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PEACEBUILDING THROUGH THE
RE-INTERGRATION OF POLITICALLY
MOTIVATED EX-PRISONERS

A recent evaluation of NIVT funding for ex-prisoner
projects has shown that that they have more than met
the objectives of the EU PEACE Programme. The
study concludes that the most important single benefit
has been the impact on peace building with there
having been significant achievements in fostering a
spirit of self-help among ex-prisoners, in developing
contacts and alliances between ex-prisoners of
varying traditions, in helping to create a climate within
which local economic development might happen and
in general, helping to re-integrate ex-prisoners and
their families into the wider society.

This In Brief draws on an independent evaluation of NIVT funded politically motivated
ex-prisoner projects conducted by Mentor Economic Developments Limited. It sets out the
context within which the projects were established, reflects on challenges groups faced and

their development, and highlights the impacts. Conclusions are drawn in relation to obstacles
and opportunities and recommendations made for NIVT, ex-prisoner groups,
and Government and its agencies.
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Evaluation of the work of politically motivated

ex-prisoner self-help projects

The evaluation was conducted by a team from
Mentor Economic developments Ltd:

Frank Dolaghan
Suzanne Curtis
Catherine Fearon
Paula Mahon
Colm Cavanagh
Belinda Loftus

NIVT is grateful for the support and guidance provided
by the study steering committee which included:

Mike Ritchie and Laurence McKeown - Coiste na nlarchimi
Tom Roberts and Alastair Little - EPIC
Frankie Gallagher and Adie Bird - PANG

The evaluation was funded by
the EU Special Support Programme for Peace and Reconciliation

e —




a level

Playing Field

PEACEBUILDING THROUGH THE RE-INTERGRATION
OF POLITICALLY MOTIVATED EX-PRISONERS

Background

The NIVT programme was funded by the European Union's Special Support Programme for Peace
& Reconcihiation. £5,120,441 was awarded to 61 groups between 1995 and 1999.

Funding was allocated directly to groups of ex-prisoners from specific traditions; to organisations
which worked with ex-prisoners or which are non-aligned; and to other locally based and regional

support organisations working with ex-prisoners.

The evaluation drew conclusions on the impact of the programme from analysis of all project files

?

a questionnaire survey circulated to all funded groups, interviews with a sample of 20 groups
involving paid staff, committee members and volunteers, and interviews with stakeholders and
policy influencers. Interim findings were considered at a consultation workshop attended by a

range of groups and other interested parties.

The Formation of Support Groups
For Ex-Prisoners

Any consideration of the work of ex-prisoners needs to
start with two basic questions - why were ex-prisoner
groups formed and what are they hoping to achieve?

The reasons for the formation of ex-prisoner groups are
quite well documented elsewhere, particularly in reports
produced by the ex-prisoners themselves. A summary
of the reasons for their formation is:

* Politically motivated ex-prisoners did not want to "fit"
into existing ex-prisoner/ex-offender services;

* Deep suspicions existed (and to some extent continue
to exist) about the integrity of some Public bodies;

* [t was perceived that there was to some extent a
mismatch between the specific needs of ex-prisoners
and the services offered by public bodies;

* It was believed that some staff in some public
agencies found it difficult to empathise with ex-
prisoners;

* The ex-prisoner groups had a very strong focus on
self-help;

* Ex-prisoner groups wanted to be community based;

* The establishment of ex-prisoner groups was a fairly
natural development or expansion of a "community
of shared experiences";

* [In many cases ex-prisoner groups were established
because the ex-prisoners had developed strong
leadership skills and wanted to use those skills for the
benefit of their communities.

What are ex-prisoner groups hoping to achieve? The
answers to this question at one level are almost as
varied as the groups themselves. Some wanted to
provide welfare support, others help with housing,
some wanted to provide counselling while others
wanted to help provide employment. However, the
over-arching aim of the ex-prisoner groups is to
facilitate the re-integration of politically motivated ex-
prisoners. This was a particularly pressing issue given
the early release of large numbers of politically
motivated ex-prisoners under the terms of the Belfast
Agreement.
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were also dealing with a number of other issues. In
some communities, especially on the loyalist side, there
was continued tension between rival groupings of
paramilitaries. The groups generally had to cope with
instances of discrimination and with a lack of
understanding and hostility from some quarters.

Current Status

Despite the challenges and difficulties outlined above
some groups have become very large and quite
professional in their approaches. There is however a
reliance on short-term funding and there is the threat
that those statt who gain experience will move on into
other work. Many members of the public have little
sympathy with the ex-prisoner groups and consider far
too much funding has been given to them already. This
is not helped by somewhat imbalanced media comment
at certain times. As has been said, Government has
displayed little interest in supporting the groups -
throughout the recent Programme for Government there
1s not a single mention of the need to help re-integrate
politically motivated ex-prisoners.

The groups however have displayed very many
strengths. In some cases the fact that they have
survived at all 1s testament to those strengths. There 1s
little doubt that a huge amount of commitment to the
groups has been made by management committees,
staff and volunteers and family members. Virtually all
groups have active management committees and
considerable numbers of volunteers working quite long
hours. What is particularly noticeable is the high level
of user involvement. As a rule groups do nothing
without consulting and involving the ex-prisoners with
whom they work. This is largely possible because of
the close networks and contacts but i1s nevertheless very
impressive.

All of those involved have acquired varying degrees of
skills and these include:

* Fundraising;

e Research;

* Project management:;

» Staff management;

* Committee skills;

* Negotiating skills;
 Communication skills:

» Networking skills;
 Planning skills:

 Financial management skills:
» Lobbying skills;

» Advocacy skills.

Groups have displayed considerable levels of flexibility
and responsiveness and these have been made possible
by the community access the groups generally enjoy.
This access and the linkages it facilitates have led to
quite high levels of participation. There are
undoubtedly ex-prisoners who chose not to use the
services of groups but our perception is that a very high
percentage of ex-prisoners access the services offered.

At the same time some groups have displayed high
levels of innovation and what has been very striking
has been the ability of groups from all traditions to
build alliances and partnerships across the divide.
Groups have in this way been prepared to take risks,
perhaps more so than other sections of the wider
community for here we have sworn enemies
recognising that they share common problems and
being prepared to come together to address those
problems. There is little doubt that the vast majority of
ex-prisoner groups are solidly committed to the overall
peace process and have in fact been major contributors
to its development and maintenance.
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impact
on local communities

Ex-prisoner groups have:

* Contributed to building
community infrastructure

This has included the establishment
of some new groups; the provision of
support to other groups engaged in
regeneration, social inclusion,
poverty; and the creation of some
local networks;

* Engaged in preventative
work

For example work with young people
to prevent them being involved in
paramilitary or anti-social behaviour
and also encouraging these young
people to have positive images of
themselves and of their cultures.
This work has resulted in reduced
levels of anti-social behaviour and
vandalism and increased morale and
self-esteem in some young people;

* Reduced tension

The development of cross-
community contacts contributed to
reducing inter-community tensions at
times of particular stress.

impact
on wider community

Wider impact has included:
* Embedding peace

Groups have contributed on an
ongoing basis to the development
and maintenance of the Peace
Process. This applies to ex-prisoners
from all traditions. It is difficult to
envisage how the Peace Process
would have been sustained had it
not been for the positive influence
exerted by many ex-prisoners and
their families;

* Reducing violence

Groups have contributed to the
overall reduction in the level of
violence through involvement in
community based preventative
schemes and in work with both
marginalised young people and in
interface areas. it is not possible to
quantify the numbers of lives saved
or injuries avoided as a direct
consequence of the influence of the
ex-prisoners;

* Raising awareness

Groups have raised awareness
generally of the needs of ex-
prisoners and of the contribution
they can make to creating a peaceful
and stable community;

* Challenging policy and
practice

Groups have challenged some
public bodies to consider some of
their policies and practices or to
champion the rights of ex-prisoners;

* Changed attitudes
Groups have been successful in

changing attitudes among some
employers.
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impact
on groups themselves

The impact on the groups
themselves has been:

* Building social capital

The creation of new local structures
which have the potential to make a
contribution beyond the confines of
work with ex-prisoners; the
development of linkages both with
other ex-prisoner groups and some
victims groups. This resulted in a
motivation to do more for their
communities and to focus on
aspects of peacebuilding;

* Building human capital

The acquisition of new skills and
knowledge;

* Building physical capital

The acquisition of assets including
buildings and equipment;
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