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Mobile Phone Network

Communal divisions in Northern Ireland
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The Troubles in a euphemism used to describe the political conflict in Northern Ireland.  

In Northern Ireland since the 1960s there has been increasing acceptance of the permanency of communal division, which became formalised with the erection of ‘peace lines’ or interfaces.  The eventual establishment of walls and fences, originally believed to be temporary measures, was often an elaboration of local responses to the growing violence and unrest.  Peace lines were not intended as permanent solutions but over 35 years on, it seems that interfaces are now simply accepted as a fact of life, which is confirmed by the increasing number of new barricades. We define interfaces as, 
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What is an interface?

“The contested boundary or space where intercommunity tensions and differences have the potential to lead to confrontation between segregated unionist and nationalist communities.”
Slide 4
Types of interfaces

There are different types of physical barriers used to maintain separation, ranging from steel fencing, concrete walls to heavy security gates.  Visually interfaces are unattractive and distinguishable by the surrounding waste ground, derelict housing, vandalism, graffiti, neglect and general urban decay.  Typical of marginal space, interfaces are often used as dumping grounds.  

There are also boundaries that are imperceptible and require local knowledge to ascertain where the border lies.  It could be a turn in the road or a local landmark or painted kerb stones, murals or flags (Jarman 2002:22).  Interfaces are dynamic places.  The flashpoints in Belfast fluctuate; despite the imposing and ‘temporary’ barriers, interfaces have a fluid nature, especially those that are imperceptible. Walls have become a focus for violence and tend to draw people to them by their very nature.

The interface does not continue in a straight line but weaves around established communal boundaries. The total length of the interface spans approximately two miles, effectively separating the communities in every aspect of life.  The sheer physical presence and intensity of the barriers gives a feeling of permanency, of entrenched division between working class Catholic and Protestant communities.    
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Characteristics of interface areas
· Social and economic disadvantage

· Weak community infrastructure

· Limited access to services

· Environmental decay; dereliction

· Poor housing

· Ill health

· Tension, violence 

· Microcosm of larger divisions in Northern Ireland 

These districts have been described as no man’s land, spaces of fear, no-go areas and as the killing fields.  People living in such places have lost loved ones, experienced nightly disturbances, physical attacks, riots, destruction of property, verbal and physical intimidation and have been violently put out of their homes.  Uncertainty, rumours, terror, curtailed movement and containment, a lack of access to resources and social facilities has impacted the lives of residents. Events here impact on and interlock with the macro and micro political processes in Northern Ireland and mirrors the larger divisions present in Northern Ireland. 

Background to Inter-Action 
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Inter-Action Belfast formerly Springfield Inter-Community Development Project (SICDP) is a grassroots community organisation located on the Springfield/Shankill/Falls interface in West Belfast (established 1988).  A peace wall separates the Protestant/Unionist/Loyalist and Catholic/Nationalist/Republican areas.

Our approach, conflict transformation through community development, enables activists to come together to discuss issues of common concern, which facilitates the building of relationships and trust and increases the capacity of neighbouring communities.  This has led to dialogue on contentious issues and encouraged the development of preventative and interventionist approaches to conflict resolution/transformation.  One approach is the mobile phone network that is a function of a larger group called Springfield Intercommunity Forum (SIF). 

Strategic context 
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This area has emotive and historical resonance since it was the scene of displacements of families in 1969 at the beginning of the troubles. The Springfield Road is a segregated area, there is no casual interaction among residents.  As a result a means to communicate during times of tension and unrest was needed.  There was a need for approaches that intervened during violence and unrest as well as worked to prevent violence from occurring. There are 12 key flashpoints and two contentious parades within our remit. 

Contested parades are one symptom of the difficulties around disputed space in NI and at times parades that traverse communal lines may fuel existing tension.  Each community has a position in relation to parades.  CNR residents argue marches are triumphalist, intimidating and provocative, whilst the PUL community believes that parades are opportunity to celebrate their heritage and re-routing parades is an attempt to curtail their traditions.  

Area of severe multiple deprivation and social exclusion (e.g. 10 of 12 wards ranked in the worst 10% in Northern Ireland in terms of multiple deprivation and includes wards, ranked 1, 2, 3, &4).

Sectarian violence, unrest, fear

Areas of weak community infrastructure

Areas not benefiting from ‘peace dividends’

Sensitivity of the work

Moving our strategy forward
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Inter-Action Belfast has been working on interface issues on the Springfield Road for approximately 25 years.  Engagement of key stakeholder and leaderships. As a result there is credibility attached to the project, especially because the project has never hesitated to engage with those who have ‘dirty hands’, which increased our credibility and has established a channel of communication with paramilitary organisations.  Indeed, the first development workers were ex-prisoners, who had respect within their communities and the ability to tap into grassroots networks.  

Inter-Action operates in an honest and transparent manner and has created a culture wherein respect and dignity is paramount.  Inter-Action provides a safe and supportive environment to challenge perceptions and sectarianism, creating the space and support for engagement and risk-taking.  Continuous consultation on the ground, coupled with the underlying principles and processes of Inter-Action and the peace process have contributed to the development of the mobile phone network. 

RE:  MPN: As part of its strategic remit, Inter-Action Belfast addresses conflict resolution through community development.  One of the organisation’s key aims is ‘Resolving differences’ and works to support community activists in the mobile phone network, develop responses to meet their needs and facilitate dialogue between key stakeholders. 

Desired outcomes of the MPN
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· Develop and strengthen relationships among activists

· Improve communication between the communities to calm people and reduce tension

· Dispel rumours

· Prevent violence and incidents

How does the MPN work?
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Scenario: Recreational rioting

A group of young people are throwing stones across the wall.  These are hitting the houses and windows of the homes next to the peace wall. The phone holder on the Protestant side of the wall contacts his/her counterpart on the Catholic side to report the incident.  The Catholic phone holder then investigates the situation and, usually moves the young people on.  The Catholic phone holder then returns the phone call to and informs him/her that the incident has been addressed.  However, it is not always straightforward and this may occur several times in an evening. Since the phone holders are local people they tend to know the young people and can speak to them or their parents about the episode. 

There is preventative work as well, for example, during meetings the phone holders will plan for the potential of incidents to arise during football matches, festivals and other community events for example, bonfires.  Phone holders will work together to ensure that there will be people on the ground and ready to respond to incidents, should they arise.  At times, the main sectary gates at Lanark Way will also be closed during agreed times.  One member of the MPN acts as a police liaison and will speak to the police to ensure that the gates are closed on time and will contact the police to re-open gates as soon as possible. All incidents are logged and discussed at meetings.

Development of the MPN
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However, six years on there are more ambitious targets that entails the development of relationships and trust building in order to effectively address the core issues that underlie the conflict.  For example, there is considerable amount of work around contentious parades and there are plans to support and facilitate the creation of flag free zones around the interface and there is a cultural awareness programme that addresses issues of identity. 

The mobile phone network meets the needs of the local community through communication across the interface on a year round basis that intensifies during the summer period that is often plagued by violence. The mobile phone network has reduced interface incidents and in the past two years the traditionally contentious marching season has been peaceful as local people worked together to address the parades issues.  There are long-term plans for local accommodation of the parades issues. 

Besides addressing and preventing conflict members of the network have developed personal and professional relationships and are now tackling long standing social problems such as the lack of youth provision, community safety, poverty, the lack of access to resources and poor housing, thus improving the quality of life for people locally. 

Overview of outcome of tactic (what have we learned, why was it effective? What worked?)

Lessons: What worked? 
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Commitment by members of the network to engagement and dialogue.

Consultation works, as well as year round engagement and a problem solving approach focusing on issues of common concern as well as contention. Long-term engagement with key stakeholders is crucial as is maintaining good relationships among political representatives as well local authorities and agencies (e.g. Health, housing, youth provision). As detailed above we have continued to use and expand the phone network.  

The MPN has demonstrated that communication and ongoing dialogue is an effective tool in addressing interface violence and building relationships and trust among activists. 

Focus on process rather than outcome

Gradual development of MPN


Risking taking and courage among activists 

Lessons learned: Transplanting the Tactic

What factors need to be considered before implementing this tactic?
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Practicalities such as the time commitment and the responsibilities expected of phone holders must be arranged at the beginning. 

The type and levels of violence should be evaluated prior to the commencement of a pilot programme.  Phone holders need an induction session on the use of the network, how to deal with incidents and briefed as to the type of incidents they may encounter. 

Community support for such a project also needs to be ascertained and the activists involved need to have a degree of ‘clout’ or experience working in the community in order to have an impact. 

The availability for funding and resources to ensure that the network can function effectively in an agreed timeframe and meet its full potential.

What are the limitations of the tactic? 
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Phone holders work on a voluntary capacity and are on call 24/7.  Familial responsibilities often limit the time available to the volunteers.  There are familial and communal pressures on phone holders as well. Limits on funding also place stress on the phone holders since childcare, respite and transport costs are not available. 

The other main limit is the ability of phone holders to address orchestrated violence, especially by paramilitaries.  Fortunately, orchestrated violence has not been a feature of the Springfield Road so some time, but the potential still exists.  When there is orchestrated violence, or an incident erupts into a riot, phone holders can have limited impact. Another factor that needs to be considered is the potential for ‘wreckers’ to the process and ability of phone holders to impact on the situation.  These are usually renegade elements that come to interface areas to cause trouble and purposely stir tension.  

The network can only impact superficially on the behaviour of young people engaged in anti-social behaviour at the interface.  Often, volunteers are simply moving young people on to a different area in order to stop an incident.  There is a lack of structured programme to engage young people.  Anti-social elements from outside the area (hinterlands).

What would you do differently?
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Streamline network to ensure practical effectiveness

Build in annual evaluation and feedback sessions with the phone holders.

Broaden membership of the network to include activists who have a relationship with the young people in the area prior to becoming a phone holder. There needs to be recognition that many of those involved in conflict transformation may have a political or paramilitary background and may not always be the best placed to engage with young people. 

Publicise the mobile phone network locally from onset in an effort to garner community support.

Capacity building programmes, such as conflict transformation, mediation, and negotiation from the onset for volunteers

Key differences about way tactics was implemented from how trainer implemented tactic
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The programme was developed from Amnesty International within their Framework of Amnesty’s Campaign Against Torture.  This is a key difference from the development of the MPN, which grew out of grassroots needs and proposals and has organically developed over the years. 

Amnesty: Limited participation and little personal impact; takes in a larger geographical remit.  Although there are fewer people involved in the MPN there is a larger investment at stake and makes an immediate impact in the community.

Limited time investment in text messaging.  Is there follow up to tell participants if the campaign was successful?

It can attract young people and a more diverse base of people in the campaigns. MPN participants are a specific group, expanding incrementally.  This is part of a wider strategy of conflict transformation locally and the context, social, cultural and political is vastly different. 

 Problems:
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There have been occasions when the MPN has been abused, for instance, by the police (PSNI), who make phone volunteers to investigate incidents.  Although there is a police liaison attached to the MPN, at times, some problems have occurred when it was felt that the MPN was asked to do the job of the police. 

Some members of the MPN maybe perceived to be close to paramilitary organisations and thus bring a threat of physical violence.  This is complicated by the fact that there is confusion among young people as to when it is acceptable to throw stones or riot. E.g. It is okay to throw stones at they police but not over wall, when once this is acceptable behaviour. 

Communal pressures can arise during times of contention, for example during Orange parades.  Volunteers have different communal pressures and have a range of positions in relation to contentious issues.  This can be difficult to mange on a personal level. 

Battle fatigue among the volunteers.  This is year-round work, unpaid and 24/7. 

There is a vast range of social and economic problems in the area that are not just sectarian, but also there is racism and anti-social behaviour.  At times, the MPN is only ‘fire fighting’ and addressing the immediate threat of violence by simply moving young people on.  Programme development to address anti-social behaviour and sectarianism among young people would be beneficial.  

There is limited evaluation and reflection by Inter-Action in relation to the mobile phone network.   

Peace lines are growing and multiplying.  Strategic approaches to structural factors that impact on violence needs to be addressed at a government level and until then the peace processes on the ground are limited in impact. 

What recommendations do you have for others who may want to implement the tactic?
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Consultation with the communities in which a mobile phone network will operate is essential. 

Strategic, flexible, long term funding needs to be available.  This can prove difficult, so perhaps a pilot project to start would be useful, 

Evaluation, then long term planning. 

In order to impact effectively, the membership of the network needs to have activists who are able to stand over decisions and have a mandate to speak on behalf of their communities.  The development of relationships is central to the success of the network and local people in leadership positions must be engaged in the process.  As far as possible, the phone holders should be representative of the interests locally and there should be a mixture of activists with ‘clout’ i.e., influence within their communities, as well as those who are newer to the work. 

Focus on process and development of relationships
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