northern Ireland Protocol, its efforts to prevent
in the Human Rights Act 1998. These require
British soldiers being held legally accountability for
independent, transparent, prompt, and effective
serious human rights violations committed overseas;
investigations into violations of the right to life.
and its attacks on judicial review as a fundamental
Failure to abide by these obligations exposes the
part of the checks and balances that underpin
British government to judicial scrutiny before
democracy. Within Northern Ireland, the attempt
national and the Strasbourg human rights courts,
to end investigations raises concerns that the UK
17
FORTNIGHT

@ 50

POLITICS

government may seek to close cases currently before
the criminal and coroners courts. Any such move
would undermine the devolved political structures
and criminal justice reforms flowing from the 1998
Agreement.
Such attacks on the legal framework of the peace
process would of course come with a political cost.
There has been no public or political appetite for
amnesty in Northern Ireland in the repeated rounds
of consultations and negotiations since the Eames
Bradley process in 2007. The leaked proposals speak
to the British government pursuing a unilateral
agenda, without doing the careful work of building
a constituency of support across Northern Ireland’s
deeply divided society. This carelessness is
symptomatic of a government that has consistently
been disinterested in Northern Ireland and willing
to prioritise appealing to the English electorate over
careful handling of issues that are politically
sensitive here such as Brexit and the border. Its
approach to legacy in Northern Ireland seems tied
to a notion of English nationalism that privileges
impunity for elderly British army veterans over
truth for victims who have endured decades of pain
and suffering. At a time, when Northern Ireland’s
place in the United Kingdom seems increasingly
precarious, these steps are unlikely to ‘Strengthen
the Union’.
Given the risks, why then is the British
government following this approach? In the Queen’s
Speech, its professed objectives are ‘to deliver better
outcomes for victims, survivors and veterans’.
However, their actions suggest otherwise. On the
same day of that the Queen addressed parliament,
the Ballymurphy Massacre Inquest found that in
1971, the 1st Battalion of the Parachute Regiment
had killed nine unarmed civilians, who had posed
them no threat (a further civilian was also killed but
due to the lack of investigation at the time, the
coroner had been unable to rule who had shot him).
The British government’s refusal to investigate and
acknowledge responsibility at the time meant that
the bereaved families had to fight for 50 years for
answers. The former Prime Minister Cameron’s
response to the Bloody Sunday Inquiry had created
an expectation that Johnson would swiftly apologise
from the floor of the Commons. But his belated

words were derisory. He only said ‘sorry’ to the
families ‘for how the investigations were handled
and for the pain they endured since their campaign
began’, but declined to explicitly refer to the killing
of unarmed civilians or name the regiment
responsible. This apology, which the families have
rejected, is further evidence of this government’s
insensitivity to victims’ needs.
Similarly, while the British government has
repeatedly invoked its intention to ‘protect veterans’,
charitable organisations working with former armed
forces personnel such as the Soldiers, Sailors,
Airmen and Families Association and the British
Legion raise awareness of the thousands of veterans
who are currently homeless, dependent on food
banks, or in need of physical and mental health
support. A government that valued veterans’
contributions would do more to help. If the
government was intent on protecting soldiers from
imprisonment while also delivering truth for
victims, as I have argued with colleagues from
Queen’s University Belfast and the CAJ, it could
implement the Stormont House Agreement as
envisaged, while removing the possibility of jail time
for any conflict-related offences. The government’s
preference for amnesty and only weak forms of
truth recovery suggests that their goal is rather to
prevent any information coming to light that would
tarnish their preferred narrative of state forces’ role
in the conflict as being upholders of the rule of law.
If this is their objective, it is unlikely to work.
Even if they are able to force through these
proposals in coming months, it would only ignite
further civil litigation and judicial reviews. If the
proposals stall, then legacy work will continue on
its current slow, grinding track with all the painful
delays for victims and destabilisation for society that
this will entail. The human rights compliant
approach envisaged in the Stormont House
Agreement continues to offer the best opportunity
to break this cycle and meaningfully deliver for
families.
g
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A Veterans’ Perspective
Danny Kinahan
Danny Kinahan is Northern Ireland Veterans Commissioner

‘The Troubles’ conflict of the past continues to be as
raw for many veterans today as when they served.
The lack of action over legacy issues has let down our
veterans and society as a whole. We must not pass on
the unresolved weight of the past to future
generations.

I was appointed as Northern Ireland’s first Veterans
Commissioner in September 2020 by the Northern
Ireland Secretary of State as one of the
commitments in the New Decade New Approach
Agreement. Since then I have travelled throughout
Northern Ireland listening to veterans and hearing
first hand what they experienced during military
service and how it prepared them for civilian life.
These discussions have confirmed that our
veterans have many skills to be utilised,
exploited and promoted. However, this is
hampered by the unresolved legacy of
the past that needs to be addressed and
underwritten.
In time I would hope my office is
primarily remembered for improving
the support for veterans and for
concentrating on improving their place in
society. The service of the Armed Forces has helped
millions throughout the world in many conflicts
and here it prevented civil war. However, legacy
cannot be avoided and must be given the highest
priority so that the issues of the past do not become
the legacy for future generations. To achieve this I
have called for everyone concerned to help find a
‘middle way’ and to consider moving away from
their ‘red lines’ in order to find an agreed way
forward.

When I meet with veterans most of them are
content with their lives and are extremely proud of
their service. However the most painful issue for
many, is the demonisation of all they did to protect
society. Death threats and intimidation are still rife
for some. This demonisation needs to cease, and
together we all need to ensure it stops. Finding a
way to conclude legacy issues is absolutely key to
allowing veterans to hold their heads high and
go about their daily lives.
Many families affected by the Troubles
want to know what happened to their
loved ones and why? A mechanism that
provides that information and truth could
hopefully bring closure, and may for some
allow reconciliation and peace of mind.
Ensuring this happens is as important for
victims and survivors, as it is for families of
veterans.
During the course of the Troubles some 3500
people lost their lives. Of that 52% were civilians,
32% service personnel (1100 deaths) and 16% were
terrorists/paramilitaries. It is well documented that
90% of these deaths were caused by the actions of
terrorists, with 60% caused by Republicans and
30% by Loyalists. Of these documented deaths 360
cases of veterans actions are currently being
19
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For veterans the lack of balance is further
amplified by the 365 royal pardons (source: Belfast
Telegraph, 2 May 2014) and over 300 letters of
comfort (source: PSNI LIB) given to known
terrorists and the hundreds of convicted terrorists
released under the Belfast Agreement. Veterans are
54 times more likely to face prosecution in
Northern Ireland than Republican terrorists,
(source: Matthew Jury (McCue & Partners LLP),
Newsletter, 5th May 2021); the feeling amongst
veterans is a distinct legal unfairness and bias.
There are many veterans who want justice for all
The NI Veterans Commissioner, Danny Kinahan joined Grant Weir in
Ballinamallard during the former UDR soldier’s fundraising marathon
the harm that has been done to them and their
walk in December. Grant, who sustained devastating injuries in a bomb
families. Many continue to bear the scars of service,
blast in Rosslea in 1979,
often carrying lifelong physical and psychological
investigated while we have little sight of any of the
health problems. None of those I have talked with
650 unresolved terrorist murders. There are strong
wish for amnesty for carrying out their uniformed
legal teams constantly chasing up cases against state
duty under the most stressful of circumstances. Nor
forces and yet we have no similar body
do they wish ever to be considered
doing the same for veterans. This sense of
equivalent to those who carried out acts of
imbalance and unfairness is rightly a Veterans are 54 premeditated murder and terror. I want to
times more
concern for our veterans.
see veterans treated with the respect they
likely to face
The NI legal system has historically
deserve as they stood against terrorism and
prosecution in all its horrors, and did so on behalf of all
been allowed to diverge from many of the
Northern
normal legal processes in the UK, and the
society in Northern Ireland.
Ireland than
system of dealing with legacy is failing
The emotive use of language, including
Republican
society as a whole. Many lawyers, like the
terms such as ‘drawing a line’, ‘moving on’
terrorists, the
present Lord Chief Justice, have indicated
and ‘finding a way to move forward’ may
feeling
that very few cases, possibly only 2% will
not sit well with some within our society.
amongst
reach prosecution. The PSNI have
As Veterans Commissioner, I am well
vererans is a
indicated that it will take 7 to 15 years to
aware that many who have lost family and
distinct legal
finish investigating the remaining 1100
friends feel duty bound to never stop in
cases that sit with the Legacy Investigation unfairness and their search for justice and will continually
bias.
Branch. The total cost of pursuing these
wrestle with the agony of knowing that we
cases is likely to be in excess of £1b; just
must find some form of resolution.
one high profile enquiry costs in excess of £250m.
The Stormont House Agreement of December
The decommissioning of terrorist weapons has
2014 sought to address the legacy of the Troubles
already excluded evidence gathering on those who
but does not command the support of all the
committed acts of terror. The 1992 IRA bombing
political parties or communities in Northern
of the forensic laboratories has created further
Ireland. One aspect was information retrieval. We
barriers to the effective investigation of those
know from the work Jon Boutcher and his team on
involved. This has added to the level of imbalance
the alleged activities of the person known as
over those who can be prosecuted and left veterans
Stakeknife, there is a greater focus on families of
as a soft target for prosecution while doing their
those affected, with an overriding priority to
duty under extremely difficult circumstances.
discover the circumstances of how and why people
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died. This type of process ensures families are kept
to the fore in any investigations. It should also be
remembered that some families do not wish to
reopen doors to the past. It is also important to
recognise the trauma and mental health difficulties
that may result from further prolonged
investigations. There is an obligation under the
European Convention on Human Rights to
conduct Article 2 compliant investigations. A
comprehensive information retrieval process will
investigate cases and seek information about a death
or serious injury where this is required by Article 2.
Article 6 of the Convention also requires that ‘fair
trial’ procedures must be followed and Article 8
protects every individual’s right to privacy and
reputation.
Over 300,000 service personnel from Britain
served in Northern Ireland during Operation
Banner. They and their families need to be listened
to and have a voice as well. The UK Government
has made a commitment to deliver legislation that
would bring an end to repeat investigations of
veterans who have already been investigated and
exonerated. Until the details of that legislation
becomes clear, I will continue to talk and listen to
veterans to ensure their views are represented in
shaping any future proposals. The Irish
Government also has a responsibility to fully engage
in the information retrieval process and ensure it

meets its requirements on dealing with the legacy of
the past.
Other important issues that veterans, and indeed
innocent victims have pressed upon me, is the need
for an acknowledgement from paramilitary groups
(both republican and loyalist) involved in the
conflict that their actions were wrong and totally
unjustifiable. The continued glorification and
commemoration of terrorism and individual
terrorists only compounds the suffering of victims
and does nothing to help in the healing process. I
call upon Sinn Fein and others to reflect on this and
stop traumatising victims and survivors by
supporting such events. Changing the 2006
definition of a victim within any proposed
legislation to exclude perpetrators would also sit well
with innocent victims of terrorism and would finally
right that wrong after many years.
In conclusion, the system that is currently in
place is unsustainable, imbalanced and does not
serve the families of victims, survivors and veterans
well or fairly. Now is a time of opportunity where
all interested parties can work together to find the
best possible solution, so that the legacy of the past
doesn’t continue to be the legacy of future
generations. This will take courage, understanding,
clarification and indeed realism, but it needs to
happen.
g

Local veteran Ron Harrison; Alderman
Paul Michael, Council Veterans'
Champion; Mayor of Antrim and
Newtownabbey, Councillor Jim
Montgomery; and Veterans
Commissioner, Danny Kinahan. NI
Veterans Commissioner Danny Kinahan
has lent his support to an initiative by
Antrim and Newtownabbey Borough
Council urging veterans to reach out
and seek support for themselves or their
families.
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Generation rent
Sarah Creighton
Sarah Creighton works for a housing charity
and is a political commentator

A few months ago, pictures of a private rented property
in Belfast went viral on social media. At first glance the
images show an ordinary room with a double bed, a set
of drawers and a desk. Look closer and the problem
becomes clear. At the foot of the bed, in the same room,
is a toilet. It sits in the open beside a strange half wall.
A shower and sink have been built beside the desk.
The rent? £750.00 per month – for the room.

There was significant backlash online. The press
covered the apartment, but with a cheeky air.
“Feeling flush?” said the Belfast Telegraph. The paper
spoke to the landlord who said, cheerfully, “It’s a
cracking wee apartment.” The current tenant told
the paper that he loved living there. He was only
moving out because he was moving into a new
home with a girlfriend. The reaction to the story,
the whimsical jokes and articles, speak to the
complacent class in Northern Ireland. Those who
are happy for the status quo to continue because
they are protected from its worst elements by their
class, wealth and status.
Instead of a funny meme, the photos represent
Northern Ireland’s growing housing crisis. The
private rented sector is becoming increasingly
unaffordable. The waiting list for social housing is
growing by the year. Home ownership is out of
reach for many. Across the country families and
individuals live in misery because they are unable to
find a secure, affordable home. Our approach to
legislative change in Northern Ireland is that of
firefighting. We only tackle a problem when it starts
to get bad. When it comes to housing, the ground

is already burning. If we don’t act soon the flames
could consume us all.
I do political commentary in my spare time. In
my day job, I work for a housing charity. I represent
people facing repossession hearings. When the
courts closed last year, I worked from home. Until
lockdown happened, I thought I’d heard everything.
As 2020 unfolded I heard stories that will stay with
me forever.
Lockdown is difficult to cope with when you live
in a cramped flat full of damp. It’s unbearable when
you’re homeless and sharing a single room with
another family. You can’t post glowing pictures of
banana bread when your landlord won’t fix your
broken cooker. The Covid-19 pandemic has
exposed what was already there. We’re all in this
together, but we aren’t in the same boat. Some of us
have cruise-liners, others have dingeys and half a
paddle.
In December 2020, there were 42,665 people on
the waiting list to be allocated social housing, 10%
more than March 2020. Seventy per cent of
applicants are in “housing stress.” Some people will
wait years to get an allocation. The supply and
availability of social housing is at the root of it.
22
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For many decades, public housing was a source
significant political decisions in Northern Ireland
of pride in the UK. After the war it accounted for
since the Good Friday Agreement. Many hope that
32% of our housing stock. The British government
the NIHE will start to build soon. It will still take
talked of building houses “fit for heroes,” to reward
decades for supply to catch up with demand. Earlier
soldiers who’d fought in the First World War. Later,
this year, Peter Roberts, the chair of the NIHE, said:
Aneurin Bevan promoted housing estates where,
‘The provision of … social housing, has not in
“the working man, the doctor and the clergyman
recent years experienced the consistent political or
will live in close proximity to each other.”
financial support that has been evident in the health
We should celebrate and cherish our public
or education sectors.’
housing. As long as they abide by the terms of their
The lack of social housing can’t just be boiled
tenancy agreement, tenants have a home
down to policy decisions. Sectarianism has
for life. Their family members can inherit
played a role. Politicians have objected to
‘a cracking
the tenancy when they die. Recent
social housing out of fear that it could
wee
statistics in Northern Ireland show that
change the demographics of a particular area.
apartment’
the average social housing rent is £79.00
On a larger scale, we must look to neo-liberal
for £750 per
per week compared with £100 in the
economics. That coupled with the
month
private rented sector. The introduction of
financialisation of the housing market has
Right to Buy in the 1980s provided many
allowed the state to step back. Think about
families with an opportunity to get on the housing
the bedroom tax, the benefit cap and austerity in
market. Whether the scheme should have been
general. Social housing has fallen off the political
introduced in the first place is debatable. What is
radar because politicians, and some voters, don’t care
clear is that the failure of successive governments to
about people who live in social housing.
build social housing as stock declined has led to a
In the High Court, I work in the most depressing
housing crisis. In 2018, social housing accounted
corridor in the building. Along one hallway sits the
for 8% of housing stock in the UK. In Northern
divorce court, bankruptcy and the place where
Ireland, the majority of households are owner
Possession Orders are made. When I advise clients,
occupied. 10% of households are NIHE rented
they ask about their housing options. For a lot of
property. Only 5% are rented from Housing
people, social housing is out of reach. They know
Associations.
the waiting lists are high and they don’t have enough
In July 2019, The Detail reported that over
points to get an allocation. ‘Where am I going to
123,600 homes have been removed from Northern
live?’ they ask.
Ireland’s social housing stock through Right to Buy
The only feasible option is the housing sector
since 1979. Since 2010, only 15,009 homes have
that has grown over the past twenty years. The sector
been built through Northern Ireland’s Social
that is increasingly relied upon to meet housing
Housing Development programme. Housing
demand. There, you’ll find a single room for £750
Associations are building most of the new
a month. A toilet is included, right beside the bed.
developments. The Northern Ireland Housing
In 2019, the Centre for Collaborative Housing
Executive, constrained by political decisions and the
Research reported that, “the private rented sector
public purse, hasn’t built social housing for over 20
has grown to accounting for one in ten dwellings in
years. The decision taken in 1996 to stop the NIHE
the UK to one in five.”
from borrowing and building new houses has
For many years, the private rented sector was a
significantly contributed to the dearth of properties.
stop gap for young people. A place to live while you
Minister Carál Ní Chuilín’s decision to change
saved up to buy your house or waited for a social
the status of the NIHE, allowing it to borrow,
housing allocation. Now home ownership is out of
received low key media coverage. In the future, we’ll
reach for many. Gone are the days when you get a
look back and note that it was one of the most
mortgage worth three times your salary. The
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Possible solutions
government is introducing a 95% mortgage scheme,
but it’s estimated that some first-time buyers could
require a 20% deposit. But the problem goes deeper
than access to mortgages. The nature of work is
changing. The era of secure, permanent, stable jobs
is disappearing. Many workers are on temporary
contracts for low pay and the gig economy is
growing. Mortgages feel like products of a by-gone
age. Built for our parents, not us.
The problem is that the private rented sector in
Northern Ireland isn’t built to meet the needs of its
tenants, particularly those on low incomes. For
anyone hoping for a home for a life, somewhere to
lay down roots and give their children a stable
home, the private rented sector is the wrong place
to be. The Private Tenancies NI Order 2006 only
gives tenants a default term of six months.
There is little security of tenure when the ability
to stay in your home is dependent on the whim of
a private landlord. In some cases, people live day to
day fearing that their landlord will give them a
notice to quit. Some families spend years moving
between different properties, never staying for more
than a year in any place. The experience can be
exhausting.
It’s expensive to privately rent. You need a
deposit and a month’s rent in advance up front.
Don’t have a guarantor – sometimes you’ll be asked
to pay a double deposit. Sometimes you won’t gain
access to a home at all. Letting agents in Northern
Ireland are the least regulated in the UK.
In some cases, it would be cheaper to get a
mortgage. The story of the private rented sector is
also the storyy of austerityy and the attack on the
welfare state. A single benefit cla
claimant under the
o 35 will get less
age of
mon towards their
money
hou
housing
costs than
oth
other
renters. It’s
cal
called
the SharedRo
Room
Rate. It was
in
introduced
in 1996
a
and
is based on
t premise that
the
young
people
will be living in

1 Build more public housing
2 Introduce indefinite tenancies
in the Private Rented Sector
3 Abolish the shared room rate
and the local housing allowance
4 Regulate letting agents in
Northern Ireland

flat shares. Recent housing statistics estimate that
the average rent in the private rented sector is £100
per week. A tenant receiving the shared room rate
for Belfast, £53.58 per week, will still have a
significant shortfall. The Local Housing Allowance,
shamefully introduced by a Labour government in
2008, bases entitlement to housing costs on the
number of bedrooms a person is entitled to. Recent
studies conducted by Crisis and Housing Rights,
show that the Local Housing Allowance no longer
covers the cheapest 30% of rents. In 2014, the
Joseph Rowntree Foundation reported on the link
between housing and poverty, stating that rents
were forecast to grow by 90% by 2040, more than
twice as fast as incomes.
In Belfast, it feels like a new apartment block is
being built every day. Shiny new developments rise
into the air, visible from the hills. Some are named
for the industries that dominated in the past: ‘The
Linen Lofts’ and ‘The Bakery’. Some advertise rents
for more than £1000 per month. They aren’t built
for low-income families and individuals. They feel
like a metaphor.
People facing repossession often say to me: “I
never thought this would happen to me.” The
reality is that it can happen to anyone. You, me,
your mother or your children. Ask yourself: where
will you go if you lose your home? You know your
options.
Where do you go when you can’t get social
housing or afford to rent privately? A hostel. Your
friend’s sofa. Your car. Back to our toilet-bedroom
hybrid. A single room with a bed, shower and toilet
for £750. You could buy a whole house and pay less
to a bank, but the money will go straight into a
landlord’s hands. Sure, it’s a cracking wee
apartment.
g
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Tackling inequalities peacefully
Dr Seán Brennan
Dr Seán Brennan is an independent researcher

The Coronavirus Pandemic has raised many challenges
for governments and populations attempting to survive
this current threat to life. In its second year, questions
now arise on how to build back better from the
pandemic and prevent any further reoccurrence of this
existential threat to life. But experiences in Northern
Ireland (NI) show that this may be easier said than done.
Attempts to build and sustain the peace may have
largely terminated direct physical violence. But the
structural violence still remains. This violence, think
structural terrorism, continues to impose multiple
deprivations and inequalities on those least able to cope
and those most affected by both forms of violence.

As the Civil Rights leader, Bernadette Devlin
McAliskey, recently observed NI’s population, of
1.82 million, now appears worse off, in health,
housing, education and employment, than it was in
the 1960s. Having spent billions on peacebuilding,
since 1995, such claims appear illogical. Yet, the
NISRA data on the NI population shows that
people here continue to experience a wide range of
multiple, and intergenerational, deprivations.
Rather than building a positive peace, NI’s political
and civil society elites have simply sustained
structural terrorism, to create a new ‘age of
precarity’. In this government led economic
violence, promoting low wages and zero hours
contracts ensures the population experiences a ‘bare
life’ of systemic poverty, making them more ripe for
speculators. The result is public/private social care

and greater capital accumulation for the few. With
the looming fear of ecocide, things looks like they
are about to get much worse for a majority of the
NI population.
Thinking about population health is often
confusing for the lay person. People generally
understand health as a primary medical care,
hospital operations, waiting lists, a ‘pill for every ill’.
But the work of Sir Michael Marmot and Prof.
Richard Wilkinson shows there is a growing global
understanding that if inequalities are to be better
managed, and more positively transformed, the state
needs a more holistic and systemic approach to
addressing the social determinants of health. The
World Health Organisation understands this as the
conditions in which people are born into, grow up
in, live, work and age through, in their cycle of life,
25
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from womb to tomb. These social inequalities are
specifically shaped by the distribution of money,
power and resources within a population, at global,
national and local levels. However, as in NI, quite
often the state is to the fore in socially engineering
the polity to ensure it is ripe for easier management
and greater exploitation by elites.
Analysing the NI population shows just how
badly, or effectively, the region manages this
distribution of money, power and resources. Despite
an annual budget of £25 billion, with an additional
£15 billion from the EU and international donors
since 1995, the Department for Health has reported
no change between 2013-19 in male or female
healthy life expectancy in NI for those suffering
inequalities. At present, with over 300,000 people
on waiting lists this failure in health provision can
starkly be expressed in the number of males dying
from drug-related causes, which increased by 98%
between 2007 and 2017. By the end of 2020 the
Housing Executive noted the wait for social housing
was 10% higher than it had been in March that
year, with 42,665 people registered as being in
‘housing stress’. By 2018/19, 29.2% of school
leavers failed to achieve the benchmark of five
GCSEs at grades A*-C while the proportion of
students getting free school meals at 50.5% showed
an even higher rate of failure. In addition, over a
quarter of the population, 318,000, were
economically inactive and over 300,000 people are
now living in absolute poverty. And yet, Barclay’s
Bank reported that between 2010–16 the number
of millionaires in NI had increased by 40%.

This growing disparity between rich and poor is
not peculiar to NI. Nor, as Thomas Piketty, the
French economist, has demonstrated, is it simply by
accident. Piketty has shown that the historic
reproduction of inequalities is a population
management tool, helping elites retain control of
the distribution of money, power and resources
within a population, at global, national and local
levels. Though these controls have been effective for
elites over the past five hundred years, now with the
threat of ecocide and a potential end to life for the
human species, in a nascent age of pandemics and
climate change living, a new way of doing things is
required. Somewhat ironically, demands for such
global immunisation and climate programmes has
come, not from the Left of the geopolitical political
arena but from the Right. In his first address to the
joint session of Congress, President Biden declared
‘trickle-down economics has never worked’ and
outlined a trillion dollar plan to build back better,
from the grassroots up.
But as NI demonstrates, any future attempts to
build such grassroots regeneration is fraught with
difficulties. To add to recent revelations of political
and civil service incompetence in dealing with
regional initiatives, like RHI, Colin Knox’s 2016
Ulster University study of regional government’s
distribution of a peace dividend through the
Targeting Social Need policy, initiated in 1991,
shows that not only did it fail to tackle inequalities
but in some cases made things worse in
communities experiencing multiple deprivations. As
revelations in Derry, one of the most deprived areas

The use of foodbanks in Northern Ireland has soared
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in Europe, show there are questions on just how
initiatives to help fossil fuel workers find new
effective the community and voluntary sector would
employment opportunities in a green economy the
be in delivering equality programmes from the
just transition approach aims to incentivise local
bottom up.
approaches to community regeneration. So, if this
A possible non-violent solution to these failures
positive peace transition is to happen here
in government and the community sector is
community activism now needs to develop local
emerging from the US through a growing grassroots
community wealth building programmes so they
initiative of ‘community wealth building’.
can partner up with anchor institutions, like
Originating with the Democracy Collaborative in
universities, councils, hospitals and housing
Cleveland
Ohio,
community
wealth
associations, to ensure resources go to the point of
building promotes a positive peace system-changing
need rather than the point of greed.
approach to marginalised community regeneration
Can such grassroots transitions work? As the
that works to design, develop and deliver shared
peace theorist Roger MacGinty argues, these local
economic prosperity, racial equity, and ecological
entrepreneurial initiatives have the potential to help
sustainability by reorganising local institutions and
stimulate forms of ‘creative disruption,’ to
local economies to increase greater economic
peacefully overcome existing elitist and inegalitarian
prosperity for those most in need, at the local level.
governance models. Tackling inequalities in this way
Belfast City Council has already
may then motivate more marginalised
rejected this model and it is not certain
neighbourhoods to create their own
By 2018–19 over solutions to their bare life and overcome
that the political and civil society elites
a quarter of the
governing NI have the wherewithal to
their inequalities by establishing
lead
on
such
positive
peace population were sustainable forms of community wealth
transformations. However, given the
creation that help them heal their social
economically
oncoming existential threats, of pandemic
ills, from the grassroots up, to make all
inactive …
living and impending climate catastrophe,
sick communities healthier. However, the
between
there may be no choice but to implement
question still remains, within this ‘age of
2010–16 the
a community wealth building model. As
precarity’, will local political and civil
responses to the pandemic at the local
society elites cede control of the
number of
level have shown, there is capacity within
distribution of money, power and
millionaires in
the community to begin to follow
resources to support human life as a
NI had
President Biden’s lead and build back
species? Or will they determine it better
increased by
better from the bottom up. How such
to sustain social Darwinism? As climate
40%
communities organise remains the
extinction draws ever nearer and species
question. And, of course, if such
life is epidemically threatened, this choice
transformation is to arise more people will have to
becomes more acute. As President Biden noted, if
become active at the local level, to take ownership
we are to survive as a species then tackling the
of organisations and groups designing and
inequalities afflicting people, place, and planet,
delivering local services for local people. Also, and
from the bottom up may be the only way to deliver
most importantly, this model needs to move beyond
a just transition from ecocide and pandemics to
the current standard of favouring community
human survival. The problem is, can we mobilise
groups under the control of political and civil
the marginalised and the weak to build the
society elites.
community wealth needed to tackle our inequalities
One method to aid this more participatory, and
peacefully, to ensure life, as species?
community owned, bottom up transformation
This is now the challenge facing people
emerges from the ‘just transition’ school of
everywhere. Build wealth better or perish
g
ecological recovery. Emerging from US Trade Union
pandemically.
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Building back better
Generation Pension
Tom Hadden
While many in younger generations face major problems in
finding employment, paying for rented accommodation
and university education, many in older generations have
been doing quite well during the pandemic. Not all, of
course – many that have caught the virus have died in
hospitals or care homes and their families have suffered
the loss of their partners, parents and best friends. But
many of those who have avoided infection have been better
protected not only in priority for vaccination but in
guaranteed pension income without the kind of deductions
faced by those on furlough or social security.

Almost all state, semi-state and private pensions
have been paid regularly throughout the lockdown.
State pensions have been protected and increased
under the ‘triple lock’ which guarantees regular
increases for various measures of inflation. As state
pensions and those of civil servants and other retired
state employees come out of general taxation, that
section of Generation Pension has been treated
much more generously, and arguably unfairly, that
those currently in state or semi-state employment
whose salaries have generally been frozen. In reality
it has been those on most forms of social security
who have suffered most from the longterm effects
of the years of austerity.
This pattern of favourably unfair treatment of
pensioners is perhaps most notable for those in
receipt of service based rather than contribution
based pensions. Those lucky enough to be in
pension schemes that calculate pensions for retired

employees on the basis of years of service and their
final salaries are enjoying very generous pensions.
Many will argue that they have paid for this by their
contributions over the year. But that is not actually
true. In most schemes contributions were set in the
middle and late decades of the last century on the
assumption that the average length of pensions
entitlement would be much less than has turned out
to be the case – we are all living much longer than
was then anticipated by actuaries.
The impact of this has been exacerbated by a
legal decision in the Equitable Life litigation in the
1990s. Equitable Life had made an unwise promise
to its policy holders to guarantee more generous
pension annuities than it could afford. Its
constitution granted its trustees some discretion to
reduce payments but the House of Lords decided,
overturning lower court decisions, that confirmed
policy-holders must be paid what they were
Well-heeled pensioners cruising
into the sunset make up a large
proportion of passengers
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promised even though it would result in the
the fact that for many the ‘seven year rule’ means
insolvency of the fund. This conclusion was
little or no inheritance tax for assets transferred
subsequently incorporated into new
seven years before death with very generous
pension legislation with the result that all
taper reductions after three or four years.
… we are all
pensioners are now entitled to the full
There is an active and highly effective
living much
amount promised under their pension
industry in tax avoidance planning
longer than
scheme unless they individually agree to a
encapsulated in the popular understanding
anticipated by
reduction.
that inheritance tax is essentially a
actuaries.
The result has been that most final salary
voluntary tax.
schemes have been wound up and
The Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS)
converted into contribution based schemes with
and others have repeatedly drawn attention to these
much reduced pension entitlements. But those who
inequities and the resulting build-up of unspent
have already retired continue to enjoy their much
income and savings during the pandemic which will
more generous final salary pensions. A case in point
help to fuel an economic recovery. But it is less clear
– of which I am a beneficiary – is the University
what can and should be done to assist in dealing
Superannuation Scheme (USS). In order to
with the underlying generations inequalities.
maintain the generous final salary pensions to all
IFS on generational inequality
already retired professors and lecturers the scheme
(2021)
has been converted into a much less generous one
based on contributions. Current lecturers are now
Elderly households are now much wealthier
than their counterparts a decade ago, and
required to make increased contributions to the
are much more likely to leave a large
overall fund and to accept substantially decreased
inheritance. … inheritances are likely to be
benefits. What this amounts to is a substantial
especially important to the living standards
transfer of resources from current employees to their
of today’s young people.
retired colleagues. Both the USS scheme
management and the Universities Union have
One obvious and relatively easy measure would
shown no interest in taking action to reduce the
be a progressive reduction in the exemptions on
unfairness, despite the recommendation of a joint
inheritance tax so that tax would be levied on
panel that a basic principle should be fairness
lifetime transfers of wealth. That would be an
between different scheme members. What is needed
effective and fair way of taxing those in the older
here is a restoration of the principle that scheme
generations who have benefited most from the tax
trustees can and should be able to make rule
and spending policies during the latter part of the
changes to ensure that the burden of making good
last century. Taxing assets at the time of death is an
fund deficits is shared equitably between retired and
effective and relatively easy way of raising the money
contributing members
to pay for greater generational equality as property
There is a similar longstanding inequality in
and other assets can then be sold with less family
housing finance. Many reasonably well paid
financial disruption. A more general wealth tax, as
employees who are now retired were able to buy
advocated by Thomas Picketty and suggested by the
their houses with generous tax relief on their
IFS, would be even more fair and effective, though
mortgage payments and free university education.
politically and economically more problematic.
They are now the proud and wealthy owners of
What is clear is that the kind of generational and
properties that have tripled or quadrupled in value.
regional levelling up promised by the government
And they are able to hand this on to their families
cannot be achieved without significant changes in
without having to pay much inheritance tax due to
tax legislation.
g
the ever increasing levels of exemption and of course
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Workshopping humanity
Rodin at the Tate Modern
Cian O’Neill
Cian O’Neill is an Irish writer/painter and a regular contributor to Fortnight, including criticism

Auguste Rodin
PHOTOGRAPH

George Charles Beresford Wikimedia Commons

The apparent normalcy is what strikes you – traipsing through
a big tent show in a big tall gallery, beholding art and the
people looking at the art … bar being masked, some things
haven’t changed since the big spectacle-places of civilisation
were last open to the public in 2020’s Summer of Doom.
Punch-drunk, humanity staggers on, which is what Rodin was
about really, the human thing, the keeping going, the work
and the human things hewn from the very clay.

Anyone who has been to the Musée Rodin in Paris

the work plain, in sufficient space and in loose
sequence. It is worth that seeing – even Rodin’s very
first major success, the 1877 kouros (greek youth)
with the faux-oxidised bronze patina which starts
the show and sets a standard the remainder doesn’t
much miss. Rodin wanted it to look like it was

will have seen most of the items featured in this
show, but it is still worth seeing for the featuring,
for the focus. Whereas this most unrepentantly
artisanal of the artist’s former home/atelier in Paris
seems a mass-burial site of statuary, here one sees
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recently yanked up out of the Aegean like
lived in Paris and admired the sculptor
gre
the Artemision Bronze, hence that patina,
greatly – that the artist’s ego is visibly
do
and it somehow isn’t one iota touristdominant.
The 19 portrait heads of
J
mawkish, being so very finely wrought. It
Japanese
actor-dancer Hanako show a
p
also provides a useful frame for what
pinced
brow because Rodin made her
follows in that seen out of a clutter,
freeze for half hours at a time in her
Rodin’s labours have the look of a veryy
most tragic expression, reprimanding
d
hellenic workshop, his little unpainted
her for any slight movement occasioned
Parthenon factory à la Parisienne.
by cramp, and caddishly didn’t even pay
he
In a way this is an ideal show for
her the agreed fee of two artworks from
(aspiring) makers, in that it shows the real
the series until he was dead. Then there
work, the incremental wins and
is Camille Claudel, whom he quite
Portrait heads of Japanese actorfumblings that make an artistic practice.
appropriately rated as a significant
dancer Hanako
Lots of details like the pencil marks on ‘Assemblage
artist in her own right but used quite poorly as an
with woman and head’ or the thumb prints on the
assistant, then lover. A decade after she abandoned
colossal head of ‘The Thinker’, lots of re-workings
him in 1892 he made two wanly beautiful portrait
too: Balzac as various satyrs, Balzac as giant, a nude
busts of her, markedly sad wee things that make one
1
wo
Balzac with corded sinews in the legs, an 1881
wonder
at the motivation. Perhaps his allotting
h space in his Museum before he left it to the
plaster bust of the writer considerably less
her
F
caricaturist and more successful than the
French
State was proprietorial, the last jealous
a of the spurned, but he did provide her funds
1884 attempt in terracotta, even his surreally
act
a
emptied robe. There are some whollyy
after
his death and she indubitably warranted
ed
th inclusion in the collection. For example,
dispensable items like the small, barely-formed
the
ve
‘Thinker’ study of 1881 which are relative
‘The Gates of Hell’ (perhaps his magnum
failures. One finds mock-up technical exampless
opus) would not have been the same but for
like the little, chalky figures finished with lait de
her, for which alone Fame had marked her,
age
t
platre (plaster wash) also, and even backstage
though
her ending, after thirty years in asylums
glimpses like the female study drawings in pencil
and with little finished work left in circulation, was
and gouache that wouldn’t have threatened Schiele
one of Art’s many tragedies until she got her own
or Klimt in the least. Interestingly, these sketches
museum four years back.
are accompanied next to ‘Nymph games’ by a
Others were memorialised, even if incompletely:
separate audio resource entitled, ‘Gender imbalance
the hands of Pierres and Jacques de Wissant were
and the female form’ – a two-pipe problem if ever
there was …
For indeed, whilst the matter of how Rodin
treated women is less infamous than the case of
Picasso, the curators haven’t spared his blushes.
They note that whilst Rose Beurat was his longterm
assistant and lover, she was an invaluable help he
only deigned to grant wife status in the final year of
his life, 1917–18 (when being unmarried lovers was
still a problem). Austrian aristocrat Helene von
Nostitz was a lucrative early patron and his trio of
portrait busts of her are so blurred – like the swiped
eyes of Francis Bacon’ subjects, and Bacon of course
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fairly seen as near-perfect
ct by
re
reproduction – indeed, Rowan
Gill
Rodin and he used them
Gillespie’s
great monument on
Dub
endlessly, as he used Jean
Dublins’
River Liffey quayside to
ntral
the Ir
d’Aires not just as the central
Irish ‘Famine’ genocide works
partly as an evocation of Rodin’s
figure of emptied gaze in ‘The
piece
Burghers of Calais’ but
piece. Overall though, the mass of
ple in
hum
elsewhere, too, for example
humanity is fairly overwhelming
educed
an 1899 ‘Assemblage of reduced
in the work, as seen in the wallinged
ssize photo of Rodin’s
heads’ topped by a winged
in
figure resembling an avenging
self-curated retrospective in
Original newly restored plaster of the Memorial to
Gabriel, or harpy. In fact
Meublen, France, 1917. It is
The Burghers of Calais, 1889
Rodin amassed ‘abattis’ (giblets) for
an army of the animate yet
use in future sculptures, that is, little spare hands,
incomplete, struggling to their unfinished feet, and
arms, heads and legs, in various materials, in drawers
his workshop must have been a fun place in which
and presses. The items are in various stages of
to play blindman’s seek.
completion and/or perfection but they aren’t so
As his powers inevitably faded and Rodin’s work
much the remains of a Gallic Pygmalion who loved
tapered off into incompletion, he admirably kept at
anything he put his hands to too well, as they show
it, ‘dying at his desk’ as many great artisans do. The
the passion of an obsessive and practical maker who
last room of the display is especially shoddily
kept at the work for the work is the thing, and who
organised and with ‘The Kiss’ dumped outside the
liked to have his anthropomorphic tools to the
front door like an afterthought this isn’t a Tate
ready.
Modern marquee show for the ages, but its overall
None of the oeuvre is clinical, though, nor
effect is important for any fabricator to experience,
merely anatomical exploration. The psychological
and essential to any who would sculpt, if only for
nuance to many of the portrait works is remarkable,
what it enshrines: the human thing, hewn from
and those ‘Burghers
Burghers of Calais
huma
Calais’ are still haunting in
human clay; the hard work of this living and dying
busin
business that our flesh and bones bewray.
g

O of 12 paintings from Rodin’s blue watercolour series
One
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The harpooning of the Great
White male
Rosemary Jenkinson
Rosemary Jenkinson is a short story writer, playwright and ACNI Major Artist

Last November, John Banville created a stir
at the Hay Festival by saying, ‘I despise this
woke movement. Why were they asleep so
long? The same injustices were going on.
It’s become a religious cult.’

It isn’t surprising that a leading light of the ‘White Male Literary Cult’ balks at
anyone encroaching on his gilded career. It was only his status that gave him the
courage to speak out against the woke movement, otherwise he would have
buttoned his lip just as so many of us female playwrights have done when men’s
work was promoted to the main stage while we stood in the wings. The reason I
was ‘asleep’ was because I feared being cast out as a troublemaker. I was more gagged
than asleep.
John Banville is an extremely good writer, but his novels can be flawed in their
circuity. He’s lucky to have been bolstered throughout his career by a fan-base of
rson
fawning academics who have enabled him to talk about himself in the third person
ison
like Caesar and hoover up more awards than a coke-addict’s nostril! His comparison
of woke to a religious cult recalls those American behemoths, Norman Mailer and
ailer
Gore Vidal, who tried to turn themselves into literary messianic gurus. Mailer
nted
predicted he and Vidal would become cults, only for Vidal to retort that he wanted
nge,
to become a religion. While there was tongue-in-cheek humour in this exchange,
it still attests to their self-aggrandisement.
ères
Banville is not the only threatened male of the species. Louis de Bernières
rary
objected in March to the rise of ‘wokesters’. Funnily enough, I was at a literary
festival two years ago when a notable female writer complained to me thatt de
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Bernières received a more wine-laden goodie bag than the rest of us, so let’s just say
that he’s accustomed to being wined and dined more than most, although he’s
whining more than dining these days. Of course, I have concerns myself about the
woke movement reducing writers to ciphers and am hugely against cancel culture,
but, as with any transition of power, there are bound to be teething issues. It’s
important the bias doesn’t tilt too much in favour of rewarding writers because of
the group they represent whether it be age, gender, race, religion, sexual orientation,
disability, addiction etc. In writing, meritocracy needs to be the order of the day,
but the problem up until now has been that bigots have hidden behind the
subjective nature of literary criticism.
In 2017, the Waking The Feminists’ report into gender counts in Irish theatre
was shocking. From 2006–2017, only 28% of playwrights were women. The report
also showed that the higher the funding a theatre organization receives, the lower
the female representation. Galway’s Druid Theatre Company which launched male
writers like Martin McDonagh and Enda Walsh into the stratosphere had a pitiful
level of 13% female playwrights.

Have things in the past four years really changed? Things have undoubtedly
improved for female writers, but the issue is that while the door may be open to
us, it’s a revolving door, a turnstile. An editor or theatre director can cosmetically
look like he or she’s promoting women writers by constantly employing bright new
faces while not valorizing the most talented. ‘A writer to watch’ frequently means a
photogenic female in her twenties. Therefore, even though these brief shooting
stars have their moment, men can still occupy the highest reaches in the literary
firmament.
We all knew deep-down there was inequality, but it takes statistics to ratify our
beliefs. In the UK, the US and Canada, women account for 80% of book sales. All
you have to do is go to any literary festival to see the far higher attendance of
women. By rights, there should be far more women writers than men. Affirmative
action has been taken by some publishers and theatre companies to improve parity
but it’s always a divisive move. Certain female writers have privately mentioned
they are uncomfortable about appearing in anthologies that exclude men. It’s a
viewpoint I fully respect. Abbie Spallen once told me, ‘I’d like to play with the
boys,’ which is how it should be as long as said boys share their playing field and
it’s level.

ARTS

Recently, the Man Booker Prize dropped the Man from the title. All we need is
The Honest Ulsterwoman and we’re almost there! Hopefully down the line
organisations like Women Aloud will no longer have to raise their voices and can
be renamed Women with a Normal Speaking Tone. Seriously though, it’s somewhat
ironic that women have been shoehorned into their own category at a time when
gender boundaries are so fluid. Writers in an ideal world should be indefinable and
limitless. As Dorothy Parker said, ‘It’s a terrible thing to say but I can’t think of
good women writers. Of course, calling them women writers is their ruin; they
begin to think of themselves that way.’
Recent winners of the Booker Prize have been
Anna Burns, Margaret Atwood, Bernardine Evaristo,
and Douglas Stuart. These are talented writers who
aren’t making up numbers, although they may in part
be redressing past imbalances. The diversity has been
a source of encouragement to many – prior to this, I
felt my only chance of winning a big prize was if I
scammed it!
Returning full-circle to John Banville, it’s amusing to observe the big-headed
humblebrags of the most feted writers. His Wikipedia entry says ‘he offered to
donate his brain to The Little Museum of Dublin “so visitors could marvel at how
small it was”.’ At the Hay Festival, he admitted that because of the woke movement,
‘I would not like to be starting out now, certainly. It’s very difficult.’ His words
reflect his acknowledgement that he was a product of his time and success was
conferred on him rather than solely achieved. In this current cultural climate, we
are perfectly placed to break free of white male hagiolatry forever; a new generation
of women and men is already leading the way.
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Bernardine Evaristo, Anna
Burns and Margaret Atwood
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Is there something in the
Ancient Airs in Belfast?
Bernard Conlon
Bernard Conlon is a communications facilitator and writer

It is July in Belfast and Bunting is in the air. Edward
Bunting, a young church organist along with ten Irish
harpers and one from Wales gathered in Belfast in
July 1792 for what was the last major outing by
exponents of Gaelic Ireland’s bardic music tradition.
Belfast 1792: The Hub of the Harp
https://www.nvtv.co.uk/shows/belfast-1792-the-hub-of-the-harp/

The event took place in the city’s Assembly Rooms building. A worthy remnant

Edward Bunting, first organist of St George’s
Chapel of Ease, Belfast, January 1817–21

of which still stands at what was the Four Corners where Waring, Bridge, Donegal
and North streets converge. This was the heart of 18th century Belfast, a
predominantly Presbyterian town of 20,000 people, at the time.
Since the 1992 bicentenary commemoration of this milestone event, in the
Ulster Hall, there has been a steady growth of interest in the Assembly. Academic
and musician, Janet Harbison performed, as did Belfast-born harpist, the late Derek
Bell of Chieftains fame.
Evolving insights are being revealed about these custodians of Ireland’s ancient
music by the likes of musician and writer, Eugene Dunphy. While admitting his
bias, he says: “I think it is probably the best music in the world.”
This points to the focus and passion that led him to delve deeply into the life
of fellow-Tyrone man, Arthur/Art O Neill, the second oldest participant. Denis
Hempson, born in 1695, was the oldest. And Rose Mooney from Meath, the
solitary woman.
Dunphy is ensuring that the musicians, who literally carried Ireland’s ancient
musical repertoire in their heads, are being well remembered. 19-year-old Bunting,
from Armagh, notated and later published the music, saving a significant swathe
from oblivion.
According to Eugene Dunphy around half of the tunes played at the Assembly
Rooms event emanated from Ireland’s best-known bardic composer, Turlough
O’ Carolan. Born in 1670, he was renowned for infusing his compositions with
European art music influences. Other composers whose work was featured,
included Thomas Connallon who wrote ‘Celia Connallon’ in 1660.
Among “the very ancient” tunes by unknown composers are ‘The Green Woods
of Truagha’ and the ‘Dear Black Cow.’ O’ Neill won second prize for his rendition
of ‘The Green Woods of Truagha’, just behind Hempson.
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Dunphy sees O’ Neill as one of the outstanding harpers that came to Belfast
that summer, many of whom were blind. The Belfast-based, former musician
focussed on O’ Neill’s story, at a 220th anniversary commemoration in Belfast
Central Library in 2012. The avid researcher also unveiled a specially
commissioned replica painting of Art O’ Neill by English painter, Stephen
Burgess.
The event featured in a documentary by community company,
Inforculture forum and Northern Visions Television. ‘Belfast 1792: The
Hub of the Harp,’ as well as highlighting Dunphy’s research, had John Gray,
former Chief Librarian of the Linen Hall library provide historical context,
showing widespread support for the French revolution and the
enlightenment, for example.
John Gray’s successor at the library, John Killen outlined the part played
by the Linen Hall in all this. It also hosted its own commemoration in
2012. Siobhan Armstrong of the Historical Harp Society of Ireland vividly
described the 1,000-year pedigree of the traditional Irish harp while
elucidating a clear vision of its future.
In 2016, music graduate Colleen Rose Mc Cabe/Montgomery, inspired
by Dunphy’s 2012 presentation, and two of her students, honoured the
1792 musicians. Organised by the documentary maker, the recital was held
on a Saturday afternoon in July in St George’s Church, High Street, where Edward
Bunting had been organist.
While numbers were small, the intimacy, acoustics and percolated sunshine
through stained-glass windows could hardly have been more exquisite and
dignified. Shortly after the St George’s recital, the cross-community ‘Remembering
Bunting Festival’ was launched in February 2018, an initiative of Dún Uladh,
Comhaltas Ceoltóirí Éireann’s Omagh Centre. Inforculture’s showcasing of the
film led to Siobhan Armstrong getting involved with the Dún Uladh project and
the narrative expounded by Eugene Dunphy being reflected.
The Covid pandemic has of course prevented anything pertaining to
1792 lately. Before the crisis, redevelopment of what was the heart of
18th century Belfast plainly posed a risk to the area’s-built heritage. The
Assembly Rooms building is earmarked to become a boutique hotel.
How the forthcoming post pandemic period pans out is uncertain.
Whatever happens, it is worth invoking Eugene Dunphy’s vision:

Arthur/Art O’Neill one of the harpers at the
Harp Assembly

“What I would like to see is an annual celebration of the first Belfast
Harpers’ Assembly of 1792. It confounds me as to why there is not one
every year. Why not have the Belfast Harpers’ Assembly in the original
place it was held?”

Why not indeed? This point was most ably animated by harpist and barrister,
Nollaig Brolly when she recreated the “Hempson harp” and spearheaded a one-off
concert in the actual Assembly Rooms building about ten years ago. Such use of
the venerable venue established precedent by the bardic barrister and is a blatant
no-brainer. The building’s use as a billet for tourists rather than as a cultural and
heritage hub – a cultural tourism attraction par excellence, is completely counter
intuitive.
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The Assembly Rooms, Belfast, venue for the
1792 Harpers Assembly
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The Escapologist
Bernie McGill
Bernie McGill is a novelist and short story writer. Her new collection of stories This Train is For
will be published in 2022 by No Alibis Press

There is a boy in my room, a stranger, a boy with
dark wet hair. He’s sitting on the edge of the bed
rubbing the back of his neck. He is dripping
water over the duvet cover. There’s a damp
patch where he is.
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window is always fastened. It is a small room, on the third floor. The window opens
on to the street. It’s not raining outside. I have a divan bed. There’s no room
underneath for a boy to hide, not even a smallish one such as this. Before I left, I
opened the wardrobe to pull out a jacket. I’d have noticed if he’d been in there. I’ve
only been gone for a few minutes, turned at the bottom of the stairs to fetch a
library book I need to return. It’s not like me to forget things. The barrage of project
deadlines is taking its toll.
I sort through the jumble of questions in my head to choose which one to ask.
‘Who are you?’ seems pressing, although, on consideration, how much does that
matter in the great scheme of things? ‘How did you get in?’ A satisfactory answer
would solve the riddle, but not help me with his purpose here. I can see that he is
in a state of confusion, is looking up at me with some consternation on his face. I
can also see now that the initial surprise of finding him there has subsided a little,
that his shirt, pale blue, frayed at the collar, is sticking, wet, to his thin shoulders
and arms. His trousers, dark, belt-looped, school issue, are dripping water on to
the rag rug to the side of the bed. He could be ten, eleven, maybe. In the event, it
is he who speaks first. ‘Who are you?’ he says.
There is something familiar about him, the snaggle tooth, the freckled nose, a
parting in his hair where a parting shouldn’t be, a strip of pale scalp exposed. ‘I’m
Callie,’ I tell him. ‘I live here. This – ’ I motion, ‘This is my room.’
He looks around. There’s not much to see. I keep the place tidy, the way I’ve
been taught. Everything here is rented, pre-used. You don’t want to ever get too
attached. You never know when you’ll have to pack up and leave with little notice.
If I had to, I could fit all I need in to one good-sized plastic bag.

pexels-daisa-tj

I don’t know how he got in. I keep my room locked when I leave the house. The
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‘How did I come to be here?’ he asks.
So he’s the one with the questions. I must admit to feeling a little defensive. ‘I
was about to ask you that. I’m on my way to class. I forgot my book.’ I point to
the title on my desk: ‘It’s due back to the library today.’
‘I see,’ he says, and looks at the book: Predictive Modelling. He says, ‘Yes, you
don’t want to get a fine.’
‘Are you staying?’ I ask.
He looks at me. ‘I’m not sure,’ he says.
‘I have to go.’ He looks concerned. ‘I’ll lock the door. You’ll be safe in here. See
you when I get back?’
He nods, looks down at his bare wet feet. The hem of his left trouser leg has
unravelled. On the rug: a padlock, a coil of chain. ‘There are clothes in the
wardrobe,’ I tell him. ‘You can change in to something dry, if you like.’
I go to class but I’m a little distracted. ‘S is for space; t is for time,’ but the
equations resist solution; schematics withhold their usual charm. When I return I
go straight up the stairs. The boy is still there; he is under the duvet. He is wearing
the Aran sweater that Granny June knitted. ‘I make no difference,’ she liked to say,
needles clicking, pattern growing. ‘Fostered or not, I treat them all the same.’ The
sweater is too big for the boy. In its folds he is small and pale. The colour washes
him out.
‘Are you hungry?’ I ask him. He nods. ‘Do you like macaroni cheese?’
‘Maybe.’
‘It’s all I have.’
‘Yes,’ he says.
The kitchen is empty when I go down. I take the leftovers from the fridge and
reheat them in the microwave. I stack two platefuls on my tray, two forks, climb
back up the stairs. We eat together, in silence, he under the duvet, me on the side
of the bed. It’s how I usually eat the evening meal. When we’re done, I bring the
dishes down and wash them, put everything away. Then I pour two glasses of water
from the tap. The student who lives on the floor below comes in. We were alone
in the house the first week of the new semester when he shared his bottle of
supermarket vodka with me. Now he looks at the glasses in my hand. ‘You got
company?’ he asks.
I shake my head. ‘Thirsty,’ I say. I go back upstairs to my room.
The boy in my room has more questions: the name of the city, the date, the
year? He nods when I answer and asks for pencil and paper. He draws line graphs,
calculations, formulae I’ve never seen before. He seems to be counting back in time.
He rubs the back of his neck again.
I have to go out so I give him the room key. ‘The bathroom is across the hall,’
I say. ‘Try to go when the house is quiet. No-one else knows you’re here.’
I meet my mother in the library café, my natural mother, the unnatural one.
She smells of cigarettes and damp hallways. Her hair is stringy, unwashed. She
complains about the three bus rides across town, about the price they charge for a
cup of tea in this part of the city. But I like it here in the library, with the weight
of the books overhead, and the solid red brick at my back, and the pink cherry
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blossom in bloom through the tinted glass. She asks how it’s going. I say it goes
well. ‘You’re as white as a sheet,’ she says. ‘Too much studying. I don’t know how
you stick it here.’ She asks me for money. I say I have none to spare so she goes
away again.
In the flowerbeds in the park there are hyacinths growing as if anything is
possible. Their blue star fragrance follows me the whole way back.
When night comes down the boy curls up, lies with his face to the window. I
climb in to the narrow bed at his back, curl my knees under his.
‘How would it be if I stayed?’ he asks.
I look around the room. ‘There’s not enough space,’ I say. His body tenses. He
pulls his knees up tight to his hollow chest.
The boy asks if I can get him some things. He needs wood, he says, nails and
glue, a hammer, a saw, hasps and hinges, a second padlock, a lock pick, if I can get
them. He doesn’t have any money. In the street behind, they are gutting a house;
broken floorboards pile up in the skip outside. The builders have taken no care in
wrenching them up. The boards have jagged, splintered edges. I bring them back,
a few at a time. On the stairs I meet the student again, the one from the floor below.
He nods at the planks of wood. A smile tugs at the corner of his mouth: ‘Good
idea,’ he says. ‘The springs on that mattress of yours are lethal. I might do the same
with my own.’
The boy in my room looks at the wood, says, ‘Tongue-and-groove. That’s good.
Watertight.’ I stack the boards beside the bed, catch a splinter in my thumb. It
buries itself too deep to pry out. I buy him the other things from the hardware
shop over the river. I ask him to work when the house is empty. He says he’ll listen
for the sound of the front door.
He builds a crate with a watertight lid. He fits exactly inside. He asks if I will
help him. I say I will do what I can. He shows me how to coil the chains around
him, how to make the padlock fast. He shows me how to lock the crate. He looks
at the two empty glasses on the bedside table. ‘We will need a lot of water,’ he says.
I go back to the hardware store and buy a yellow bucket. The colour matches
exactly my favourite bobble hat. I meet the student again, as I’m coming through
the front door. He eyes the bucket, eyes my hat, raises an eyebrow at me, but he
doesn’t ask me anything. He is already moving away, looking down, thumbing a
message into his phone.
I skip a class. We wait until we’re sure the house is empty. I fill the bucket from
the shower across the hall. ‘Lukewarm, please,’ the boy in my room says. I empty
bucketfuls of water into the crate until it is three quarters full. ‘We’ll only have one
chance at this,’ he says.
He climbs in to the crate. I chain him as instructed, place the lock pick between
his hands. He has cut a round hole in the lid, big enough to reach through. He
says, ‘Thank you, Callie. Goodbye,’ and takes a deep breath, and then a second,
empties his lungs after each. Then he takes a third breath and closes his eyes and
ducks under the water and stays. I shut the lid, fasten the padlock, go out and lock
the door.
It takes days to dry out the room afterwards. I mop up the floor, return the
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broken planks to the skip, store the hammer and padlock in the bottom of the
wardrobe. The student downstairs asks to borrow the bucket, complains to the
landlord about a leak in the ceiling. After a while he moves out, says he can’t
concentrate with the constant hammering, can’t stand the racket the builders are
making in the street behind. I go to class and come home again, eat in my room,
sleep in my bed. It’s a good size of a room for one person, I think. It has everything
I need. I can still feel the splinter, under my skin, but you can’t see now where it
entered the flesh. Sometimes at night I think I hear the rattle of a padlock.
Sometimes in the morning, I see damp footprints on the boards of the floor where
the rag rug will not reach.
g

Soren Mayes
Soren Mayes is a graduate of
The Crawford College of Art
and Design in Cork, where she
spent her youth before moving
to London in 2001. She has
been painting in oils from her
Hackney Wick studio in the
East End since 2010, bridging
classical plein air
(outdoors)landscape painting
with modern abstraction. Her
practice explores space, form,
light and expression through
her bold use of line and
intense colour in finely
balanced compositions which
sustain great energy. Of her
practice, she says: “I usually
find myself starting from a
place of landscape, a location
that is well known to me,
making lots of studies and
sketches before allowing a
visual narrative to emerge on
canvas.”
www.hackneywicked.co.uk/artists/soren-mayes/

Top painting: E9
Bottom: ‘You will never have
nowhere to go’
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Her Other Voice
A Clarion Call for Change
Hilary McCollum
Hilary McCollum is a writer and feminist activist. She is Chair of
Women Aloud NI, which represents women writers in Northern Ireland.
Her Other Language: Northern Irish Women Address Domestic Violence and Abuse,
ed. by Ruth Carr & Natasha Cuddington (Dublin: Arlen House in association
with Of Mouth, 2020), is available from all good booksellers.

In 1975, Northern Ireland’s first refuge
opened in Belfast. The ‘Troubles’ were
raging at the time but another war was
going on, one that didn’t get the headlines.
The war of male violence against women
and girls. It’s still being waged. Her Other
Language, a powerful and moving
collection in which Northern Irish women
writers address domestic violence and
abuse, brings that war into focus.

The collection reflects that this is a gendered issue. Whilst it is undeniable that

Ruth Carr and Natasha Cuddington

men and boys are also the victims of domestic and sexual abuse, and that they too
deserve services, the vast majority of perpetrators are male, and most victims are
female. This collection holds a mirror up to the culture of misogyny that underpins
and perpetuates male violence and asks it to take a long hard look at itself. Her
Other Language is a clarion call for change.
Almost every woman I know has experienced sexual harassment and many have
also experienced rape, sexual assault or domestic abuse. First experiences of sexual
intrusion often occur in childhood. In Jo Egan’s Sweeties, a local shopkeeper tries
to entice a pre-pubescent girl into taking her clothes off. “I know Pa Devitt’s up to
no good but I think that if he knows I know, he’ll have to kill me, so I play stupid.”
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It’s a reminder of Margaret Atwood’s assessment that men are frightened women
will laugh at them, women are frightened men will kill them. This fear, as Egan
demonstrates, begins young.
Our culture is saturated in sexualised violence. Sexual murder is at the heart of
much crime drama and fiction, even though such murders are relatively rare. The
victim often exists only as a crime to be solved, an object. Theresa Godfrey contrasts
the “Gore-fest box-sets./Thirteen episodes/ of impossible twists and turns,/the
victims always female” with “the real victims”, killed by their partners in their own
homes, “places where they’d been living/their natural lives of terror/until that final
moment.” Rather than the psychopathic serial rapist/killer, or the bogeyman
‘paedophile’, most violence against women and girls is committed by ordinary men
and boys, often known to the victim/survivor.
There is a cultural silence about perpetrators – the partners, brothers, fathers,
family friends, colleagues, and men in the community – who abuse women and
girls. I know from chairing domestic homicide reviews how difficult it can be to
get agencies to pay attention to perpetrators. When considering the lessons to be
learned from a woman’s death, they find it easier to think about what they could
have done differently for her, rather than what they might have done differently
with him. The cultural narrative is still, why doesn’t she leave? not why does he do it
and how can we stop him? And leaving is actually the most dangerous time, when
women are at greatest risk of being killed or seriously injured.
Her Other Language does not collude in the cultural silence about perpetrators.
It puts their behaviour towards women and girls under the spotlight, whether they
be strangers or known men. There’s the “pillar of respectability” father “thrusting
me to smithereens” (Anonymous), the uncle with his “breath thick” on the neck
of his favourite niece who “slid into her bed,/to warm her up,” (Anonymous), and
the husband, “upstanding in his community” who kills “his wife,/ his children,
himself ” (Theresa Godfrey). Catherine Iremonger Webb writes, “in our
home/Apollo is god/I jump to his every whim”.
Frances Molloy’s Women Are the Scourge of the Earth is written from the
perspective of an abusive man whose wife has killed herself. Through his denials –
“I don’t care what any of them try to tell you – I never lifted a finger to her in all
the years I put up with her,” Molloy shows us both who’s responsible for her death
and how the lies men use to excuse their behaviour tie into cultural myths about
abuse. It was written in 1989. It is to our shame as a society that the myths that
were in place then about domestic abuse and rape still hold sway. In a recent high
profile rape trial, for example, a defence lawyer suggested that if it had been rape,
the victim would have screamed for help. The reality is that many victims do not
scream, they freeze when assaulted. Consent is the lowest of low bars yet so many
men and boys can’t clear it. We need to challenge the myths about abuse that tend
to blame and silence victims of male violence, and excuse and absolve perpetrators.
We need to change the cultural narratives. Women’s writing and the voices of
survivors are key to doing so.
The writers in Her Other Language do not spare us the pain and suffering that
are the result of abuse, the physical and emotional damage, the loss of freedom,
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self-belief and agency. “There is a black hole in my memory,” Nell Regan tells us.
The “plum marks/you left on my body,” (Wilma Kenney). “You nearly succeeded
in making me disappear” (Anonymous). But this collection also shows us that
survival is possible. That recovery is possible. Violence and abuse take away self
and agency, but creativity can give it back. Survivors find ways of “lighting the lines
back” to themselves (Sara Boyce), of “writing a new story” after abuse
(Anonymous). “Give me back what is mine – my three gold cups, my fish/full of
light. My sealskin, my soulskin.” (Imelda Maguire).
Writing about abuse may be therapeutic for some of these writers. But the fact
that they share their words isn’t about their own healing. It is inherently political
to talk about abuse publicly. It’s about saying that this has to stop, this has to
change. Enough. In Mari Maxwell’s poignant Back Where it Belongs, a woman
remembers her mother. “November, your anniversary month,/and I continue
speaking out./For you. For me. For those living with abuse./And all those systems
that failed you, failed me./Fail women.”
Whilst there has been an increase in services for survivors in the last five decades,
and welcome changes in the law and policy, we have barely scratched the surface
when it comes to changing the culture. Part of the importance of a collection like
Her Other Language is its power to change cultural understandings about abuse –
who commits it, what its impact is, and how we might change it. But to have that
impact, society needs to pay attention to what these women have to say. We are
still failing women. We are still failing girls. It is time to be serious about changing
the culture of misogyny, and victim blaming, and perpetrator protecting. It is time
to listen to women’s voices telling us what needs to change so that women no longer
have to speak Her Other Language.
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While there is no definitive nod
in its direction, Kevin Power’s
powerful White City reads like a
contemporary and more brutal
The Graduate, that ‘iconic’ novel
of the 1960s, perhaps better
known for its film version with
the performances of Dustin
Hoffman and Anne Bancroft and
the music of Simon and
Garfunkel. For the Benjamin
Braddock of Charles Webb’s
novel, ‘Ben [redacted]’ – as the
narrator is referred to in Power’s
novel – has taken a similar flight
from the comfort of his wealthy
south county Dublin upbringing
– now in crisis post the banking
collapse of the mid 2000s. He finds himself in a nohope job before he meets up with an old school friend
and enters into a self-destructive, ceaseless rave of
drugs, unloving sex and a shocking realisation that,
from his rehab and eventual recovery, he has been a
ploy in a very grim and heartless game, the unfolding
meaning of which provides the dramatic (and satirical)
edge to this timely narrative.
The volume of drugs, their variety and the sheer
fascination with their bodily effects and mental
estrangements, produces a lurid glow to the
featurelessly super-designed apartment in which Ben
experiences his life. The raddled triangle of his
father’s dodgy business dealings as a banker – leading
to a court case – and his mother’s dazed alcoholic
efforts to connect with her lost son, are all
impressively rendered in the Saul Bellow-like
gullibility of Ben’s desire to free himself from the life
he had known growing up in such entitlement and
privilege. The net is further drawn in the various
scenes based around the Dublin artistic cliques he
touches upon briefly through his zonked-out
double-life with Clio, his actor girlfriend.
Without wanting to give the game away, Ben
runs up against a very shocking and ominous set of
realities when, as a shaky cog in a magical mystery

High Ground
Gerry Dawe

Gerald Dawe is a poet whose most
recent collection The Last Peacock was
published in 2019. A City Imagined, the
third and final part of his Northern
Chronicles memoirs, is forthcoming
from Merrion Press.

Kevin Power
White City
Scribner £14.99, pp 464
ISBN 978-1-84737-806-4

Louise Kennedy
The End of the World is a Cul de Sac
Bloomsbury £14.99, pp 304 ISBN 978-1-5266-2328-7

Conor O’Callaghan
We are Not in the World
Doubleday Ireland £14.99, pp 272 ISBN 978-1-781-62053-3

No doubt about it but these new
works of fiction by three Irish writers
represent a challenging insight into
present-day life, both here in Ireland
but also, in the two novels, abroad, in
Europe, as it happens. Free of the
stereotypical Oirish, or Nordie, rabbitwarrens, the writing in each is
energetic, visceral, lyrical and
impressive on their own grounds.
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tour of financial jiggery-pokery involving ‘real estate’
in Serbia, he discovers some hard lessons about
himself and the morality of his family. Life bursts
through his own thin shell of self as the egotism of
the moneyed caste his father and his friends embody,
brings this essential novel to a
surprising yet convincing
conclusion. Don’t miss this
book. I couldn’t put it down. As
was the case with the fifteen
stories by Louise Kennedy,
collected in The End of the
World is a Cul De Sac.
Not since reading when first
published High Ground by John
McGahern has a collection of
stories had such an impact:
troubling, eerie, gothic-like in
part; tales from the unexpected
lives of people, mostly women,
set in perfectly drawn
landscapes, many in the north
west of the country.
If Kevin Power takes us on a
journey from Dublin to Serbia
and back again, Louise
Kennedy takes us from the
borderlands of Donegal and Fermanagh, further
west to Sligo and to England, the latter trip
conveyed in ‘In Silhouette’, one of the finest stories
of the last decade that I have read. And for good
measure the transgressive ‘Once Upon a Pair of
Wheels’ is based in a newly opulent Dublin where
folks have second homes in France.
Aidan, one-time boyfriend of Niamh has seen better
days and is now working as a landscaper’s mate. He
and Niamh meet again under surprising
circumstances, or so it seems: ‘How long will you be
here? she said, frowning at the rubble around the
new driveway, the overturned ground.’ Her son
waits in the doorway. ‘I’ll get your goûter in a sec,
Roo, she called. It’s French, she added apologetically,
an afternoon snack. We have a place in the
Languedoc’.
There is an unforgiving and unforgiveable quality to

the experiences of family life depicted here. Women
seek some kind of refuge – emotional and physical –
as individuals, while their men are mostly drawn to
performances of themselves. When these acts no
longer work, relationships are left bereft and often
broken and unfixable: ‘Brisk, wordless sex’ is the
penultimate sentence in the
book. What compensation there
is resides in the language itself
and occasional respite of touch,
the play of nature and everyday
forms of sharing.
Love’s lost though, and in many
of the stories is depicted as an
impossible thing, elusive and
unreal, never really on the cards:
‘Eithne pushed her plate away
and went outside for a cigarette.
The secrets people kept, the lies
they told. And she was no better’.
It’s a realisation that seems to run
unbidden under the surface of
many of these stories –
particularly those revealing the
fatal immaturity and posturing of
men – and with only fleeting
glimpses of another way such as
the wrenching conclusion to ‘Brittle Things’.
Family relationships, hidden toil and jagged secrets
operate like an unfolding strange cloud of
unknowing in Conor O’Callaghan’s We Are Not in
the World.
Like Power’s, a second novel, O’Callaghan has
produced an absolute stunner: hypnotic, moody and
utterly enthralling. How he manages this given the
unlikely setting of a HGV cab as the truck travels
through the forecourts of petrol stations, roadside
cafes and endless motorways, is a mystery, But as an
estranged daughter and her father attempt to
reconcile themselves to a very busted-up past,
O’Callaghan’s style is masquerading as ordinary
realism. Hard work has gone into the imagining of
this novel but none of it shows: ‘There was one
summer in particular, in the eighties. My brother
was en vacances with school chums. She wore dresses
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daughter’s difficulties (also known as Kitty,
‘Wrapped in vintage duds, she inhabits the world by
hiding from it’) and his environmental sexual
encounters with a married woman who, if I read the
conclusion correctly, re-enters his unmoored search
for a place to call home.
There is a fascinated control of what is happening
here within the characters’ selves. Sentimental it is
not. The intrusions of our digital world embrace all
three fictions, from the psychological games and
argot of texting to the dire ‘phone sex’ in one of
Kennedy’s concluding stories and the virtual
computer ‘porn’ of mind-blown Benjamin, the
flickering screens and text-speak of SMS becomes
second nature in We Are Not in the World and a kind
of ancillary narrative. It’s like un-self-consciously
looking over someone’s shoulder and reading what
gives. Yet it is the intimate and entertaining
conversations which propel this enclosed world into
the reader’s orbit. From sitting impassively reading
in time we are suddenly immersed inside the hub of
the two leading characters’ lives as ‘bored in her
reclined passenger seat, in shades and King of the
Road cap, rambling aimlessly’ Kitty blasts off: ‘Same
nothing spaces, she says. Same caffs, same staff, same
drab grub. Same sun even, same dome of
unblemished friggin azure over our heads. / Your
poor thing. / Same graveyard slot, she says, when
nobody’s about except me and you talking the same
nothing crap. Same post-lunch lull we have to wait
until, that makes me want to strip down to my
birthday suit and run buck naked over the nearest
friggin vineyard doing objectionable Arapaho wahwah noises. /Jesus.’
The literariness and artful intelligence of
dysfunctional Kevin Power’s Ben, the human
struggles of the mostly outsiders in Kennedy’s
villages and small towns, in which pilgrimages occur
to both cherished and despoiled places, to the
allusiveness and Tom Murphy-like arias of
O’Callaghan’s magical prose, it is a joy to read such
smart and passionate writers. Buy all three: what a
g
bonus, no mistake.

with her arms bare. We bathed lots. There’s a track
from our garden down through dunes to a beach of
shingle. We changed in our rooms and, towels, in
hand, trekked barefoot. Mine were old football
shorts with stripes and aertex lining, hers a one-piece
patterned white and black that sagged at the
abdomen. I let Kitty lead the way. She was stickthin, long-limbed, like Popeye’s Olive Oyl. But she
was pretty to me. She seemed to know that, to take
pleasure in it. We walked out for miles, until the
water was up to our knees’. This is Paddy (Pat) the
narrator of much of the novel and ‘she’ is Kitty, his
mother, Maman, now a widow living mostly alone
in a bungalow on the north east coast. The mother’s
sometime quest for a real life elsewhere – for her a
French world – overshadows much of this poignant
yet exuberant tale. Her shifting and diminishing
presence is a heart-breaker set within the existential
context of Paddy’s troubled but wondrously sparky
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Poems
Eugene O’Hare
Eugene O’Hare is an actor and well known playwright.
He is also the writer of a short film The Music Room.

At the supermarket
in Asda, at the meat counter, a man smacks his child.
memory – like a train horn – warns the little boy against tears
as a reaction to pain in public. i want to tell this boy’s
father, as he waits for his shoulder of lamb,
about the ghosts of heavy men haunting their sons
into private places – like their twenties, or thirties –
at the back of the hardware shops by the Stanley blades
or on their wedding nights; blind drunk and sick with shame
smelling of torn roses in the bridal suite;
trapped in the privacy of marriage.
i wander up the pasta aisle and imagine
setting alight this over-lit warehouse of imported food
& watching it burn for many hours from the railway roof.
i see a father smack his son and i hunger for an act
of violence of my own. what is that? what happened
to the bright spring I promised the rest of my career
to this morning?
i haven’t had a drink in months
& sometimes i hear flowers gasping in the rain;
the water plugging last gaps in their throats.
& i hear too, the full length of the spaghetti aisle,
the pink lamb’s body ranged in bits
behind the glass of the meat counter;
its quiet bleats of complaint about a cold in the air
long after it matters.

The laundries
when her daughter was taken from her
she scrubbed two new daughters
out of the floorstone.
once born, the wire brush lay
on its side, resting.
soap water travelled the vast kitchen
like a shoreline.
she taught her stone daughters
the mysteries of bread;
the brown-hardened bran,
the sun-augmented grain.
at night she held them like loves
and hungered for them.
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