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Young researchers launch research report on community relations projects
A new report published today by researchers at Queen's University Belfast shows that community relations projects remain an essential vehicle for community cohesion in Northern Ireland. Coinciding with the international Mitchell conference held at Queen's, a group seven 17-year old researchers from across Northern Ireland launched a research report on young people's experiences of participating in community-based cross-community projects in Northern Ireland, titled ‘Cross-community schemes: participation, motivation, mandate’. The report details what motivates young people to attend such projects and also depicts what mandate project leaders have in their communities to run cross-community schemes. This research was undertaken in connection with the 2007 Young Life and Times (YLT) survey. Carried out annually for ARK, a joint initiative of Queen's University Belfast and the University of Ulster, the 2007 YLT survey results and the new research report are available at www.ark.ac.uk/ylt.

About the project

The project consisted of three parts:

1. A set of questions on young people's experiences of attending cross-community projects asked in the 2007 YLT survey. 627 16-year olds responded;

2. Focus groups conducted with young people in four cross-community projects in Belfast (2), Co. Armagh (2) and the City of Derry; 

3. Individual interviews conducted with project leaders of these cross-community projects.
The second and third part of the research was undertaken with seven 17-year olds who were trained to be peer researchers on this project. They had all completed the 2007 YLT survey and were at the time involved in the cross-community projects investigated.

Key Results

Participation

· Four in ten YLT respondents (40%) said they had ever taken part in cross-community projects outside school, 12% of all YLT respondents were involved in such projects at the time the survey was conducted. 88% described their experience of taking part in such projects as positive or very positive. 

· Catholics (45%) were just a little more likely than Protestants (41%) to have taken part in cross-community projects and reported just slightly better experiences, however, Catholics were also more likely to express the need for more mixing and the lack of opportunity to do so.

· Those who were currently taking part in cross-community projects were 5 times less likely to have no friend from other religious backgrounds than those who had never taken art in such schemes (32% and 7%).
· Statistically, the religious mix of the neighbourhood respondents were living in and their family-financial background was unrelated to the attendance of cross-community projects.

· 82% of respondents agreed that relations between different religions would be better if there were more cross-community projects, however, 46% of respondents also agreed that no amount of money spent on cross-community projects will unite the two sides.

· Seven in ten respondents (69%) agreed that the sectarian hatred is now directed towards minority ethnic groups.

Motivation of young people to take part in cross-community projects

In the focus groups we found a variety of reasons why people took part in cross-community projects, which ranged from boredom to the willingness to 'give something back to the community'. Young people joined the projects mainly because of the activities on offer, but also because their friends did or because they had heard good reports from past participants. By almost all participants the cross-community aspect of the projects was seen as an added bonus, but not as the initial reason to get involved.
The research found that young people participating in cross-community projects outside the school context benefitted from the project in a range of ways, namely by a growing self-esteem, by making new friends that they otherwise would not have meet, and by acquiring new skills and by challenging their own attitudes towards people from different backgrounds. However we also collected evidence that some young people participating in cross-community projects still experience hostility and sectarian violence simply because they take part in these projects.
Commenting on these findings, Dr Dirk Schubotz of the School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work at Queen’s and Director of Young Life and Times, said:
‘At a time when the Stormont government celebrates new economic investments in Northern Ireland, the findings of this study are a strong reminder that cross-community projects remain an important vehicle to achieve the peaceful society which give investors the confidence to create more job opportunities in Northern Ireland. The research shows that without ongoing resourcing of cross-community activities, which also actively involve groups of migrant workers and minority ethnic communities, Northern Ireland may fall short of achieving the ambitious goals set out in the Shared Future document.’
As one of the project workers interviewed in this research put it: 

‘We are just scraping the surface. There are some serious under the surface anger and bigotry. There’s so much work still to be done and I just think with the lack of money, it’s a real shame that so many cross-community projects are going to have to close down. I’ve seen the benefits of them.’

Ends

Notes to the editor:

1. The full report, Research Update tables of results and further information are available on the Young Life and Times website at www.ark.ac.uk/ylt. 
2. Young Life and Times is a constituent part of ARK, a joint initiative of Queen’s University Belfast and the University of Ulster.

3. This project was funded by the Programme for Peace and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland and the Border Regions of Ireland (Peace II, extension) Measure 2.1.

For further information contact: Dr Dirk Schubotz, 028 9097 3947, e-mail d.schubotz@qub.ac.uk; or Ann Marie Watson, Communications Office, 028 9097 5320. 

