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THE COMMISSION ON THE FUTURE OF IRELAND - DERRY, 6TH DECEMBER 2022

INTRODUCTION

“Everyone should have their say and no one should be left behind.” These
were the words of Sinn Féin National Chairperson Declan Kearney who
opened the second Sinn Féin public event in its ongoing Commission on the
Future of Ireland.

The Commission was established in November 2021. lts remit is to
undertake a grassroots consultation with the people of Ireland and
internationally on the future of Ireland.

This process is being conducted in a number of ways; through the hosting
of public People’s Assemblies across the country and internationally;
through the collection and collation of written submissions; through hosting
sectoral meetings and through private engagements.

A report will be compiled and published when the process concludes.

The public meeting in Derry was held in the City Hotel on 6 December
@ 2022. Over a hundred people packed into the venue. 7y

The structure of the discussion differed from the Belfast session in that it took
the form of a panel discussion.

The theme of the event was ‘Ending Division, Celebrating Diversity’. It was
chaired by former teacher and school principal Joe Martin who is also
Chair of Colmcille Press.

The panellists were: former Sinn Féin MLA Maeve McLaughlin who is
Project Manager of the Bloody Sunday Trust and a community activist;
former minister of First Derry Presbyterian Church David Latimer; writer and
former editor of The Impartial Reporter Denzil McDaniel, and Catherine
Pollock an Irish langauge activist and rights campaigner. There were also

contributions from the floor of the meeting.

A video of the Derry event is available on YouTube:
https://youtu.be/KYm5iMyyUKY
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The website for the Commission on the Future of Ireland is online.

We welcome contributions from the public on the kind of Ireland you
would like to live in and what changes you would like to see in the
future.

Have you thought about how this can be done?

The Commission on the Future of Ireland, in addition to our public
People’s Assemblies, is seeking written contributions from across
Ireland and beyond.

Thus far the Commission has received over 130 contributions.

Why not write to us. Share your ideas and suggestions on the new
Ireland.

Just go to the Sinn Féin website where you will find the page
dedicated to the Commission www.sinnfein.ie

Or go directly to www.sinnfein.ie/futureofireland
All of the details are there.

Declan Kearney MLA is Chairperson of the Commission.
Senator Lynn Boylan is Deputy Chairperson of the Commission
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THE KEY THEMES OF THE
DERRY DISCUSSIONS WERE:

® Safeguarding rights and protecting Protestant
Unionist Loyalist traditions in a new Ireland

@ The changing political attitudes and perspectives
on a new lIreland

@ Celebrating diversity and ending divisions

@ The role of a Citizens’ Assembly in the debate
on a new Ireland

@ ABAIR LEAT _pr™ @
HAVE YOUR SAY Ej

CELEBRATING DI "

THE NEW IRELAND IS FOR EVERYONE

- ENDING DIVISION

THE COMMISSION ON THE FUTURE OF IRELAND

CITY HOTEL DERRY INDEPENDENT CHAIRPERSON:
/4

JOE MARTIN | Former school principal who is involved in a range of community activities

TUESDAY 6TH DECEMBER g o e e
7PM :

MAEVE McLAUGHLIN | Project Manager with the Bloody Sunday Trust and the Derry
Model Conflict Transformation & Peace building Project

DENZIL McDANIEL | Author, columnist and former editor of The Impartial Reporter
CATHERINE POLLOCK | Irish language activist and campaigner on rights-based issues
DAVID LATIMER | Author & former minister of First Derry Presbyterian church. He also a

former member of the British Army. ) .
Sinn @Fem

wwwi.sinnfein.ie/futureofireland
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“CHANGE IS THE
ONLY CONSTANT IN LIFE”

Keynote address from Declan Kearney

In his keynote address, Declan Kearney MLA
emphasised the importance of grassroots discussion
to expand and deepen popular discussion about
democratic participation. He referred to the
resolution of issues in relation to the parades issue
as an example of dialogue and reflected on the
courage, compromise and respect for diversity and
differences necessary to achieve this.

Declan Kearney described Derry’s Peace Bridge across the river Foyle as a
symbol for reconciliation and peace building. It is, he said, representative
of Derry’s positive role in conflict transformation. He pointed to the former
Ebrington British Army base, Cultorlann Ui Chandin, and the Ulster Scots
centre as examples of participation and diversity among the community of
Derry.

Reflecting on the significant changes in Derry and the North more
generally, he stated that the status quo North and South is now gone

and quoted Greek philosopher, Heraclitus - “Change is the only constant
in life.” The Sinn Féin National Chairperson reflected on the growing
debate on Irish unity and referenced that it is happening alongside various
independence movements in Scotland, and Wales.

In his view, the “United Kingdom has never been more disunited.” Speaking
directly to the unionist community, Declan Kearney stated unionists had

the “potential of being first-class citizens in a new Ireland, instead of

being second-class citizens in Britain.” He identified key priorities for
consideration in planning for a successful new Ireland — health, pensions,
jobs, and access to the EU market.

He spoke of his view of “diversity as our strength” and discussed
frameworks for promoting inclusion and the protection of rights in a new
Ireland. He said:

“The new Ireland cannot be the old Ireland. We deserve a democratic and
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|

pragmatic discussion, which deals with constitutional change in the context
of quality of life issues. A discourse which moves beyond the chaos and
dysfunction created by Brexit. We should discuss the questions being asked
by those who remain to be persuaded about Irish reunification.

@ Can we protect public services, guarantee pensions, and create decent
jobs and pay?

~S» MH

a

Can we create an Irish national health service, and design an
education system which becomes a world leader in delivery of
qualifications and skills2

Can we educate our children together and not apart?

& e

Can we agree new constitutional democratic structures, which will
accommodate all identities and traditions?

@ Can we eradicate sectarianism, racism and end segregation?

“Yes we can, and we must.”
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Chairperson Joe Martin, former teacher
and principal who has worked with
people across the cultural divide

in the Foyle area stated that “our
biggest natural resource is our people,
particularly our young people” and
that “unity is not about uniformity, it
embraces diversity.”

He told the audience of a time when he saw graffiti
on the Shankill = “We will not exchange the blue skies of freedom for an
Irish Republic” and likewise graffiti on Falls Road “Is there a life before
death”. He expressed the view that we need to work out both freedom and
life, how we can dll live together and have a future together in a Shared
Ireland.

He recalled being inspired by the work conducted in Derry, 20 years ago,
regarding the parades. The late Donncha Mac Niallais was instrumental
in those talks. Donncha said the secret to the resolution was people willing
to listen to each other. That was a world-class peace event and drove the

7
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Good Friday Agreement. Overall, we need to demonstrate that we are
willing to listen to where others are at and ask them to come together to
where we all want to go.

Maeve McLaughlin, Project Manager
of the Bloody Sunday Trust, former
Sinn Féin MLA and community activist

Maeve McLaughlin stated that her motivation is to
“ensure we design rights in the broadest possible
terms in a new Ireland — gender, British/Irish, socio
economic” and that the Ireland she wants to live in
“cherishes all the children of the nation equally.”

She believes in the ‘Derry Model’ — Derry people have led the way — Derry
people have principles, leadership, are able to take risks, and able to

get things done. She points to the Bloody Sunday apology and parading
resolutions as specific examples of this.

She remarked that senior loyalists have told her that people who are not
discussing a new Ireland have their “heads buried in the sand.”

She encouraged engagement with the Protestant Unionist Loyalist (PUL)
community, to have conversations and think about a way through. She
stated her belief that a new Ireland is “not about doing what was done to
one section of society, fo another — there is nothing to fear.”

Rev David Latimer, former Presbyterian
Minister and hospital chaplain in
Afghanistan

Rev David Latimer opened his remarks in Gaeilge,
advising he is “lontach sésta le bheith ag caint le
chéile — happy to be speaking together.” This was
received by loud applause from the audience.
David identifies as British and as a unionist.

He outlined his “remarkable friendship” with Martin McGuinness. “If | have
one regret, it's that | didn’t reach out to Martin McGuinness sooner.”

He believes that Unionists are currently having smaller, quieter, water cooler
type discussions on a potential new Ireland but he believes it is important to
increase engagement.
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Denzil McDaniel, writer, columnist and
former editor of Fermanagh based The
Impartial Reporter

Denzil McDaniel began his contribution by saying:
“I very much identify as a Protestant/Irish.” He
grew up in Enniskillen in a working-class housing
estate that was mixed. “Enniskillen is a good town
for mixed relationships.”

He came from a very Evangelical-Baptist background. There was never
any talk he said as he grew up in the 1950s and ‘60s of a United Ireland.
That's a massive change. Fermanagh then was dominated by big house
unionism. The Ulster Unionist MP in the 1950s and early ‘60s was Robert
Grosvenor, the Duke of Westminster who was reputed to be the richest man
in Britain. “So you can imagine that what he did for working-class unionists
was virtually nothing.”

Denzil McDaniel believes that change has been massive over the years.
“There is a lot of talk about a new Ireland — | think we are already in a new
Ireland.”

He referenced demographic changes and the shift in the approach of
young people “who don’t want the things of the past.” They are concerned
about climate change and issues like LGBTQ+ rights and he referenced the
new communities.

He said: “I think we need a big conversation about how we grab the
change and move on. There isn’t enough conversation from Protestant and
Unionists. | would worry for them because change is already happening.
More change is happening and they need to be in that conversation and
saying what part of the new Ireland they want to be part of.”

! Catherine Pollock, Irish language activist
and campaigner on rights based issues

Catherine Pollock comes from a traditionally
Protestant home with unionist parents. She identified
as British initially but has also embraced her

| roots as Irish, with a strong connection to the Irish
language.
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Catherine connected with her Irishness after studying politics in England at
the time of the Iraq war. Her experience made her question her Britishness
and led her to becoming left-wing in her political outlook.

She states she is kindred spirits with Alliance for Choice, a group who
advocate for a woman’s right to choose.

She was impressed with bilingualism in schools and remarks that learning
Irish in Cultdrlann Ui Chanéin was her gateway to her Irish identity. She
told the audience: “Britishness is not about symbols or flags; it's about
familiarity between customs and people.”

She wants her children to have the opportunities she didn’t have in learning
Irish.

Commenting on socio economic issues, she told how two of her neighbours
recently died. She attributes, in some part, their deaths to an inadequate
mental health system and a poor justice system and states: “Your worth is
what you contribute, rather than what you have.”

She feels a shared island is such a unique opportunity. It will be a challenge

and states the importance of getting the process right and listening to the ®
alternative Protestant voice as the “Protestants in the curious middle ground

may be decision makers”.

-
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DISCUSSION - QUESTIONS POSED BY THE
CHAIR TO THE PANELLISTS AND AUDIENCE

Safeguarding rights and protecting PUL traditions in a new
Ireland

Q1 How can rights be safeguarded in a new Ireland?
Answered by Maeve McLaughlin

Maeve responded by stating that the safeguarding of rights must be
based on their definition in the broadest sense, and be inclusive across
communities ie the traveller community, LGBTQ+, reproductive rights.

By defining rights, we improve mechanisms to enforce rights and protect
against all forms of discrimination.

Maeve put an emphasis on ensuring ‘proper redress’ for those who find
their rights denied, and creating mechanisms for those people to effectively
challenge inequalities.

Maeve stated that in a new Ireland: “Those who are British can be British, @&
those who are Irish can be Irish - it is about equality, nothing more, nothing
less.”

Maeve also remarked that the equality message is refusing to be heard in
some quarters of unionism.

Q2 Traditions of Protestant, Unionist, Loyalist
and how they will be seen in a new Ireland?
Answered by David Latimer

David stated that there are many key traditional issues within PUL
communities, which also hold an importance alongside conversations
about health, education etc. He reflects on emotional moments for the PUL
community, such as ‘Last Saturday’ which marks the end of the marching
season and ‘Derry day’ — the annual August demonstration to mark the
lifting of the siege of Derry in 1689.

He commented that there are legitimate fears of losing identity in a larger
population and landmass.
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“Economies are important, but so is identity — however these issues can only
be brought to the table by the PUL community themselves,” advises David,
emphasising the need for broader engagement from PUL community.

He quotes Abraham Lincoln — “A house divided will not stand” and states
that “consensus needs to be contributed by way of dialogue”.

Denzil also answered Q2

He remarked that he does not fully get the Orange Order and their role in
society. He is unclear on their aims at times.

He also acknowledged contributions made to himself by senior Orangemen
in Donegal who feel betrayed or left behind by Ulster Unionists following
partition.

He commented that the Orange Order very much survives in Rossnowlagh,
in County Donegal.

Contributions from the audience on Questions 1 and 2

The first contribution comes from a woman representing the Strabane Ethnic @
Community Association.

She identified as a person from a mixed background and said at times

she felt embarrassed to talk of her Indian heritage. However, she enjoys
that diversity is now being celebrated. She raised the subject of the race
relations strategy and how it should have a role in a new Ireland. She
stressed that the debate on a new Ireland is not just about two identities, but
multiple identities, and that the discussion needs to be broadened outside
of green and orange sectors. The contributor also remarked that the Race
Relations Act is now 20 years old and is not properly enforced in the Six
Counties. This is something she felt must be rectified in a new Ireland.

At this point, Catherine Pollock remarked that “the island is for everyone
to flourish, people and planet should be put first. Everyone should matter,
regardless of wealth.”

The second contributor identified as a member of the PUL community,
who now supports a new Ireland as a left wing, democratic socialist. He
reflected on taxation and his belief that middle-class voters, typically those
who align with Alliance, should be taxed more in a new Ireland - he

12
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emphasises the need for a more socialist Ireland.

He also believes there should be more common ground between
nationalism and the middle ground on issues such as symbols, legacy and
remembrance. He suggested a new symbol, akin to the poppy, to remember
victims of British state violence.

He added “part of building a nation is common ground in how we see the
past.”

Changing political outlook and the role of a Citizens’
Assembly in debate

Q3 - Have you ever changed political outlook?
Answered by David Latimer

He said that living in a divided society has enriched his journey of
understanding and his role within the clergy allows for dialogue between
faiths. He recalls Martin McGuinness advising him “I have no infention of
making David Latimer a republican”, and reflects on the diversity between
himself and Martin.

David advised that there are a small cohort of nationalists and Catholics
whose vote may not be guaranteed, in voting for a new Ireland and gives
examples of some discussions he has had with some members of the
community, which reflect this.

Q4 Is there a place for a Citizens’ Assembly in the
discussion?

The first response to the question came from a member of the audience who
works for a disability charity in Derry.

He felt that a new Ireland is a massive opportunity. There is now a blank
page for everyone to rebuild. He also reflected on the impact the conflict
had on people with disabilities. He believes the Good Friday Agreement
has allowed people with disabilities greater freedom of movement. He also
believes the new Ireland should be “an Ireland of equals” and emphasises
the importance of people without a voice in society finally having their say.

Organisations like ‘Destined’ in Derry have helped those within this

13
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community in many ways and the speaker believes that those with
disabilities are now in an important position to articulate their needs in the
context of constitutional change.

The speaker also remarked on how some services for people with
disabilities are available and provided in a certain way on one side of the
border, and not on the other — there could be a more strategic, joined-up
approach. The speaker looks forward to the citizens’ assembly providing a
voice for the pan-disabled community.

Catherine Pollock added that an input from all sections of society is
important in the discussion on constitutional change. She believes there is
work to be done on ‘untangling identity’ in the context of service provision.

Contributions from the audience on questions 3 and 4

A member of the audience added that he had learned so much from

the discussion. He stated the discussion is “not about us and them, but a

‘we’ thing”. He believes moving forward together is the only way and we

cannot return to the divisive, civil war politics that occurred in Ireland after

partition. He also believes we cannot be ready for a new Ireland without

input from all of the people on the island. “You don’t have to sell your soul” ®
to be part of the discussion.

The next contributor from the floor identified himself as a teacher from
Strabane. He felt young people have a key role in building a new education
system that celebrates diversity. From his own experience growing up in
Catholic education, he felt there is a vital need for greater integration and
outreach in schools particularly among our young people.

Next contribution was from a Bogside man, living in England, who invested
in Derry during Covid. He feels the Northwest has been treated shockingly
by Stormont and Westminster. He believes Small and Medium Businesses
(SMEs) have paid more tax than larger corporations in recent years and
proposes the Northwest be a tax-free zone for SMEs. He urged the need

to work towards a better environment. However, he felt that the current
infrastructure is an obstacle. Consequently, he also felt that a new Ireland
will require a massive infrastructure overhaul and Derry having its own
independent university.

A woman in the audience from Derry, then remarked that previous citizens’
assemblies in Dublin have played key roles in constitutional changes. She

14
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asks the question, “how can assurances be given for fair representation of
PUL community on the proposed citizens’ assembly2”

Ciara Ferguson MLA emphasised the importance in training local people in
researching skills to properly engage with society to determine wants and
needs. She felt that there is also a need to reach out to Section 75 focus
groups. She believes existing models for researching and engagement

can be used collectively to bring about ownership for communities in the
process.

Another member of the audience then asked how the panel see education -
is integrated education a part of it all?

Rev David Latimer responded and stated that the future is to be “inherited
by our young people”. Adults shouldn’t decide the future; it should be
young people around our table also - “young people should be leading the
way” . Referencing dialogue again, Latimer stated “republicans are running
away with it and unionists are running from it.”

CLOSING REMARKS FROM PANELLISTS &

Denzil McDaniel reflected that the most important items discussed are
health, business and education. He referenced republicans he has spoken
to and stated that a new Ireland is “not about belting two states together.”

He questioned why Sligo and Leitrim hospitals cannot support Enniskillen
hospital as part of furthering all Ireland cohesion. Denzil also remarked
on the success of previous Citizens’ Assemblies, citing marriage equality
and repeal the 8th. He said that he is very much in favour of a Citizens’
Assembly.

He also drew a comparison between dialogue and football, using the
metaphor to indicate that unlike football, there are more than two sides,
and this third side (the middle ground) will be influential.

Catherine Pollock advised that issue-based conversations are the way to go in
order to reach a consensus. She also made the point that engagement does
not equal endorsement. Catherine also talked about accessibility for people
engaging in the discussion. She cited factors such as living in a post conflict
society, the cost of living, mental health etc. — these can all make it difficult for
people to fully engage in discussions around constitutional change.

15
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Another audience member made a short contribution advising that “we
can’t bring adults together until we bring children together” in reference to
integrated education.

A final contribution on this section came from a representative from the
Women'’s Centre. She advised that the majority of service users are Black,
Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) children. She also raised the issue

of minorities having difficulties in accessing civic society — doctors and
schools are all difficult to engage with for many ethnic minorities whose
first language is not English. The contributor closed by stressing the need to
engage ethnic minorities in conversations around constitutional change.

Change of perspective on a new Ireland - final question
posed to panel and audience

Q5 Has your perspective changed on a New Ireland?
Maeve McLaughlin responds.

Maeve McLaughlin felt that her perspective is still the same, however she

notes it has been challenged and developed. She said: “Whilst you have ®
rights, you have responsibilities” — a lesson taught to Maeve by the late

Donncha Mac Niallais.

She acknowledged the contested narrative. However, she felt it was not
acknowledged for her and others growing up in the Bogside. She remarked
that the conflict is often trivialised as tribal. She believes acceptance of a
contested narrative is vital. For example, she has listened to British soldiers
explaining how their outlooks have changed after coming to the Six
Counties — many of them realising it was not what they had signed up for.

Maeve believes leadership changes perspectives within communities. She
believes the PUL community has been failed by lack of leadership and notes
a control of women within some communities.

She also remarked that Ireland’s model of conflict transformation is
infernationally accepted and respected.

A final remark from an audience member. He acknowledged a changing
demographic and made the point that there are a cohort of people who are
“loyal to something that isn’t loyal to them.”

He said he would rather be part of a new nation that guaranteed rights

16
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for all, and described the Good Friday Agreement as a mechanism for the
protection of rights.

WELCOME BY
2 FERGUSON Ng

17
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CONCLUSION

Joe Martin thanked the panellists and the audience for their
attendance and attention.

It was an excellent meeting with informative and insightful
comments from all of the contributors.

It is clear from the contributions by both panellists and audience
members that there is an open door for those who want to discuss
the future of Ireland.

The Derry event underlined the widespread desire for change and
the desire of many for a new, shared future for the people of our
island.

Sinn Féin in Derry plans to continue with this process of
engagement and the Commission is urging anyone with an
® opinion on the future of Ireland to make a contribution. ®

The next public meeting will be in the Balor Arts Centre in
Ballybofey in County Donegal on 13th February 2023.

Remember the Commission on the Future of Ireland is seeking
written contributions fo this conversation.

Just go to the Sinn Féin website where you will find the page
dedicated to the Commission www.sinnfein.ie

Or go directly to www.sinnfein.ie/futureofireland

All of the details are there. Have your say.

18
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