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Report of Strategic Plan Review meeting,

1. Aim and Objectives of the Review

1.1. Aim: To develop a clear and shared sense of direction for the project in the short, medium and long term

1.2. Objectives: To develop a shared view on

· The overall purpose of the IPC Project

· The role of the IPC Project in the Irish Peace Process in general and civil society peacebuilding in particular

· The added value to peacebuilding of cooperation within the IPC Project

· The desired level of cooperation between the IPC Project partners

· The desired longevity of the Project

· Perspective for future cooperation with other organisations

· The value of the distinct identity, ethos and connections of each partner organisation

· Urgent priorities for action

2. Session 1 - The priorities from now until 2011

The purpose of this session was to share opinions and information on the progress of the project so far. It consisted of contributions from participants concentrating on their personal views in response to the following questions:

2.1. Origins of the consortium

The consortium was a planned development in the sense of being built to implement an original idea but the task of developing partnership between very different organisations was challenging – “it was always going to be difficult to get joint understanding.” The difficulty of ceding some responsibility to a broader group is recognised. Nonetheless, “I was impressed with how quickly partnership started to develop – people started to realise the value of leaving your own organisation outside the door.” 

When the project did get underway and began to work it was clear that there was huge potential for development, arising from the partners themselves, demand from communities and the creation of new concepts and methodologies arising from the exchange of ideas  between the partners. Part of the challenge is fulfilling this potential and the demand from groups for us to assist them and their communities. We also had to consider issues of  governance and finance, to lay the foundations for future growth and development, and this took time. This area is now strong, however, and provides a platform for future development.

2.2. Added value of the consortium at operational level

There is a significant element of continuity in the work of the consortium from the previous activities of the partner organisations. However, there are a number of ways in which partnership working has strengthened and added value to the work.

2.2.1. Making new linkages between work in the community and the Centres

A number of examples have been given of how the partnership has allowed new linkages between engagement in the community and more developed and long term work involving the Peace Centres. One example is a local women’s group from the Grange estate in Ballyclare with which Corrymeela workers had engaged now involved in a cultural awareness programme with An Teach Ban – “we are now linked in with a new community that we wouldn’t have otherwise been involved with.”  “10 women are very excited about participating in a central initiative where they can meet people outside their own community.” Another example is that the faith-based work which Glencree has done for some time is now able to link in with a fieldworker from a church background based in Armagh – “it has been very valuable to have someone like that as part of the team.” This presence on the ground has enabled IPC to facilitate a partnership between the two Cathedrals based in the city. 

2.2.2. Exchanging methodologies

A particular aspect of the community-centre link is the way in which developed methods of work have been applied in new contexts or with new participants. The “sustaining relationships” model of work has been brought into the community and applied to a core group of activists in Ballynafeigh in South Belfast. “We have been working on the same model but applying it in a small group located in one area.” “There is now also an all women group – settled and traveller community – maintaining the same model of work – this would not have happened without the consortium.”

The “core group” method of work has now linked in to broader community networks. “The Core Group activity takes 15 people from a variety of backgrounds and puts them through a deep process of residential dialogues and they then become part of a continuing network. We now have access to networks at a very local level – it has been a huge advantage to have access to Corrymeela’s local networks.” “Part of the idea is that we identify people and put them into the regional level. We then play a supportive role with NI Council for Refugees and Asylum Seekers and two members of it participated in the core project as there is a desire to understand in broader terms the society in to which they are coming. We are also bringing people in from the core team – none of that would have happened without IPC coordination.”

2.2.3. Better and broader connections

In a number of ways the development of the consortium has enabled wider reach and deeper connections. “In our own work – capturing the learning – the big advantage is the reach that IPC has given us. We have been doing this work for many years but our scope bas been limited to the North West – IPC has given us access to a much wider constituency of people. For example, the Aid for Peace seminar and conference attendance was from all over Northern Ireland and the Boarder Counties. IPC is developing a wider reach than we could achieve on our own.”

Another example is that “Activity 4 has grown out of two former programmes at Glencree – survivors and former combatants and the faith programme – these strands have been continued. Yet in a real sense the consortium has allowed these strands to be better connected. The ‘breathing spaces’ event, that used to be within the churches programme, has been widened out. The fact that we were part of the consortium gave us access to new networks – we have a much broader group of people to draw on.” 

2.2.4. Particular points

“Co-operation Ireland has been very valuable to us – the finance and dreary boring stuff has been done and entered into with good enthusiasm – this is a solid basis for moving forward.”

“The other thing is the ongoing evaluation –  we have worked with many evaluators and there are storerooms full of irrelevant reports. This active, challenging and professional evaluation is very important – it will take us out of ourselves and help the consortium to grow and develop, whilst also challenging our own perceptions that we are doing a great job.”

2.3. Operational challenges

There are a number of challenges facing the operational level of the consortium. One is about delivery. “There is an ongoing challenge around delivery – if we did have three years we would be on target but we have to increase output and spend.” There is, however, a level of confidence that this challenge will be met: “The challenge is targets and the spend – I think we will get on top of that this year – this is a crucial year and we are geared up for it – I wouldn’t worry too much.”

The main area of challenge is around the need to develop practical cooperation. “My sense is that there is a lot of potential but there are capacity constraints – we will need to strengthen our capacity to respond to demand. Shifting people around to meet responses flexibly is one way of doing this – in the coordinators team people are very open to this.” “Operationally we are understanding more and more how we can cooperate. There may be slightly different value bases but you work through that.”

There is, however, some uncertainty about the level of responsibility for coordinated activities. “We can pool our resources – but do coordinators have delegated responsibility to do that? We are not sure whether this is a strategic or operational response.” There may also be a tension between individual organisations and the consortium – “there is a horizontal and perpendicular aspect – you relate upwards towards your own organisation but reach across to the IPC thing.”

There was a clear view that the development of cooperative working was part of a process culminating in a new corporate identity: “The first thing is to create reality on the ground – we have to develop our own confidence and the confidence of the funders – we need to build the consortium and then we have to reach out into the community. It was hard to sell the product when we weren’t sure of what it was. That is why it is important to learn what you can do before you can sell it. We now are recruiting a marketing officer and the key purpose is to grow IPC out in the public domain – the whole consortium. The first stage had to be the grounding – actually working together and the second stage is outreach – selling it to the wider community. The aim is to create a new identity rather than four organisations.”

There is also a cautionary note to be struck: “Another tension would be between internal dynamics and external outreach. There are other organisations outside IPC which have enormous experience. We must not become so determined to make this work that we become inward looking. We need to work with these organisations and share our knowledge to the betterment of all”

The perspective for the future is seen as developing the collaborative method of working which has implications for the strategic level: “There are definitely exciting prospects for the future. It wouldn’t make any sense building coordination and then to let it go. We are planting something and we want to make it grow. I don’t think the key challenges are at operational level – I think it is how we make it a joined up approach – a hub, a core, joined up thinking at the centre.”

2.4. Individual organisations and the consortium

There was some frank discussion about the relationship between the interests of individual organisations and the consortium which was appreciated: “This is a good conversation.” Some points made were: “Yes, organisations have strategic interests and it is specifically my job to represent my own organisations interests – then I have to consider IPC. The task is to positively work out where the interests merge.” “We have allegiance to our own organisation and at the end of the day that could limit how much we can commit. We have a big organisation and many people and that affects how we can be within IPC.”

It was also noted that the consortium had come together around a particular project: “we sometimes forget that this is not just a collaboration between partners which was encouraged by funders but it is also around a particular project. We all have things going on outside this consortium.”

There was a view that the consortium development could be positive for the individual organisations: “IPC development does not threaten individual organisations.” “Also some of the benefits are internal to our separate organisations – it has been useful for the shaping of the strategic direction of DPC (Dialogue for Peaceful Change) – it helps us to refine our direction.”

The experience of cooperative working could also have wider resonance: “We should be learning that the way we work is valuable for outside of us – the future is going to be about consortiums and our experience could be useful.”

2.5. The future of the consortium

Although this part of the Strategic Review sought to concentrate on short to medium term perspectives, there was some discussion on the strategic future of the Consortium.

2.5.1. The nature of the work

A range of suggestions and proposals were put forward relating to the direction of the work of the project.

There was discussion on who the key targets should be for the consortium on the ground. “I believe that the groups identified in the brochure are key targets because the groups they are the most positive towards peace building initiatives. Other groups also need to benefit from this approach. It is not a question of us working with them but of them working with the rest of us about our attitudes to them.” In response it was noted that “in fact the groups listed have to be worked with because they are developed. We also do a lot of work with other groups and sectors, including the public sector,  and we also prioritise victims and where possible hard to reach people.”

Options as to the extent and purpose of the collaborative working were put forward: “One approach might be to say that we have a lot of residential resources and we are going to come together with central marketing etc. Another might be to recognise that we have three different perspectives and put them on the table and we would use the different approaches to offer to groups for which they were more appropriate. Another approach – in terms of marketing there are a range of networks out there. We could also say we will merge identities and we become the background support to the networks already out there.”

A question was raised as to whether the consortium was ready to meet the challenges of peacebuilding in a new, post-violence context. “The thing that really resonated with me was the comment that the IPC proposal could have been written years ago – it contains the tried and trusted things we know we are good at. There is a big challenge – we are now in the post violence phase and yet everything about the proposal is still in the violent phase. A lot of people have huge expectations for IPC – that we might be the driver of peacebuilding in the future.”

The process and institutional change aspects of the project were highlighted. “One of the things we should do is to capture the learning of the project in terms of institutional change and restructuring – at the least we need to keep that issue on the table although it is a long way down the line. There is also the issue of mainstreaming the connections made in the project within organisations – not a matter of bringing all organisations into one big consortium but of how we can relate our other work to the ongoing collaboration.”

The vision of IPC as an entry point or portal to the partner organisations was also put forward. “IPC can be seen as an entry point to the services of each organisation.” “The idea of IPC as a portal is an interesting way to look at future development.” “Will IPC be a portal or a service deliverer?”

The potential international role was also mentioned: “There is another level of what it could do – making international connections. The international context needs to be discussed. How will this work? The recognition potential can be positive if you have big ambitions for the IPC.”

2.5.2. The image of Irish Peace Centres

There was some discussion on the image of IPC as an indicator of its ambitions for the future.

“My big question is what do you do and what do you want to do and with whom? Is it by stealth – a safe place – working quietly without building a public profile or is it to put IPC on the map as a centre of excellence?”

“We do need to up the profile – we have a great challenge in developing our image.”

“The image issue goes to the heart of the future perspective – this is part of the overall vision. Is the creation of a consortium just for this project or for the future?”

2.5.3. The general perspective for the future

It was noted that there was an expectation that the project would continue into the future beyond the end of the Peace Programme. This presents its own challenges. “At the start no-one was thinking about how further we could collaborate but now we can see we are thinking more about it. Personally I see a need for much more collaboration – these are four big operators in the peacebuilding world.”

Another perspective was that: “the future will be more about how people see us rather than how we see ourselves. We have no exit strategy – we want it to continue. The way I see it is that if IPC is to have significance in the future it will be a bit like four stars becoming a constellation – it is that overall large grouping that will be seen by others as to where we turn when we need peacebuilding. DPC is in this because it will help our future.”

In conclusion it was noted that: “in most parts of the world people see our conflict as done. In that context we have three options in meeting the challenges of the future – we can make things happen, we can watch things happen or we can wonder what happened. We have to make things happen as IPC.” 

3. Session 2 – Strategic Development of Irish Peace Centres

The purpose of this session was to consider issues relating to the medium-term and long-term development of IPC. Whilst it is recognised that IPC is committed to achieving certain objectives and goals within the timeframe of its current funding agreements, it is also acknowledged that the IPC initiative has the potential to achieve longer term benefits and outcomes.

3.1. Key Issues and Challenges

In considering the future development of the IPC initiative, beyond its current phase, there are a number of issues and challenges which need to be addressed by the partner organisations involved in the IPC initiative.

3.1.1. Role and purpose of IPC

There is a need for some more clarity about the role of the IPC Project vis-a-vis the roles and functions of the four organisations which comprise the IPC Project. It is evident that positive outcomes and benefits are beginning to emerge from the work of the IPC Project and that there are identifiable ways in which a number of peacebuilding organisations working together can achieve better outcomes than peacebuilding organisations working in isolation from each other. In relation to developing a medium-to-long term vision for IPC, it is important to clearly identify the particular roles for IPC and the ways in which these roles will enhance the work being carried out by the four IPC member organisations.

3.1.2. Development of Peacebuilding Organisations Sector

The roles and functions of peacebuilding organisations such as Co-operation Ireland, Corrymeela, Glencree and An Teach Ban have to be influenced by the needs and the conditions that exist in the regions in which they operate. Therefore the ongoing relevance of these organisations and the relevance of the IPC initiative will be influenced by political, constitutional, cultural and community developments which take place within the island of Ireland.

In considering the strategic development of the IPC initiative, it is considered important to conduct some type of scoping exercise or analysis which would aim to identify the main peacebuilding challenges over the next 5 – 10 year period. For example, should we assume that there will be a relative absence of political violence? Should we also assume that the current patterns of segregated social housing and segregated education will pertain within Northern Ireland over the next 5 – 10 year period. Analysis of social, economic and cultural issues will help to determine where the IPC initiative should be positioning itself within the next 3 – 5 year period.

3.1.3. Funding considerations 

The strategic development of the IPC Project and of individual peacebuilding organisations within the IPC consortium will be largely dependent on prevailing funding circumstances. The IPC Project and the IPC partner organisations are at present dependent on public funding (from national governments and the European Union). The future of the IPC initiative also seems to be dependent on public funding – it will not be able to survive on income derived from subscriptions and traded income.

In this context there is a clear need for the IPC Project to give some consideration to the ongoing viability and sustainability of the IPC initiative. Therefore, consideration needs to be given to the extent to which the IPC Project is a really important initiative to retain even if there is no money available to support it from other funding sources.

In relation to the issue of strategic planning, it is important to recognise that a completely different funding environment is likely to exist for peacebuilding organisations in the period after 2013 (and the conclusion of Peace 3). There is unlikely to be the same levels of public funding for peacebuilding activities and it could well be the case that peacebuilding organisations might have to identify ways in which they collaborate with other similar organisations and reduce their costs. IPC could play a role in this process.

3.1.4. Promotion and marketing of IPC

Participants at the strategic planning meeting felt that it is important to ensure that the right balance is struck between the promotion of the IPC and the promotion of the four organisations which comprise the membership of the IPC – Co-operation Ireland, Corrymeela, Donegal Peace Centre, Glencree. Whilst it is important that these four organisations retain their profile and their public connectedness (for reasons relating to fundraising and image) it is also important that they give consideration to their role within the IPC Project.

The extent to which the IPC Project is going to be promoted by the IPC member organisations is largely going to be determined by the extent to which IPC represents a key element in their future activities and development strategies. There is a clear need to define how the IPC Project would like to position itself over the next 3 – 5 year period.

3.2. Strategic Plan

In relation to the production of a Strategic Plan participants felt that it is necessary to consider producing a short-term Plan, a medium-term Plan and a long-term Plan. The short-term Plan would be for the period up until the end of the current funding period (i.e. up until the latter half of 2011), the medium-term Plan would be for an extension of the current funding period (i.e. 2012 and 2013) and the longer-term Plan would be for the period beyond 2013.

It is too early to determine the levels of collaboration which might ultimately take place between Co-operation Ireland, Glencree, Corrymeela and An Teach Ban. An important aspect of the current programme (to September 2011) is to build up relationships between the four partner organisations and to identify the extent to which these organisations wish to work more closely together in the future. In this context it appears reasonable to wait until 2011 (at the earliest) to produce a medium to long-term Strategic Plan for the IPC initiative.

It will also be necessary, however, to produce some type of plan for the 2012 – 2013 funding period (i.e. the final two years of the Peace 3 programme). It will be essential for the IPC consortium to put forward a strong case for continued funding. This case is likely to include an analysis/evaluation of what was achieved between 2009 and 2011 and what is being planned for 2012 and 2013. It is also probable that a strong aspect of the proposal for ongoing funding will relate to ways in which collaboration between the four partner organisations and/or other organisations will be strengthened and enhanced in 2012 and 2013.

4. Conclusions and proposals for next stages

4.1. Conclusions

The IPC Project has made a strong and positive start in relation to the development of new collaborative work between four of the main peacebuilding organisations on the island of Ireland. There is significant and growing evidence of the ‘value added’ benefits of the collaboration process with some activities being enhanced through the involvement of the various partner organisations and other activities only having being conceived and progressed through the collaboration model which is at the heart of the IPC Project.

It is also recognised that the IPC Project is a fluid, flexible and ever-evolving initiative and it is difficult to determine, at this stage, the extent of the collaboration which might ultimately take place between the four partner organisations. In relation to the organisational model of co-operation, it is evident that the IPC Project is at a fairly advanced stage in the continuum. The next couple of years are going to determine whether the partner organisations are willing to take the collaboration process to a stronger and more intensive level.

4.2. Proposals for next stages

It is necessary to give more detailed consideration to the further implementation of the current IPC work programme (to September 2011). It was agreed that a further planning meeting was necessary and it in would be useful to spend time on each of the four Activity streams and to decide upon key focuses and priorities within each Activity, as well as the  linkages between them. 

In addition to the implementation of the current IPC Project it will also be necessary to start giving more attention to the continuation and extension of the IPC Project. In this context it will be very important to record and to publicise the work and achievements of the IPC Project (to demonstrate to other interested parties why it is important to retain and to sustain the IPC initiative). It will also be important to ensure that the various IPC structures are fit for purpose and that they are robust enough to maintain the IPC initiative into the next phase of its development.

In the medium term the need is to to focus on securing the potential of the IPC initiative beyond the end of the current funding period (i.e. beyond September 2011) and to achieve this before June 2011. This timescale means that a comprehensive and detailed proposal must be completed by March 2011 (as to allow time for discussion and further negotiation with external funding sources).

The proposal to be prepared is likely to include three main elements – 

i. a review or evaluation of the progress made by the IPC Project since its establishment in 2008;

ii. an analysis of the main challenges and priorities for peacebuilding organisations on the island of Ireland; 

iii. a detailed work programme for 2012 and 2013 (this work programme will provide information on Strategic Objectives, Strategic Goals, Activity Areas and targets/number). 

In order to produce a comprehensive and effective proposal by March 2011 it is likely that the process of compiling the proposal and putting together the necessary analyses and information will need to begin in September 2010.
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