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We look forward to working 
with you, in seeking to build  
a peaceful future
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2014 marks 40 years since the founding of �e Glencree Centre for Peace and 
Reconciliation and I am delighted to welcome you to this publication re�ecting on our 
work both on the island of Ireland and internationally in the last 20 years.  

Central to Glencree’s work in transforming violent con�ict and building peace has 
been helping to build improbable relationships between people involved in and 
a�ected by violent con�ict.  �rough skillful facilitation and the creation of a ‘safe 
space’ participants in Glencree’s programmes have engaged in often challenging and 
di¡cult dialogue with ‘others’ that in turn has contributed to breaking down barriers 
to peace and reconciliation in both the political and community spheres.  �e nature of 
this work is necessarily ‘under the radar’ and therefore Glencree has deliberately been 
quiet on the nature of the work that it has done and continues to engage in.  

However, whilst wishing to retain necessary con£dentiality, a coherent documentation 
of our work re�ecting on what we have done, the lessons learned, the challenges faced, 
the mistakes made and how our experiences could usefully help others was overdue.  

Introduction William Devas CEO

Will Devas - Glencree CEO
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�erefore in 2013, which marked 15 years since the signing of the Good Friday/
Belfast Agreement, we started on a process of internal re�ection.  �is publication, 
a series of write ups that are both descriptive and re�ective in nature, done by those 
that managed our various programmes, is the initial outcome. �is is, for Glencree, 
a preliminary step in our commitment to be a better learning organisation, one that 
continually re�ects on the e�ectiveness of our work and how our contribution to our 
mission of deepening reconciliation can be improved.

In 2013 Glencree also embarked on a strategic planning process considering whether 
there was still a signi£cant role for the organisation and if so, de£ne what that should 
be. We consulted widely and combined with events happening in Northern Ireland, 
whether expressions of dissident republican groups, �ag protests or clashes during 
the marching season, we were left in no doubt about the need for our dialogue and 
capacity building work. More recent di¡culties in reaching agreement on the three 
issues of �ags, parades and how to deal with the legacy of violence and continued 
north-south disconnect demonstrate that there is still a great amount to be achieved 
for those that aspire to deeper reconciliation and a more cohesive and shared society 
irrespective of one’s constitutional preferences. �e horrors of violent con�ict have 
become all too apparent in the last couple of years in other contexts further suggesting 
that lessons learned from our own peace process may be useful in helping others £nd 
non-violent ways of resolving their own con�icts.  

Timeline of the Troubles- Glencree Symposium, June 2014
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Glencree, therefore, is committed, in partnership with others, to playing its part in 
helping deepen reconciliation on this island and sharing our experiences and expertise 
to aid peacebuilding in some other contexts overseas.

I hope you enjoy this publication and we look forward to working with you in seeking 
to build a peaceful future.

Opening Session – Glencree Symposium, June 2014
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Glencree Mosaic – created 
by participants, volunteers 
and sta�
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�e decision to launch Glencree forty years ago followed a period of intense con�ict in 
the Northern Ireland divide. �at year, 1974, also marked a period of immense divide 
in my own country, South Africa. �e white-only general election £xed the gaze of 
the world on the project of institutional apartheid, by then in its twenty-sixth year and 
abating none. Despite the global condemnation of social segregation, the racial lines 
that had been drawn in the 1650s were still £rmly etched on to our social and political 
landscape.

Few, if any, of us on either side of that divide would have thought then that the change 
the late Nelson Mandela talks of in those inspiring lines above was possible. In 1974, 
he was a political prisoner, held in isolation on Robben Island o� the coast of Cape 

Facilitating  Lasting Peace: 
Acknowledging Glencree’s 40th Anniversary

Roelf Meyer

‘One of the things I learned when I was negotiating, 
was that until I changed myself, I could not change others’ 

Nelson Mandela

Section 1: �e Context
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Town and would only begin secret talks with the apartheid leaders in later years. I 
was a practicing attorney and £ve years would pass before I would become an elected 
Member of Parliament for the ruling National Party.

Where I stood then, politically, was a very long distance from where I sit today and the 
intervening chapter recounts a years-long process of deep transformation and change. 
However, my personal story cannot be divorced from that of South Africa’s and the 
‘struggle’ we underwent collectively to shed the racial superiority that de£ned our 
outlook on life. Our search for peace is a £tting foreword for this commemorative 
book, dovetailing neatly with Glencree’s ethos and philosophy.

My early life had been heavily in�uenced by the South Africa of the early 1970s and 
I belonged to a generation and racial grouping for whom opportunities were plentiful. 
As a young professional I was doing well, but at the same time, becoming increasingly 
uneasy with the injustices I encountered around me on a regular basis. As a lawyer, I 
was confronted with the sobering fact that constitutional rights were heavily skewed 
in one direction and in such a manner that the scales of justice could never possibly 
balance.

When I entered Parliament in my early thirties I was struck by how unreal the system 
was and how unreasonable was the book of statutes. I could not say to myself with any 
degree of honesty that as a member of the South African parliament I was representing 
all of the people of my country. I struggled with the unease intellectually, rather than 
emotionally or politically. But for as long as it burdened me at an intellectual level only, 
I know now that change would be a long time coming.

In 1986, President PW Botha appointed me deputy minister of law and order. �at 
was at the height of apartheid repression and during a national state of emergency 
declared for the whole country.

South Africa was ablaze with rioting and I was given the unenviable task of spending 
prolonged periods in the black townships trying to understand who or what sparked 
the widespread violence and what could bring it to a halt. Not surprisingly, black 
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townships were no place for white men in those years and for the 16 or so months 
I spent visiting those areas, I was essentially on enemy turf. And yet it was only by 
crossing that racial line that I truly came to appreciate the appalling conditions of 
black life in apartheid South Africa. �at experience severely challenged my political 
beliefs. Henceforth I would £nd it di¡cult, if not impossible, to put a favourable 
construction on the reprehensible project of white superiority. Looking back, my 
emotional transformation was well under way by then.

When I stepped into the role of Deputy Minister of Constitutional Development 
under President de Klerk, in 1989, I publicly vowed to step down, if there was no move 
towards political change within a period of two years. It was a bold declaration but it 
was a vow that was underpinned by the personal change I had undergone and I clung 
dearly to that pledge. �ere was no turning back towards the old dispensation. I not 
only understood, but also embraced the need for change. Furthermore, I knew I could 
help change others, so profound was the change within myself. Ironically, or perhaps 
coincidentally, when I made that pledge in the late 1980s, the tide had already begun 
to turn within the ranks of the National Party.

�roughout the course of the eighties, it had become clear to President Botha and 
those around him that the policy of separate development, or apartheid as it was called, 
was not sustainable in the long term, though it was only when F.W. de Klerk took over 
in 1989 that the political process began to normalize. Provisions were £nally made for 
mass, peaceful protests to take place around the country and some political prisoners 
were released later that year. Political parties and organisations were unbanned early 
the following year and Mr. Mandela walked free in February 1990.

Prior to that date, politics in South Africa was premised on race or colour, whilst 
thereafter we worked towards building a political system based on values. However, 
despite the far-reaching changes that were sweeping through the country, these were 
mainly for pragmatic reasons. �ese were for pragmatic reasons mainly. Pressure from 
the international community was mounting and UN-imposed sanctions had crippled 
the economy. �e ANC had upped their game and made many parts of the country 
ungovernable; the extent to which we had lost control in some areas was evident by the 
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presence of heavily armoured vehicles patrolling the streets. �e country was bleeding 
and it had begun to dawn on many white South Africans that if they did not endorse 
a change they would face a bloody onslaught instead.

�ough 1990 marked the beginning of the end, some critical back-channel talks had 
already begun many years earlier when Mandela entered into secret negotiations from 
his prison cell with some of Botha’s men. �ose talks about talks were immensely 
important not only in paving the way for the later talks about substance to begin but to 
help build and foster trust among the opposing sides during the formal negotiations.

As I have said many times before, a successful outcome can never be possible if there 
hasn’t been a successful process and I would learn that trust goes a long way in this 
regard, as do the complimentary concepts of inclusiveness and ownership, which were 
to become the cornerstones of the South Africa talks.

In the dying days of 1991 we began to negotiate an end to apartheid and held the £rst 
plenary session of the Convention for a Democratic South Africa (CODESA). We 
chose to embark on the peace building process alone - with only the opposing sides 
gathered around the table - rather than rely on outside facilitators or mediators. �at 
meant depending on one another to £nd the answers and lead the way, even when the 
going got tough, which it inevitably did.

Children in Kayamundi township, Stellenbosch during Journeys Out Project
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Hence we had to develop a process of mutual understanding towards negotiations, 
mindful at all times that while we were working towards peace and partnership, we 
were opponents once we sat down at the negotiating table because we held di�erent 
political aspirations and ideologies.

�at was the sensitivity of our process; we had to become partners while we were 
essentially enemies and once again I recall the words of the late Mandela: ‘If you want 
to make peace with your enemy, you have to work with your enemy. �en he becomes 
your partner.’ In that would-be partnership, I headed the CODESA talks on the part 
of the National Party government, while Cyril Ramaphosa became my counterpart in 
the African National Congress (ANC).

It would take many failed attempts before we forged that partnership. In the South 
African negotiations there were essentially two main parties; the National Party 
government of the day and the ANC, though there were a total of two hundred and 
twenty eight delegates drawn from nineteen political parties, all told. In hindsight, 
we were merely trying to hammer out some pragmatic changes in those early days of 
CODESA. I speak here for many of us in the National Party who were informed by 
our minds in a calculated way, mindful of the factors that were inhibiting the apartheid 
system and which begged some sort of new dawn. If anything, it was but an intellectual 
mind-game that we played.

�erefore, there was no ‘buy-in’ without which a genuinely di�erent outcome could 
ever be possible. Many of my former National Party colleagues were still advocating 
the retention of minority or group rights, or, at the very least, as much white power as 
they could possibly retain in a post-apartheid era. Not surprisingly, the talks �oundered 
in 1992.

�e breakdown in the talks forced us to return to the drawing board and ask ourselves 
what we really desired from a future constitution. It was only then that the protection 
of individual rights, as the foundation for a future constitution, became acceptable to 
my party colleagues. Once that milestone was overcome, we naturally conceded that 
reserved rights or group rights for minority protection simply could not and would not 
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work. We agreed to work towards a united state with equality for all; and it was with 
that decision the paradigm shift £nally began.

�ough the deadlock was met with heavy disappointment on both sides, in hindsight 
it was what forced the National Party to turn that proverbial corner. Our willingness 
to return to the negotiating table was also a measure of our commitment to the process 
and it underscored the foundation of trust that had been invested in the process from 
both sides.

�e breakdown lasted for a period of three months, though during that time Cyril 
and I maintained communication between the two sides, an open line that was later 
dubbed ‘the channel’. As two individuals we had developed an excellent rapport.

�ough we started out as strangers, we came to understand one another. We took the 
time to become acquainted. A mutual respect developed, out of which came trust and 
a knowing that neither one of us would let the other down.

And yet as crucial as that trust was, it was only an enabling factor. It alone could not 
have changed the course of South Africa’s history or the mindset shift that was needed. 
A paradigm shift goes beyond the intellectual. It stems from an inner conviction to 
make that deep and meaningful change. It brings with it an emotional attachment that 
one has to learn and without which one cannot reach the other side.

Another key enabling factor in that paradigm journey is something as basic as 
ownership, which was a key factor in the South African story. As I explained above, 
we owned the peace talks process. It was entirely of our own making. But we also had 
to bring with us our constituencies, the white and Afrikaner communities, and they 
had to meaningfully and soulfully make that change, from believing they were better 
than the next person, to seeing that they were merely their equal.

�at required dismantling centuries of white supremacy in the space of a few short 
years. In the main, it happened but it came from individual souls who took ownership 
of their own futures in a process that was facilitated by a group of political leaders, 
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who in turn determined the path their country would take by designing its future 
themselves. If it was to become a future for all of us, it had to be created by us alone. 

Talks, negotiations, peacebuilding, empowerment of civil society, leadership, political 
partnerships - these are the bread and butter of Glencree - a £ne institution that has 
had much to do with the Northern Ireland process - but whose reputation and remit 
now extend well beyond the borders of the island.

We celebrate Glencree’s fortieth anniversary in a post-Mandela era. My former 
president was a giant of a leader, an icon of peace and an excellent moral compass in 
con�ict resolution. Over the years I have participated in various peacebuilding and 
con�ict resolution processes around the world where delegates would inevitably throw 
their hands despairingly into the air and tell me, ‘But we don’t have a Mandela to pull 
us through’. Of course, it was not a Mandela they ever needed but instead the sheer 
will and determination to trust in their own process, their ability to own it and within 
it, £nd the way to transform the hearts and minds in the direction that is required.

Once again, I borrow Mandela’s words: ‘You don’t negotiate with your friends, 
you negotiate with your enemies.’  As I outlined above, from your enemies come 
partnerships but with those partners one must continue to work on an ongoing basis. 
Despite the success of the South African story, there remains an obstacle to lasting 
peace and true democracy in our path and that is racism. In Northern Ireland, I would 
venture to say it is sectarianism. Without doubt, they are the two most despicable 
‘isms’ of them all. Regrettably, they will continue to challenge our respective countries 
for some time to come, but they in turn must be challenged through ongoing dialogue 
in centres such as Glencree that are dedicated to facilitating lasting peace.
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What am I willing to give 
up so that others may live 
in peace?
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When Una O’Higgins O’Malley peered through the locked gates of the little used 
buildings at the top of the beautiful Glencree valley in 1973, there was a barely audible 
‘Wow’. What an incredible potential these buildings would have if they were converted 
into a reconciliation centre! It could be a place where Catholics and Protestants could 
meet together, build relationships of trust and begin an essential dialogue that would 
create peace and justice for all. �e seed of that utopian vision lay in the inspirational 
work of Rev. Ray Davey, founder of the Corrymeela community, who opened a 
centre at Ballycastle in Northern Ireland. Una felt that something similar should be 
happening down south. She approached her family friend Dr Garret FitzGerald, 
then Minister for Foreign A�airs in the Coalition government (1972-1978), to make 

�e Elusive Search for Reconciliation: A utopian goal, 
symbolic action or a sustained relational journey?  

Geo�rey Corry

‘Reconciliation has multiple meanings which can vary from context to context. 
�ere is also often confusion between applying the term to the relationship 

between two individuals and to a broader political context of con�ict between groups.’

Brandon Hamber & Grainne Kelly1 

‘Reconciliation is as old as the hills and at the same time in a pre-infancy stage.’

John Paul Lederach2

‘Peacemaking requires a marathon mentality.....In working for peace, 
process and outcome walk hand in hand. Unless people own the process and 

help shape sustainable outcomes, it will indeed be di�cult to provide 
human security or a meaningful future.’

Ed Garcia3

1 Brandon Hamber & Grainne Kelly, A Place for Reconciliation?: Con�ict and identity in Northern Ireland, Democratic Dialogue No 18 (2005), 
p19.

2 John Paul Lederach, ‘Five qualities of practice in support of reconciliation processes’ in RG HElmick & RI Petersen (eds), Forgivenes and 
 Reconciliation: Religion, Public Policy and Con�ict Transformation, Templeton Foundation Press (2002), p167.

3 Accord 13, Owning the Process: Public participation in peacemaking, Conciliation Resources (2002), p5.
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inquiries through the O¡ce of Public Works (OPW) whether the buildings would 
be available. �ey were being used as a storehouse for historic geological samples, old 
bicycles for postmen and as a £lm set. �e challenge for the �edgling voluntary group 
would be whether their utopian goal of reconciliation would remain a £ctional script 
to heal the past or become a real engagement with the protagonists to end the con�ict. 

Una was a member of a newly formed group called Working for Peace chaired by Dr 
Ivo O’Sullivan, a UCD chemistry lecturer. It was formed out of the small number of 
courageous people who turned up to protest outside the Sinn Féin Dublin o¡ces in 
Kevin Street against the atrocities of Bloody Friday on Friday 21st July 1972. She 
held up a banner: ‘You Don’t do �is in My Name’ or on another day: ‘Provos – Stop 
Bombing Families’.4 At least 20 car bomb explosions had been set o� by the Belfast 
IRA Brigade on the streets of Belfast in the space of an hour.5 It caused mayhem. Two 
bus stations and two railway stations were chosen as targets where large numbers of 
people were bound to be congregating. Nine people were killed and 130 were injured, 
nearly all civilians. Kevin Myers reported for RTE that: ‘....terri£ed people skulked 

4 Una O’Higgins O’Malley, From Pardon and Protest: Memoirs from the Margins, Arlen House (2001), p108.

5 Bloody Friday took place almost six months after Bloody Sunday when 13 men were shot dead by  British paratroopers in Derry. It 
came two weeks after the ending of the IRA temporary cease�re and it provoked a further escalation in the cycle of violence. It split the 
nationalist community,  led to working class Protestants such as  David Ervine joining the UVF and caused a strenghtening of the British 
military presence.

‘Peace Wall ’ by artist Gerald Boyle with 1000 handprints from Belfast
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in clusters, paralysed, not knowing where to go, with hundreds of children screaming 
amid the acres of broken glass.’ 6 

Ordinary people were outraged by the slaughter of innocent civilians. In Belfast, Rev.
Joe Parker (Church of Ireland Chaplain to the Belfast Mission to Seamen) set up a 
personal vigil called ‘Witness for Peace’ to protest the death of his fourteen year old 
son, Stephen, killed by the Bloody Friday bombs. He mounted a scoreboard showing 
every day the rising numbers of people killed with the headline: ‘What Price Peace?’, a 
very sobering question indeed. It goes to the heart of the identity con�ict in Northern 
Ireland between a besieged majority Protestant community who feared the threat 
coming from a substantial Catholic minority, who in turn felt treated as outsiders and 
second class citizens. 

It can be followed by another question: ‘What am I willing to give up so that 
others may live in peace?’ What price would each community – northern unionists, 
all nationalists living on the island and Britain – be prepared to pay politically 
and economically to end the con�ict? Unfortunately reconciliation does not come 
cheap or overnight. It would take the next thirty years of further political violence 
and over 3,500 lives lost to work through that question to get to some measure of 
resolution. It involves discovering how the behaviour of your own community a�ects 
and threatens the identity of others and what changes your community is prepared 
to make to live in a relationship of harmony.7  It goes even deeper. Each community 
has to reckon with the other’s memories of past glories (Battle of the Boyne) and 
chosen traumas (e�ects of the Ulster Plantation) that creates a sense of victimhood 
and humiliation on both sides.8 Out of those struggles have come orange and green 
narratives that make enemies of the other and lead young men to take up arms to 
defend their community from attacks by the other. Compared to the provoke-react 
cycle of violence, peacemaking is a more complex and slower process of hearing each 
other’s story and how each side has impacted the other. Flowing from that, the orange 
and green narratives created through past su�ering face the challenge of altering and 
adjusting their understandings of themselves and others in the light of today’s global 
realities and an interdependent world. Yet look at the peace dividend and human gains 
achieved when violence is ended and communities can put closure on the past.

6 Daily Telegraph, 21 July 1972 

7 Alan Falconer (Ed), Reconciling Memories, Columba Press (1988), p5.

8 Vamik Volkan, Killing in the Name of Identity: A study of bloody con�icts, Pitchstone Publishing (2006)
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�e carnage of Bloody Friday in Belfast and the loss of 13 lives on Bloody Sunday 
in Derry/Londonderry earlier that year on 30th January 1972 in e�ect triggered the 
peace movement, north and south. Civil Rights leaders and Nobel peace prize winner 
John Hume had to reconsider the strategy of bringing people out on the streets for 
fear of causing more deaths. �e question bothered John Hume a lot: at what moment 
do you decide to come o� the streets and try to get dialogue going? �e civil rights 
movement in Northern Ireland decided to stop their protest. �ey no longer had the 
stomach for it.

Down in Dublin, Una was surprised at how few people turned up to protest outside 
the Sinn Féin o¡ces. It was small in comparison to the numbers over the next twenty 
years that would come out on the streets against the bombings and atrocities. What 
was di�erent was the way the media picked up the tragedy of civilian deaths leading 
to a much greater public response:

• in Belfast, the Peace People emerged in 1976 when the three Maguire 
children were killed by a car that went out of control after going through a 
security check point

• in Enniskillen on 8th November 1987, eleven people were killed and 
63 injured when the IRA bomb exploded on Remembrance Day at the 
cenotaph

• in Warrington (England), Tim Parry (12) and Jonathon Ball (3) in 1993 
died when an IRA bomb went o� in a litter bin on Bridge Street, injuring 
another 54 people

• in Belfast on the Shankill Road, the Provisional IRA planted a bomb at 
Frizzell’s £sh shop on 23 October 1993 killing 8 Protestant civilians and 
wounding more than 50 people. In the week that followed, revenge attacks 
by loyalists took place in a number of places, one of which was a pub in 
Greysteel that killed 8 civilians and wounded 13.

Forty years later, Colin Parry (father of Tim Parry) believes that what began that day 
in Warrington ‘as an act of terrorism, led to a sea change in attitudes on both sides 
of the divide’.9 Such is the transforming power of people protest. However, public 
demonstrations have only short term impact. �ey get people thinking about the 

9 From the 2013 newsletter of the Tim Parry Jonathon Ball Peace Foundation Centre in Warrington founded by Colin and Wendy Parry to 
promote greater understanding between Great Britain and the two parts of Ireland. The Centre was opened in 1998.
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futility of violence but deeper communal attitudes rarely get changed unless followed 
up by inter-community relationship building where people meet and understand the 
other’s context. 

Implementing a utopian goal
For any peace protest group that stands up against political violence, the £rst challenge 
that arises is: ‘What do you do after the protest?’ Do you keep protesting and gather 
as many people as possible under a simple demand to stop the violence? �at’s what a 
housewife and mother, Susan McHugh, did when she led a ‘pop up’ protest of ordinary 
people onto the streets of Dublin to express their anger and revulsion against what 
happened in Warrington. She kept the message simple: ‘End the violence’. However, 
there is a shelf life for any protest group of several weeks. It is hard to keep it going 
after the £rst month. When a protest group attempts to turn itself into a peacemaking 
group, they will £nd the going di¡cult. �at sense of solidarity forged on the peace 
line may not be su¡cient to hold the group together over a longer period of time 
to work out a peace programme and form a community committed to the cause of 
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reconciliation.  It is much easier to say what you are against [negative identity] than 
what you are for. Unfortunately there is no such thing as simple peace and the beautiful 
goal of reconciliation is full of complexities. So any person willing to step forward to 
give leadership has a huge challenging job of bringing all of this together. Somehow 
they need vision with substance and a strategic programme of action. 

For those of us in the Glencree founding group [I joined in 1975 from the Dublin 
Methodist Church on returning from ecumenical work in London], it took some 
time to work out exactly what reconciliation meant in terms of practical peace action 
on the ground. It was intellectually beyond us to be able to come up with a vision 
of what a new agreed Ireland would look like and not necessarily our role. Neither 

‘What began as an act of terrorism led to a sea change in attitudes
on both sides of the divide’

Geofrey Corry
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were we able to grasp the kind of process needed if we wanted to build consensus 
on such a big question. Nevertheless, we were fortunate to have the help of Fr Frank 
Purcell, an Australian Columban priest, to devise the £rst programme of peace action 
and create the concept of Peace Week. Writing thirty years later, he comments on 
the prevalence at that time of an exclusivist theology within churches which fuelled 
division and hatred between Catholics and Protestants. ‘All too many saw one another 
not as brothers and sisters in Christ but as enemies threatening the religious and 
national identities of one another. �e ‘others’ were the enemy of God and of God 
fearing people.’ 10

For the Corrymeela community in Belfast, the leadership issue was easier because the 
founder, Rev. Ray Davey (a Presbyterian chaplain at Queen’s University), was able to 
unite a group around him as a Christian community of reconciliation.11 In contrast, 
Glencree started as a multidenominational committee of about ten people made up of 
clergy and lay people from di�erent churches in Dublin as well as voluntary groups like 
Voluntary Service International and the Ballyfermot Peace Corps. Holding everyone 
together was not an easy task, made more di¡cult by the fact that many had strong 
convictions, each with a di�erent approach to reconciliation. One Council member 
was Lil Collins (nee Hannigan) who worked as a governess with the Le Bret family 
on the western outskirts of Paris during the German occupation 1940-1944. Because 
she spoke �uent French, she was able to cycle incognito into the city and carried coded 
messages for the maquis, the French resistance movement. She avoided arrest many 
times and it was this low key role that she brought to Glencree, always available to 
welcome people to the centre with a cup of tea. �is goes to the heart of reconciliation 
work – providing a safe welcoming space where everyone feels at home. By sharing a 
meal together, so much can be discerned from the other’s story.

�ere was a Presbyterian connection through Rev. Alan Martin of Findlater’s Church 
on Parnell Square who served as Chairman and provided real insight to southerners 
on the mindset and thinking of the northern unionist.12 Another Chair of Glencree 
for a number of years was Lady Eleonor Wicklow, a former Labour Party Senator.13 

10 Frank Purcell, “Sharing Una’s Journey” in Enda McDonagh (ed), Remembering to Forgive: A Tribute to Una O’Higgins O’Malley, Veritas (2007), 
p25.

11 The Corrymeela Community was formed by Ray Davey in 1966 before the Troubles began. He had served in the British army during 
the second World War in Italy, became a prisoner of war and was inspired by the Iona Christian Community in Scotland. He had skills of 
enabling and listening to others. See chapter 5 in John Morrow, On the Road of Reconciliation: A Brief Memoir, Columba Press (2003).

12 Later Alan joined the Faith and Politics group and was involved in writing a signi�cant pamphlet that examined the Calvinist theology 
that underpins the Orange narrative: “Boasting: Self-Righteous Collective Superiority as a Cause of Con�ict” (1999). They published a 
number of thought provoking pamphlets which still have currency today.  See the archives section of the Corrymeela website: www.
corrymeela.org. 

13 She served as a Senator under her maiden name, Eleonor Butler.
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Eleonor’s motivation came from the moral rearmament movement (MRA) based 
in Caux in Switzerland that arose out of the e�orts to bring about Franco-German 
reconciliation after 1945. She believed that trust is built across divides through 
individual change of one high level leader speaking to another. �is could be called 
‘heart’ work on a private one-to-one basis, changing individual hearts by speaking 
the truth to them. It is similar to the Quaker movement started by George Fox who 
believed that the heart of reconciliation was building a personal relationship of respect, 
listening and understanding, enabling antagonists to get to the point where talk about 
delicate matters can happen. Rachel Bewley from the Society of Friends in Dublin 
represented that point of view on the Glencree Council. Yet this perspective may be 
blind to the many structural and political changes that have to happen for identity 
groups to live together in a harmonious way.

Another strong voice was Una herself, for whom forgiveness was quite personal and 
which she saw as a crucial ingredient of reconciliation. She was only six months old 
when her father, Justice Minister Kevin O’Higgins14, was assassinated on his way to 
mass at the corner of Cross Avenue, Blackrock, by three anti-Treaty men in July 1927. 
She had no memory of the family catastrophe but was told he forgave his killers. In 
fact, it was not until 1987 on the sixtieth anniversary of the assassination that she found 
out precisely what her father had said in his dying moments.15 She was approached 
by Roger Gannon to tell her what his own father, Bill Gannon (one of the three 
gunmen), had told him. It went along the following lines: ‘I forgive my murderers. 
I can understand why you have done it. �is must be the last of the killings.’  �is 
powerful message inherited by Una from her father was clear – it had to be only about 
forgiveness, there should be no bitterness and there should be no more revenge.16 It 
showed the ability of Kevin to understand the reasons why his enemy resorted to 
violence and this allowed him to resist the instinctive temptation to retaliate, so that 
the cycle of violence gets stopped there and then. It placed a heavy responsibility on 
Una’s shoulders as second generation and in turn her mission and ideals got transferred 

14 Kevin O’Higgins was a member of the Free State government that executed four anti-treaty prisoners in 1922, one from each province, 
in a calculated move to secure public order. O’Higgins did not agree with the shootings and was a close friend of Rory O’Connor, one of 
those executed who took the other side in the Civil War, but went along with the collective decision of the cabinet. A double price was 
paid for this act. Kevin’s own father was murdered in his home some miles from Stradbally, Co Laois, weeks after the execution and his 
family also called for forgiveness. [Una O’Higgins O’Malley, op.cit., p17-21.] During his Boundary Commission speech in the Dail debate in 
1925, O’Higgins forthrightly stated his views in a rhetorical fashion: “We stand not for the perpetuation of hatred, but for the rooting up 
and elimination of old hatreds, old furies and the quenching of old �res”. 

15 Una also learned from Roger Gannon the identity of the other two gun men who killed her father - Tim Coughlin and Archie Doyle along 
with Bill Gannon – who all took the republican side of being against the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921. Also see Brian Frost, Women and 
Forgiveness, Fount Paperbacks/Collins (1990).

16 Una O’Higgins O’Malley, op.cit., p15.
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to the Glencree steering committee. �e 1987 encounter between Roger Gannon and 
Una was in itself a profound moment of interpersonal reconciliation that happened 
out of the public eye and demonstrates the power of the second generation to heal 
the wounds of political violence. If it was not possible for Bill Gannon, who went to 
work in London after the event, to meet directly with the O’Higgins family, then his 
son found the courage to connect with Una. A memorial mass of reconciliation was 
celebrated in July 1987 by Fr Enda McDonagh at the Booterstown church for the 
families involved.

�e task of understanding the true nature of reconciliation - the linkages between 
truth recovery and justice, the melting of hearts at the moment of mutual acceptance, 
the subtleties and experience of repentance and forgiveness - was more di¡cult in 
the seventies and eighties when peacemaking as a professional £eld was in its infancy. 
�ere were few books and institutes around at that time other than theological works 
to help get clarity of thought about such an intangible and often inde£nable concept. 
At times this created a cloud of woolliness, vagueness and uncertainty. Yet it was a 
powerful aspiration that many of us yearned for against a background where Ireland 
was going through huge social change after Vatican II and having to cope with the 
Hunger Strikes in the Maze prison (1979-81). Educated young people who joined 
Glencree were antagonistic to a ‘churchy’ view of reconciliation and wanted something 
at a more human level without the religion that went with it. At the 1980 New Year’s 
Day think-in, where members were free to speak their mind, one member said:  ‘It 
should not be Glencree’s task to re-convert people to the Christian faith.’17 Should 
we not also be drawing on the wisdom of the Hindu, Moslem and atheistic views of 
reconciliation?

Inevitable tensions grew between the di�erent viewpoints in a healthy way and it took 
some time for cohesion to emerge. Every group needs someone to act as a facilitator 
either formally or informally if it wants to arrive at a shared common starting point. It 

‘I forgive my murderers. I can understand why you have done it. 
�is must be the last of the killings.’

17 Quoted in Geo�rey Corry, The Priority of Reconciliation: Rediscovering our calling, Paper prepared for Glencree Council, March 1983.
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fell to Rachel Bewley to demonstrate a consensus approach to making decisions which 
was normal practice in the Society of Friends. For some, principles of inclusiveness, 
mutual acceptance and working with di�erence was not an easy experience because 
the �ip side of consensus making, of course, is that it slows down decision making 
until there is a sense of agreement among all. We all had to discover how to be patient 
with each other. 

�e lack of consensus on whether Glencree Centre was a place of Christian worship,18 

a Christian community similar to Corrymeela, or a secular group committed to 
peacebuilding projects created much tension and began to immobilise the council. For 
those who were committed Christians, they felt inhibited when it came to prayer and 
were reluctant to worship at the Centre. It could have led to fragmentation were it not 
for the high level of respect and esteem built up between members and the solidarity 
they shared around the peace task. Fr Denis Greene, a Marist priest who joined in the 
late 70’s, explained how he found Glencree in reality: ‘Whatever about the intentions 
of some of the founders and the word ‘Christian’ in the constitution, Glencree was 
not in fact a Christian organisation. It was pluralist in respect to religious faith as 
with respect to many other aspects of life. �e business of the community would 
be to enrich its members from their own diversity, to practice tolerance and mutual 
acceptance as equal human beings and to propagate this attitude.’ He then went on 
to add an important caveat: ‘So if we in Glencree stay at the level of getting people to 
discuss, to explore emotions and become more aware of themselves and each other....
and neglect to relate all that to the basic faith and aspirations of so many people, we are 
up a gum tree’.19 Certainly Glencree was ahead of its time in exploring how pluralism 
works in practice - how di�erent traditions could be at ease with each other in the 
same room rather than being a threat. Yet the point that Denis was making is that 
Glencree could not be so far ahead that it lost the connection with the mainstream 
Catholic and Protestant communities.

But what would happen if the di�ering positions did not blend – that people found 
they were not comfortable in being in the same room together? Una wrestled with this 
problem and re�ected at the time: ‘Are we to believe then that it is impossible to form 
a true community at Glencree, in the North, or in the whole of our island? Or to put 

18 Glencree was presented with the cross of nails by Coventry Cathedral to honour its work of reconciliation within the Christian tradition, 
along with Corrymeela.

19 Geo�rey Corry, ibid 1983
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things another way, if in Glencree an honest community could be formed from these 
two elements without damage to the integrity of either, could we begin to hope that 
we might have some suggestions to make to others who search for community across 
seemingly insoluble positions?’20 Essential to a way out of the internal con�ict was the 
realisation that the group had to have continued hope and belief in itself, to respect 
the other’s expression of the truth as they see it and not feel the need for any apology 
from one group to the other for saying what was important for them. ‘So when we 
meet’, suggested Una, ‘some will pray openly to God whom they know to be the truth 
supported by the accepted silence of others who will want to retire into themselves 
calling on their own reserves of £delity to truth in the service of reconciliation. At 
other times, there will be special quiet periods when all together can search in their 
own hearts for truth in silence with no formal prayer being o�ered.’21 �e practice of 
meeting together in a re�ective circle was introduced where all could be heard and 
acknowledged. 

Little did we know at that time we were actually working with deep human themes - 
of holding the tension between distancing the other and mutual acceptance (Martin 
Buber 22) and building the capacity in ourselves for processing exclusion and embrace 
(Miroslav Volf 23). It would have been wonderful to have such mentors in the room 
with us as we struggled to name what was going on between us! �e eventual outcome 
was to appoint Una O’Higgins O’Malley herself as the Leader of Glencree to bring 
cohesion to the e�ort to create a community of reconciliation and she served until the 
closure of the Centre in 1988 for £nancial reasons. Some of these issues were explored 
further by the Faith and Politics Group, of which Una was a member with Rev. John 
Morrow (also a Glencree Council member when he was Presbyterian Chaplain in 
Dublin and a future Corrymeela Leader). 

Multiple dimensions of reconciliation
Having sat through many hours of discussions about reconciliation and engaged as 
a process facilitator with opposing groups, it remains a challenge to pin down the 
dimensions of this elusive concept that makes practical sense. Much of the literature 
on inter-group reconciliation describes it as a post-con�ict activity that comes after 
an accord like the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement of 1998. Does that mean it cannot 

20 Geo�rey Corry, ibid 1983

21 Geo�rey Corry, ibid 1983

22 Martin Buber was a Viennese Jewish philosopher (1878-1965) committed to I-Thou dialogue and the mutuality of acceptance. Two of his 
books are “Between Man and Man” (1947) and “I and Thou” (1958).

23 Miroslav Volf grew up in Croatia before the break up of Yugoslavia and was taught by the German theologian Jurgen Moltman in 
 Tubingen. Often described as a theologian “on the bridge”, his most important work is Í Abingdon Press (1996) which was written against 

the background of the Bosnian war.
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happen in the pre-negotiation phase? �is is where the South African de£nition is 
helpful. �ey describe it as both a goal and a process.24 �ese two dimensions speak to 
my experience - a vertical goal that serves as an inspiration for those caught in violent 
con�ict and a sustained horizontal process that is patiently built between estranged 
groups whenever circumstances allow them to meet. Diagram 1 below presents them 
as a reconciliation diamond to hold the active tension between these two dimensions. 

Diagram 1: �e Reconciliation Diamond: multiple dimensions
  
                  �e vertical dimension                   1. Symbolic Goal of Reconciliation

 �e horizontal dimension
3. Relational journey of        
inter-group understanding       

        
2. Symbolic action on the ground

Re�ecting back on the £rst twenty years of Glencree’s work in the seventies and 
eighties, the vertical dimension dominated because dialogue was not always possible. 
We probably were unaware of how the continued violence impacted on civil society, 
leaving us all in a place of  ‘learned helplessness’. �is struck me forcibly when twenty 
years later I was in a local workshop with a group of Colombian campesinos who had 
to live with violence from all three sides at di�erent times in their village – the Farc 
guerrillas, the AUC paramilitaries and the government troops. A farmer pondered 
the question: ‘What can you do when there is nothing you can do?’ A sense of 
powerlessness and hopelessness prevailed among them following years of brutalisation. 
Often we don’t know what to do apart from providing emotional support and lighting 
a candle in the darkness – the ultimate symbol of hope. Holding on to the aspiration 
of reconciliation prevents groups from being dragged down into reactive con�ict.

24 Report of the Truth and reconciliation Commission of South Africa (1999), volume 1, p104. See other considerations of reconciliation 
in Hamber & Kelly (2005) and David Bloom�eld, On Good Terms: Clarifying Reconciliation, Berghof Report No 14, available at www.
berghof-center.org/  
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Reconciliation as symbolic action
I was involved with Una in organising two Walks of Remembrance through the streets 
of Dublin in 1981 and 1983 as part of Peace Week which was always held in the week 
before St Patrick’s Day.25 �e walks started out at St Patrick’s Cathedral where the 
dead of two world wars were remembered with the words: ‘�ough they were divided 
in life, let us remember them together in death.’ Up to that point there was little 
o¡cial commemoration of the Irish men who gave their lives £ghting for the various 
Irish regiments on the continent. �e next stop was down the hill and across the 
river at the Four Courts to remember those who died on both sides of the Civil War. 
�e £nal stop was the GPO in O’Connell Street where those killed in 1916 on both 
sides were remembered but also those who died in the War of Independence, those 
killed by the Dublin and Monaghan bombs in 1974 and £nally those killed in the 
Troubles north and south. Several hundred people took part in the walk and wreaths 
of shamrocks in the form of a shamrock were laid in each place by distinguished 
people - General Collins-Powell, Siobhan McKenna and Cyril Cusack. It was the £rst 
time that all these wars and violent deaths were honoured together. Collins-Powell 
told Una: ‘I always wanted to £nd a place to do it.’  Today the Irish government has 
a national day of remembrance in July at Kilmainham to do something similar. It has 
often been described by participants as a deeply moving experience.

Another example of symbolic leadership was the ecumenical services of worship held 
in Leeson Park Church during Peace Week where church and civic leaders committed 
themselves to reconciliation. At a time when the Churches were exclusivist in Northern 
Ireland, not allowing their members to attend each other’s services of worship, Una 
wanted to bring Catholics and Protestants together to build relationships of trust. 
It was a statement that in the face of the violence, Protestants and Catholics must 
work together to overcome the hatred between them, no longer seeing each other as 
enemies and threatening each other’s religious and national identities.26  When Una 
organised an ecumenical event in St Patrick’s Cathedral in September 1979 on the day 
that Pope John Paul II was in Dublin, there was huge disappointment when he did not 
turn up, but it was not included in the o¡cial itinerary.  

25 Geo�rey Corry & Caroline Mitchell (eds), Glencree Centre for Reconciliation: The �rst ten years, Glencree (1984)

26 Frank Purcell, ‘Sharing Una’s Journey’ in Enda McDonagh (ed), Remembering to Forgive: A Tribute to Una O’Higgins O’Malley, Veritas (2007). 
p21



30

Symbolic actions on the ground can therefore have a signi£cant impact in keeping 
the vision and principle of reconciliation alive as well as keeping up the morale of 
peacemakers. Baby step actions like walks and ecumenical services are not only a 
sign of what could be in the future but they also show leaders representing di�erent 
traditions cooperating together in public in a spirit of collegiality.

Reconciliation as a sustained relational journey
Moving to the second dimension, the horizontal process is more relational and 
interactive. It attempts to transform estrangement and enmity through the forging 
of new understandings and insights by hearing each other’s stories. �e visit by Dr 
Adam Curle (a veteran Quaker mediator and £rst head of Bradford University Peace 
Studies) to Glencree in 1981 switched on a new light for us. He said ever so quietly 
that ‘reconciliation involved the building of a new relationship of understanding 
through an act of love, compassion or restitution’. It took some time for us to work 
out the meaning of that statement. What was di�erent about Curle’s de£nition was 
its emphasis on the horizontal process – the relational journey that each must make 
toward hearing the story of the other, to connect with the fears they have of the 
other and to their sense of historic su�ering or grievance. Diagram 2 plots some of 
these essential steps. Reconciliation comes on foot of working through fear and hatred 
and addressing issues of past incidents of injustice and violent abuse. Protagonists are 
supported to reach out to their enemy, to listen to their story in the circle and hear the 
su�ering that drives the hatred, bitterness and revenge.

Diagram 2: Steps and tasks of a horizontal intergroup reconciliation process

Taking risks to engage                                 External events may setback initial trust
          

    A. Building the 
relationship 
through sharing 
your story and 
group narrative

B. Developing trust 
through listening to 
the other’s story 
and historic context 
of group narrative

C. Acknowledge and 
name past wrongs by 
understanding how 
historic sufferings are 
remembered in group 

D. Humanising 
moments offer 
opportunities for 
truth recovery and 
forgiveness leading 
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More discussion of Step D is required to break it down into sub-steps. For the 
moment, we will leave it to the poetic imagination of Nobel Laureate Seamus Heaney 
who not only believed politically but also urged and hoped ‘for a great sea change/On 
the far side of revenge/...that a further shore is reachable from here.’27 Forgiveness is 
a sea change moment and without it the longer journey to reconciliation is unlikely 
to happen.

Other peace groups tended to steer clear of engaging with politicians or controversial 
political issues but Judy Hayes, another leading member of the Council in the 70s, 
ensured that northern political voices were heard down south, particularly Unionist 
and Loyalist parties. �is initiative was di�erent to a faith-based approach working 
mainly with Protestant and Catholic issues. Panels of politicians were convened to 
update audiences in the south about party positions on the con�ict. In 1980, she 
brought down Andy Tyrie and Glen Barr of the Ulster Political Research Group 
(UPRG) to present their document ‘Beyond the Religious Divide’ at a private meeting 
at Glencree. Among the politicians present was Dr Garret Fitzgerald, who made a 
serious economic critique of their case for Northern Ireland independence. Even 
though Fitzgerald discounted the economic viability of independence, he admired 
their new political thinking while the loyalist leaders were very impressed by his 
sincerity and honesty. 

Glencree’s inclusive dialogue work emerged out of these early events.28  �is represented 
a shift from the early years of being a protest group to one of facilitator of dialogue, 
which re�ected my own journey in becoming a professional mediator from the late 80s 
onwards. At times it was not easy explaining to the international volunteers who came 
to live at the Centre for a year that Glencree could not protest on the streets about the 
latest atrocity or be an advocate for human rights. We stayed neutral, refrained from 
public comment but re�ected among ourselves. Somehow, unknown to ourselves, we 
had slowly become incognito Quakers. 

Ian White, the new Glencree CEO got the Centre re-opened in the summer of 1994 
after Colin Murphy and his committee managed to get new funding from Atlantic 
Philanthropies, the Rowntree Trust and the Department of Foreign A�airs (ROI). 

27   From Seamus Heaney, The Cure at Troy: A version of Sophocles’ Philoctetes, Faber (1990).

28 In another political initiative, Judy found funding for a signi�cant three day conference held in Belfast in March 1981 in association 
with Professor Des Rea and John Hunter of Corrymeela. It brought together political scientists to explore how the political themes of 
consociation and federalism, in operation in countries like Belgium, might be applied to Northern Ireland. It encouraged new thinking 
beyond the con�nes of the Westminster majoritarian model to see how minorities can become included in political structures. The 
papers were later published in a book. Desmond Rea (Ed), Political Cooperation in Divided Societies: A series of papers relevant to the con�ict 
in Northern Ireland, Gill & Macmillan (1982).
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�e £rst Summer School was held in August with perfect timing. Within days there 
was the IRA cease£re followed by the Loyalist cease£re in October. Gusty Spence 
made a remarkable statement expressing ‘true remorse’. �e guns having been put 
down, it became more possible to have inclusive dialogue free from the fear of violence 
and intimidation. 

�ere are descriptions elsewhere in this publication about the political dialogue 
workshops that got underway after the cease£res of 1994 and the LIVE workshops 
with victims/survivors that happened after the Good Friday Agreement. Both created 
many humanising moments in the formal sessions as well as on the informal margins 
that led to opportunities for interpersonal forgiveness and intergroup reconciliation. 
Some experiences have been captured in the short £lm ‘Brothers in Arms’29 of 
those victims and ex-combatants who were willing to tell their story to camera. 
�ese personal journeys are never easy and they encounter ups and downs at regular 
intervals depending on what is happening in the external world. �ey also ebb and 
�ow depending on the energy levels of people and their ability to work through past 
trauma. We came to realise over the years, ‘the soft stu� is the hard stu� ’. Wilhelm 
Verwoerd and Alastair Little found the following statement by Carl Jung helpful in 
motivating those who stepped out on the journey: ‘�e only way out is through’.30

Deeper layer of Reconciliation
While much progress has been made in implementing the Belfast/Good Friday 
Agreement at the high level, more work remains to be done in deepening the 
reconciliation process so that it reaches down to local communities. �ere is 
considerable despair at present among seasoned community workers in Belfast who 
have sought to build better relationships in interface areas, some of whom would have 
been to Glencree. One loyalist community worker has warned: ‘�ere is a massive 
job of work to be done in tackling the root causes of sectarianism. And if we don’t 
succeed, my fear is that a signi£cant upturn in dissident republican violence will almost 
inevitably lead to a mirror-image response within the loyalist community. Parading is 
a massive issue for Protestants/unionists/loyalists and it could so easily be used as a 
catalyst for people opposed to a peace process…. Because if [the Assembly’s Cohesion, 

29 A 20 minute �lm produced by Glencree (2008) showing the journey to South Africa of a joint group of victims/survivors and ex-
combatants which took them to an overnight stay on Robben Island to visit Mandela’s cell and a 5 day wilderness trail in the Drakensberg 
mountains.

30 Alistair Little and Wilhelm Verwoerd, Journey through Con�ict Trail Guide: Introduction, published online www.tra�ord.com (2013) p6.
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Sharing and Integration document] is not brought forward and is not implemented 
on the ground, I have a fear that we will see a repeat of the cycle of Irish violence.’31

We still have a long way to go for local communities not to feel threatened but secure 
in their identity and in their local area, su¡cient for the peace walls to come down. It 
begs the question: What is the link between sectarianism and continued segregation? 
Sectarianism and animosity remain systemic, pervasive and zero-sum, with a good 
deal of hate beneath the surface.  Which is cause and e�ect? Does sectarianism 
drive segregation or is it the other way round? Liechty and Clegg remind us that 
sectarianism is deeply buried in communal memory where nationalism merged 
with religion on both sides.32 Embedded within the orange and green narratives are 
collective memories attached to traumatic events in the life of each community. �e 
story contains ‘narrative truth’ that helps us understand where each community comes 
from and where they stand in relationship to the other group. 

A bottom down approach
Recently I was involved in a workshop where the Israeli Ambassador to the Vatican, 
‘Motty’ Mordecai Lewy, talked about the top down approach of the Oslo peace 
accord had not been successful because it did not go deep enough to bring Israeli and 
Palestinian civil society into the political agreement. Coming at the end of his long 
diplomatic career, he believed that ‘meeting the other’ at civil society level was essential 
if you want to solve a protracted con�ict as opposed to just managing it. He believed 
this was the missing bit – calling it the ‘bottom down approach’ – which was about 
going beyond politics to work at the sub-text of politics involving issues of religion 
and ethnic identity. He was not aware that he had made a Freudian slip until we 
pointed it out to him! He had meant to say a ‘bottom up approach’ which is known as 
Track III in the con�ict resolution £eld. Yet the phrase stuck in my mind. 

�ere is a need for much greater appreciation of how trauma is not just an individual 
experience arising out of personal injury and emotional shock. �e collective hurt 
that is still there in both communities from past events gets transferred from one 
generation to another. We now know that if it is not addressed and processed in this 
generation, then the wounds will not heal and become recycled through pervasive 

31 Loyalist talking anonymously to Michael Hall, pamphlet 102, page 6

32 Joseph Liechty and Cecelia Clegg, Moving Beyond Sectarianism: Religion, Con�ict and Reconciliation in Northern Ireland, Columba Press 
(2001), Chapters 2 and 3.
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sectarianism into the next generation. In an attempt to visualise this phenomenon, I 
have added a hidden underbelly to the reconciliation diamond [see Diagram 3]. In this 
basement area, painful memories and old hurts are locked away in the underworld of 
unconsciousness. 

Diagram 3: �e Underbelly of the Reconciliation Diamond 

�e two previous diagrams have shown the interconnection                                               
between the vertical and horizontal dimensions held together      
at the centre by safe space - like when Glencree was a      
community of reconciliation in its �rst phase (1974-1988)     
or a peacebuilding network hub in its                      
second phase (1994-2008).   

Deeper Reconciliation through the
Bottom Down Approach 
Overcoming and processing collective 
trauma held within a taught narrative:
• transgenerational nature of sectarianism
• historic resentments from past su�ering
• ‘the festering wound of memory’ (Heaney)
• ‘remembered history and bitterness’ (Garvin)

Others have captured it better. In that same poem about the Trojan Horse of Troy, 
Heaney works with ‘the festering wound of memory’ and explores the tension of 
holding onto the wound and the hope for a cure.33 In talking about the enormous 
gamble that Taoiseach Sean Lemass took in January 1965 to go north to meet Prime 
Minister Terence O’Neill, historian Tom Garvin wrote that Lemass ‘was trying to 
transcend or bypass a considerable amount of remembered history, bitterness and 
political passion’.34 �e problem is that while politicians want to bypass it so as to get 
there quicker, the nature of the sectarian beast is that, in the words of the loyalist PUP 
leader, David Ervine, it is ‘a taught process’ of unwritten rules taught from an early 
age. In the deep political discussions that took place in the Maze prison with Gusty 
Spence, Davy discovered that political reality was more complex and what he needed 

Safe
Space

33  I am grateful to Paul Arthur for this phrase from Heaney’s poem, The Cure at Troy.

34  Tom Garvin, Judging Lemass, The Measure of the Man. Royal Irish Academy (2009), p6.
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was ‘a thought process’, to re-think what he had been taught. How could he hate a 
Catholic if he had never met one? It was a political journey he was prepared to make 
and he stands out as a hero in a land of limited political will.

Elusive yet attainable
A cornerstone of the Belfast Agreement is parity of esteem - a concept that means 
peaceful co-existence in a shared physical space based on respect for the other 
community. While the Haass/O’Sullivan proposals of December 2013 have not been 
accepted by the unionist parties, they provide a number of political solutions to the 
un£nished business of the peace process. �ere is still a lot of reconciliation work to 
be done to create the macro political infrastructure where estranged groups can work 
together on the legacy of the past and ensure the political violence does not happen 
again.
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One of the great strengths of    
the Peace Education programme 
was its 	exibility
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‘Peace education can de�nitely help to provide the requisite inspiration and direction 
to move beyond a culture of violence to envisioning and 

working toward a better world for all ’ 1

Programmes and projects that emphasise learning have been a signi£cant element 
of Glencree’s work over the past £fteen years. As a way to o�er the insights gained 
from other programmes to the wider society and present more general understandings 
of what might help peacebuilding at a civil society level, learning provides a way to 

Learning Peace: Schools, Youth and Adults
  Eamon Rafter

1 Cabezudo, A & Haavelsrud, M. ‘Rethinking Peace Education’ in Handbook of Peace and Con�ict Studies, 2007. Ed Webel,C. & Galtung, J. 
Routledge, London/New York

Section 2: Re	ections on Glencree Peacebuilding
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broaden the impact of the work we have been involved in. It allows it to be presented 
in a way that is both relevant to speci£c groups and accessible in many di�erent 
formats. Whether this takes the form of ‘peace education’, ‘con�ict transformation 
skills’ or a presentation of the historical experience of the peace process on the island of 
Ireland, all these education initiatives have played a role in extending the reach of the 
organisation. We now need to re�ect on what we have achieved in this area and what 
we have learnt that will inform future work. �is overview of a varied body of work 
at schools, youth and adult levels, aims to describe some of this work and critically 
explore some of the key lessons learnt to inform our future work in this area.

Peace Education in Glencree
A de£nition of ‘peace education’ in a Glencree context and why we feel it is important 
to be engaged in this work  is  my  starting  point. Glencree’s learning suggests that 
con�ict is inevitable but violence is not, so we need to help people learn how to manage 
and even transform con�ict through dialogue and other  available  means  as part of 
the process of developing  a  ‘culture of peace’.

Education has an important role to play in the creation of such a culture. In order to 
prevent or diminish the option of violence we need to o�er young people and adults 
the understanding, knowledge and skills to help them deal with con�ict creatively  and  
in  a  non-violent way and explore ideas about ‘peace’ and ‘reconciliation’. However, 
peace education is not only about di�erent concepts of peace and what is taught, 
but also about how you teach and the context within which this takes place.2 So, the 
Glencree context and values are very important as part of our understanding of peace 
education.

�e rationale and need for peace education comes from the legacy of violence, historical 
divisions in Irish society in terms of north/south, segregation in Northern Ireland and 
the challenge of developing an increasingly multi-cultural society where inclusivity 
is seen as vital. Even in the context of moving beyond violence, through a peace 
process in Northern Ireland, we still have a long way to go to develop such a culture. 
Learning programmes are, therefore, a means to bring a wider participation into the 
process of healing and reconciliation. Peace education is also about providing a future 

2 Cabezudo, A & Haavelsrud, M. ‘Rethinking Peace Education’ in Handbook of Peace and Con�ict Studies, 2007. Ed Webel,C. & Galtung, J. 
Routledge, London/New York
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orientation about ‘shared futures’ where notions of interdependence and developing 
good relationships are central. Glencree is in a position to provide this experience at 
schools, community and university levels where trained facilitators are able to engage 
with real needs to provide a transformative experience. �e development of critical 
thinkers who are curious and open to learning about how to deal with con�ict in their 
own lives and how con�ict can impact on communities locally and globally is at the 
heart of this.

Working with Schools & Youth Groups
Working with young people and ‘peace education’ had been central in the early days 
of Glencree. In the 1970s, schools and youth groups had come in signi£cant numbers 
to the Centre and it was seen as essential to o�er young people a say about the future 
world in which they would live. Later on, a newsletter from 1986 de£ned the aim 
as ‘for each young person to realise his or her own potential as a peace worker for 
the peaceful future of the world’ and it was mentioned that the ‘harvest time of our 
endeavours at Glencree may not be for some years after’.3 Have we now reached this 
harvest time and what are the achievements in this area that we can build on?

In the early 1990s, the formative years of the Peace Education Programme for Schools 
and Youth Groups, Glencree o�ered opportunities to learn about peacebuilding and 
reconciliation to primary and secondary schools as well as youth groups. �ere was 
a primary focus on Northern Ireland especially after the Good Friday Agreement 
and increasingly links were developed with schools north of the border. In those 
initial years, it was essential for Glencree to shine a light on the implications of the 
peace process which o�ered a way forward after so many years of the Troubles. For 

�e U.N. has de£ned a ‘Culture of Peace’ as:
‘all the values, attitudes and forms of behaviour that re�ect respect for life, for 
human dignity and for human rights, the rejection of violence in all its forms 
and commitment to the principles of freedom, justice, solidarity, tolerance and 
understanding between people.’

3 From ’Glencree News’ August 1986
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reconciliation to become real, young people in the Republic of Ireland needed to be 
more aware of historical developments north of the border and cross-border work 
would also be essential.

In 2002, the goals of the Schools Programme were articulated as:

• To prepare young people for their role as young, autonomous, participative 
and responsible members of society

• To help young people develop inclusive mindsets, assist them in learning 
about their role in peacebuilding and facilitate them in addressing issues 
that must be confronted on the journey towards reconciliation

�ese objectives were taken on through visits to schools and overnight residential 
courses at Glencree, which, in 2002, were attended by 2,125 students. Skills 
development workshops were held with facilitators who also undertook study visits to 
Northern Ireland. Also in this period cross-border, cross-community youth weekends 
took place to develop this learning and bring people from di�erent backgrounds 
together. In this way young people who had been involved at schools level could 
continue afterwards and gain further experience. Much of the methodology developed 
out of youth work approaches that allowed for active learning and speci£c activities 
that required participants to be directly engaged in the process were developed. �e 
fact that many of the young people wanted to continue into the youth project suggests 
that there was a real desire to be involved in this kind of learning.

‘Education for reconciliation is about learning self-respect and respect for other 
people especially if they come from di�erent cultural traditions. It is also about 
understanding how individuals and communities depend on each other, how co-
operation between them can be fostered in practical ways and how con�ict can 
be resolved.’ 
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Resources were required to cover such themes and these were developed to support the 
learning. �emes de£ned were: communication; problem-solving; identity and social 
action and these were related to the school curriculum at levels appropriate to the age 
and subject range of each group. Team-building and leadership were also areas that 
were considered important and these were covered in group-work settings. �e £rst of 
these resources was Worlds Apart?, a comprehensive set of activities exploring elements 
of peacebuilding and reconciliation at personal, local, national and global levels. It 
also included con�ict-related resources and action project ideas. �e second resource 
was Northern Ireland - A Place Apart?, which was developed by Glencree and 80:20 to 
explore con�ict, peace and reconciliation within and between these islands. �e packs 
were also made available as a support to teachers who wanted to do class work on 
these themes. Ulster Bank had also sponsored the development of a resource centre in 
Glencree to provide a range of materials for students and teachers or researchers who 
wanted to access information on Northern Ireland or more general con�ict-related 
themes.

Participants from Bridges Project in Belfast 2014
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Some of the early youth work projects at this stage featured a Romanian exchange 
visit in 2001 and a multi-lateral exchange in Slovakia. Other countries taking part 
were Spain and Britain and one of the core themes was whether ‘terrorists should be 
included or excluded in peace processes’. �e Tim Parry Scholarship led to a project 
with what was then the Peace Centre in Warrington, UK, a partnership that was to 
develop over a number of years. �ere were also opportunities for young people from 
North and South to learn about Alternative Dispute Resolution with the Canadian 
practitioner Liz Iwaskiw.

Under the guidance of Hugh Doyle and Sean O’Boyle, Glencree developed sound 
foundations in peace education and the geographical spread of the work expanded to 
include schools throughout Ireland as well as cross-border work. A pilot scheme to 
allow follow-up visits to schools in the greater Dublin area was developed to deepen 
the experience of the students. Fund-raising was needed to meet the costs of the work, 
but it was clear that a strategic approach was emerging and the facilitators identi£ed 
strongly with the broader mission of the organisation. �ere was a demand for the 
service o�ered as it was not easy to access such programmes elsewhere. International 
volunteers also played an important role as many came from education backgrounds 
or were interested in working with young people.

Consolidating the Peace Education Programme
In 2004, funding was secured from the International Fund for Ireland (IFI) through 
the Community Bridges Programme, to run a structured schools programme. Conn 
Mulvenna took over as manager to consolidate and build upon the signi£cant 
achievements of the previous decade. A strong team of facilitators were supported 
by Claudia Bradshaw and later, Sorcha Tormey, as the programme developed high-
quality, progressive learning opportunities in peace education that were relevant to the 
National Curriculum. Considerable work was done to make the workshops o�ered 
more relevant to subjects like Religion and CSPE, which made the one and two-day 
programmes more attractive to schools. �e funding allowed for teacher substitution 
costs to be covered, which made it easier for schools to visit Glencree. One of the 
comments made about the new programme by a facilitator was ‘�ere has been a 
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dramatic transformation…it used to be a series of exercises with no purpose or learning 
objectives - it was very ad hoc but it has come on leaps and bounds - there are clear learning 
objectives now’.

�e development of clear guidelines and intended outcomes meant that the aims of 
the work were more de£ned and progress could be measured.

However, there were many elements of this more structured programme which required 
an emphasis on values that are a key characteristic of the Glencree methodology. �e 
students remained very much at the centre of the process; their needs were the most 
important aspect of the work. Safety was inherent and ground rules agreed with the 
participants to ensure this safety. Garda vetting for all those working in the programme 
and child protection policy and training were also prioritised. �e methodologies used 
meant that learners were active and engaged as much as possible and outdoor group 
activities were used where possible. �is work could not have been done in the same 
way within schools and the site of Glencree o�ered something unique.

�e IFI funding opportunity also extended to cross-border work. �e programme 
provided appropriate and relevant cross-border learning opportunities for young 
people, their schools, their teachers and, to some extent, their communities through 
the North South Schools Link Programme. Although this took a while to get o� 
the ground, signi£cant progress was made in developing a good quality programme 

‘One of the great strengths of the Peace Education programme was its �exibility. �ere 
was scope for facilitators to adapt sessions on themes such as con�ict resolution, social 
justice, or leadership and relate them to the issues emerging in that particular group of 
young people. Links were continually created between the interpersonal and the global. 
�e programme drew on the diverse backgrounds of facilitators and international 
volunteers whilst maintaining adherence to the core values and methodologies that 
de�ne the way we work at Glencree.’

Louise Keating (Schools & Youth Facilitator)
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in 2006-2008 and the two main links were Monaghan/Craigavon and Moville & 
Limavady/Letterkenny. Given that most of the other schools work was of a single 
identity nature, this aspect of the programme provided a much-needed opportunity to 
link schools across the border and develop relationships between the schools.

Youth work continued during the period with the continuation of the Tim Parry 
programme and groups coming to Glencree on a regular basis, through Northern 
Ireland youth organisations like Springboard. �ese workshops allowed for inputs 
from local youth groups and extended the idea of partnership through cross-border 
work, a key way of developing this dimension of learning.

An external evaluation of all the programme work was commissioned at the end of 
the IFI funding cycle. �is was carried out by Tony Macaulay of Macaulay Associates 
in 2008 and evidenced many examples of high quality learning outcomes in the 
programme. �e sustained nature of the work in the North/South Schools Link and 
the excellent cross-border learning opportunities were highlighted. Also, ‘appropriate 
and relevant learning methodologies and materials on peace education suitable for a 
range of user groups and in a variety of formats were acknowledged. 4 However, it was 
noticed that Glencree had not managed to develop strategic relationships with other 

4 PEP Final Evaluation, 2008, Tony Macaulay

Conn Mulvenna at Art of Hosting 2008
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agencies to promote the mainstreaming of peace education and that the emphasis on 
short visits and high numbers - rather than more intensive whole schools initiatives - 
might need to be reconsidered. One of the challenges to the programme had always 
been this sense of working on the fringes while continuing to make the case for peace 
education. Schools could only make space for this where there was a route in from 
the curriculum and there was a need for agency support to broaden the basis for this.
At the end of the funding cycle in 2008, Conn Mulvenna moved on to work with 
Kilcranny House. He had made a huge contribution to Glencree and there was great 
sadness on hearing of his premature death in 2012. It is so important that our tribute 
to him involves building on his achievements and continuing this work.

Developing Learning at Glencree
I started working at Glencree in 2005 and one of the initial objectives was to develop 
the role of learning generally within the organisation. It was felt that we had a lot to 
share and that this could be made available to a wide range of groups through courses 
in Glencree and across the island. We also wanted to o�er a better learning experience 
to the international volunteers who made such a contribution to the organisation. A 
programme was developed to o�er them a learning space and also get direct access 

‘We start with a contract of respect and con�dentiality, so we feel safe to discuss openly, 
learn to trust each other, gain con�dence’.

‘Outdoor activities in beautiful Glencree grounds and surroundings encourage us to co-
operate in teams, to rely on each other - we also have lots of fun’.
 
‘We learn from Peace and Justice modules how much we need these in our world, our 
country, our communities our classrooms. We realise the value of understanding others, 
respecting di�erent cultures, customs, beliefs, the need for mediation and con�ict 
resolution’.

Notes from participants in Peace Education



46

to programmes. �ough such opportunities for volunteers remained limited due to 
other demands on their time, there was a growing acceptance in the organisation that 
learning should play a bigger role in the volunteer experience. Glencree needed to 
become a learning organisation and to place a greater value on education in the non-
formal sense.

Accreditation was an issue in the delivery of programmes for adults at Glencree, so 
we applied for, and gained FETAC (Further Education & Training Awards Council) 
provider status, which allowed us to o�er a recognised quali£cation for some of our 
courses. A number of volunteers took the Con�ict Management module and this was 
also o�ered to individuals and groups through intensive courses at Glencree.

Not only did the students develop con�ict resolution skills and gain a deeper knowledge 
of war and peace issues nationally and internationally, but many of them either 
initiated or got involved in youth projects aimed at connecting with young people in 
con�ict situations and supporting peace and justice. A good example here is Ballinteer 
Community School which brought a group of students to Glencree for some workshops 
in 2006.

In the process, they learned about Gaza/Palestine and the impact of the con�ict there on 
the lives of young people. Having done that and following the visit to the West Bank by 
some of their teachers, the students decided to work together and help raise the necessary 
funding to embark on a youth exchange programme with Palestinian students from the 
City of Jenin in the West Bank, which experienced horri�c violence and destruction in 
2002 by the Israeli army, and to link up also with other young participants from Belfast.
�e learning that the students gained �rst at Glencree about Palestinian youth and the 
con�ict issues there, the peace project that developed after, and the lasting friendships 
and connections between the participants from Palestine and Ireland North and South 
all point clearly and signi�cantly to the positive potential and achievements of the Peace 
Education Programme at Glencree

Yaser Alashqar (Schools & Youth Facilitator)
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Courses in Facilitation Skills, Peace Journalism and Principled Negotiations were also 
o�ered. Geo�rey Corry’s course in ‘Con�ict Resolution, Mediation and Peacemaking 
Skills’ continued to be o�ered and many volunteers also participated in it. We were also 
able to tailor courses for the speci£c needs of organisations and community groups. As 
such, Glencree began to work with trainee teachers, social workers, drug workers and 
di�erent state bodies working with young people at risk and also in school completion 
areas where con�ict issues presented a challenge. �e pro£le of the organisation was 
extended by providing training opportunities that involved wider groups of people. 
�e methodology used was best practice in learner-centred adult education, where the 
experience of all participants o�ers something to the group and the critical re�ective 
process creates new possibilities to apply the learning. Although the mission of the 
organisation did not emphasise education and facilities were often still inadequate, 
adult education o�ered a new dimension - especially with the possibility of residential 
programmes.

Another continuing aspect of training programmes at Glencree has been the 
programmes we run for university students at undergraduate and post-graduate levels. 
For many years, the School for International Training (SIT), based in Vermont, US, 
has run semester long courses in Transformation of Social and Political Con�ict in 
Ireland with a residential element at Glencree and key input from our sta�. We have 
provided inputs on approaches to Con�ict Transformation, as well as insights based 
on the speci£c practical dimensions of our work.

Glencree o�ers a unique perspective on practical peacebuilding work that is valued by 
many universities. We deliver workshops and modules for Irish School of Ecumenics, 
Trinity College Dublin,  and many other colleges from Ireland, European countries 
and the U.S. We also hope that our strategic partnership with universities will provide 
further opportunities to develop this aspect of our work with Irish and international 
students. �is is a key part in sharing Glencree’s learning from our programmes over 
the past twenty years.

Youth work and work with young adults continue to be important areas of engagement. 
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We have reconnected with the Foundation for Peace in Warrington in recent years in 
the Tim Parry Leadership Development Programme and done some focused work 
around identity, con�ict resolution and leadership skills. We have also partnered 
with Corrymeela in the Bridges Programme to bring young people from north 
and south together to explore areas they have in common and understand some of 
their di�erences. Glencree provides an ideal location for this work and there is still 
something special about bringing groups together here.

Schools work remains a priority and still takes place at Glencree, though in the last 
few years we have not been able to o�er residential programmes and now have to pass 
on the full cost to the schools, which makes it more di¡cult for them to visit us. We 
have been o�ering workshops in leadership, mentoring and restorative practices and 
hope to work more intensively with some of the schools in the Dublin region with 
a view to linking them again with their northern counterparts. We may not be able 
to work with the numbers we used to, but hopefully there will be new opportunities 
to go into greater depth in the future. Collaborations such as with organisations like 
COMPASS, representing the minority religions’ schools in Ireland have continued 

Participants during visit to Flanders, Belgium, 2013
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to be important. We are also able to visit schools in the Dublin region to talk about 
peacebuilding work and focus on speci£c themes of interest to them, which often tie 
in with development-related projects in which they are involved.

Partnership has been a key feature of the learning and training work we have been 
involved in, in recent years. Programmes like Journeys Out (2009 -11) connected us 
with INCORE (University of Ulster) PRG, Derry and INTERCOMM, Belfast. �is 
was an EU PEACE III funded initiative aimed at building the capacity of emerging 
community leaders in NI and Border Counties to engage their communities in 
conversations about dealing with the past/legacies of the Troubles. It also aimed to 
£lter the learning back to policy makers and a wider audience in Northern Ireland and 
Border Counties of the Republic. �is programme involved two study visits to South 
Africa in 2010 and 2011, with the two separate groups and resulted in the production 
of a DVD to document the scope of the work done.

In January 2009, Glencree took part in a youth exchange on Active Citizenship with 
partner organisations: Leaders, from Ramallah in the West Bank, Palestine; Van Leer 
Institute in Jerusalem and Public Achievement from Belfast. �e programme took 
place in Jerusalem and focused on active citizenship roles for young people in con�ict 
situations, key issues that young people in Palestine and Ireland are faced with, and 
how, despite very di�erent circumstances, they deal with these challenges. �ese 
partnerships were strong learning opportunities for Glencree and the participants 
involved, allowing us to link with organisations in Northern Ireland and wider, global 
contexts. International links such as that with Peaceboat, Japan brought diverse groups 
to Glencree and allowed us reach a broad range of people.

In May 2013, Glencree coordinated a visit to Messines in Belgium for a PEACE 
III-funded programme ‘Leading the Way’ based in Co. Louth through KW Research. 
�e group of £fteen participants explored the legacy of the First World War and the 
role of the soldiers from Ireland who fought in it. �is was another part of the strand 
of learning about the role of commemoration in reconciliation in which we have been 
involved. Individual participants found the process challenging, but very moving and 
an inspiring learning experience.
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Glencree is available to a wide range of organisations, north and south, to help 
them develop capacity in dealing creatively with con�ict. �ese may be community-
based organisations working on speci£c issues, or partnerships in border areas where 
reconciliation is a key part of the programme objectives.

We have tried to develop programmes to meet the speci£c needs of these groups, even 
within our limited capacity. �is is an important dimension of our work in the £eld 
of training, as we o�er a practical approach to skills development that has a direct 
application in their work.

Key lessons to Inform Future Learning Projects
I want to £nish by looking at some of the important things we have learnt about 
schools, youth and adult education work, which should guide us as we move into a 
new phase of Glencree’s journey.

Schools and Youth
• While one-o� visits by schools and youth groups to Glencree have provided 

good learning opportunities and there is evidence that individuals within these 
groups de£ne this experience as in�uential in their life journey, progressive 
opportunities for deeper and more long lasting engagement are more desirable. 
�is does not mean that we will not provide one-day programmes, but with 
limited resources we should prioritise working more intensively with speci£c 
schools. Working with teachers is an important element of this process to 
create a more sustainable impact and ‘Peace Promoting Schools’. 5

• North-South schools and youth work is considered a priority and key themes 
like dealing with the past, commemoration, identity, reconciliation and con�ict 
resolution should be the focus of these programmes. Intensive work with 
schools on both sides of the border can be the basis for this work; supporting 
the development of good relations between these schools needs to be advanced. 
‘Learning together’ is the key principle where we aim to move beyond tolerance, 
to openness and interdependence.

5 This was emphasized in the PEP Final Evaluation by Macaualy Associates in 2008 and is still relevant
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• Glencree is an advocate for peace education and developing strategic 
relationships with other agencies to promote its mainstreaming remains 
important. We have learnt that working in partnership and developing alliances 
with other organisations who share this goal makes progress in this area more 
realistic. �ere are people within schools and communities who value this 
contribution, so it is important to collaborate with them.

• Restorative Practice is an area that Glencree is committed to and we are in 
a position to be in�uential in supporting it. Initial learning opportunities 
have allowed schools especially to be more open to these practices and the 
contribution they can make to a positive culture in schools. We want to use the 
funding available for this in a strategic way, to allow us to make the most of it 
and gain experience to play a role in mainstreaming such practices in schools 
and communities.

• We have not yet found a strategic way to work with teachers at primary and 
secondary level, though we have engaged with them in a number of di�erent 
projects and contexts. Working systematically with teachers in their initial 
training and ongoing professional development will be a major challenge for 
the future and this is a key area to consider now.

Adults and �ird Level Students
• We have come to understand that Glencree’s experience has a lot to o�er 

professional and community groups about the practicalities of working with 
con�ict. We feel that this is best done in a residential context where we have 
time and space to go into things in a deeper way. �ough the group needs may 
not always refer to political con�ict, there are skills and approaches that are 
relevant and Restorative Practices, ADR and facilitation skills are especially 
important. We have already been able to tailor these programmes for speci£c 
groups and can provide something that is not available elsewhere.
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• Students at third-level colleges often comment that a huge amount of the 
syllabus is based on theoretical understandings of peace and con�ict. We o�er 
something more practical and experiential, to which students respond well. 
University groups from Ireland and abroad are eager to access this learning, 
especially when we can o�er it in partnership with colleges in Northern 
Ireland. Intensive residential programmes are the best way to do this as it allows 
students to have di�erent learning experience that is both challenging and 
engaging. Partnerships with Irish universities can also allow for accreditation 
options here.

• A learning process that begins to deal with the past has something valuable to 
o�er. �e decade of commemoration we are now in provides an opportunity for 
Glencree to work with groups at di�erent levels on ways to really ‘learn together’. 
�e First World War, Irish Revolution and Partition need to be understood in 
their multiple dimensions so that people north and south can really embrace 
reconciliation and move forward. Without learning, commemoration can be a 
divisive process so we are eager to make it central.

Palestinian and Peaceboat Participants at Glencree in  2006
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• Lessons learnt from other Glencree work such as the Sustainable Peace 
Programme suggest that we can make better use of our surroundings in the 
Wicklow Hills. �ere is great potential for outdoor work as an approach in 
itself or as an element in project work. We have not made as much use of this as 
we should have done, although we have introduced it in a small way. It should 
be developed as a way of working in the future that allows people to relate to 
each other and to nature in a more meaningful way.

Conclusion
Glencree has changed over the years, but in addition to its general programme 
development the organisation has continued to do signi£cant work in the area of 
peace education. We hope that education will remain a way to broaden the reach 
of the organisation as learning programmes complement the front-line dialogue 
and relationship-building work which is the main mission of the organisation. 
It is important that the organisation de£nes education as a key part of its remit if 
reconciliation is to be better understood.

Reconciliation is a broad process, which applies to everyone, not just those who have 
su�ered from or in�icted violence. David Bloom£eld has commented: ‘�e attitudes 
and beliefs that underpin violent con�ict spread much more generally through the 
community and must be addressed at that broad level’.6  Education is a vital part of 
the reconciliation process and as such, should remain central to the future work of 
Glencree and continue to engage a wide range of people at di�erent stages of their 
lives, from all parts of the island and internationally.

6 David Blom�eld in ‘Reconciliation After Violent Con�ict-A Handbook’, Ed. Bloom�eld, D. Barnes, T & Huyse, L, IDEA, Stockholm, 2003
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Without women, neither 
peace nor development is 
possible
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Over the past seven years my work with the Glencree Women’s Programme (GWP) 
has been a huge learning experience and it is a challenge to sum up in this short 
re�ection. Although the Women’s Programme is small in the face of current world 
problems, it points to many valuable lessons for challenging violence and building 
peace. It plays an important role in the capacity-building of women from di�erent 
women’s organisations and wider society in Northern Ireland. Women do not come 
to Glencree because they want quali£cations or education credits, so there needs to 
be a di�erent access point than that which is o�ered by many community-based 
learning programmes intended to help women access the labour market. �e lens for 
this re�ection is the politics of gender, which cannot be ignored; and this will be my 
starting point.

�e twists and turns of social repression in Northern Ireland is also the story of the 
patriarchal nature of society in Northern Ireland. �e story of pain and confusion with 
which women necessarily respond to the discrimination against them on grounds of 
their sex alone, is the story of patriarchy. It is the story of Irish history and the Celts, 
who were £ercely patriarchal and developed the cult of the hero, which de£ned the 
role of women quite speci£cally (Condren, 1989). To ignore this context would be 
to deny the facts that present themselves through the programme. So, I will start 
by o�ering a rationale for why we consider a women’s programme to be an ongoing 
necessity.

�e Role of Women in Peacebuilding  Phil Killeen 

‘We have seen �rst-hand in countries from every region the critical role women play as 
peace-builders, as community organizers, as voices for those who are marginalized. We 
are convinced that strengthening women’s leadership at every level is key to advancing 
peace, sustainable development and human rights in the 21st century.’

Mary Robinson, Former President of Ireland and UN High Commissioner for 
Human Rights Ireland’s National Action Plan for Implementation of UNSCR 
1325, 2011 - 2014
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Programme Background and Context
�e GWP is a step to empower women through women-focused policies and 
programmes. It is not about marginalising women into ‘special programmes’ outside of 
the standard Glencree programmes. Equality between men and women is inextricably 
linked with peace and the underlying values of such equality promote respect for 
human rights and power-sharing. In a con�ict situation, it is important to support 
moderate forces, and we know that such forces can be found in the role played by 
local women NGOs as peace builders. �is role needs to be given more visibility and 
the recognition women’s groups deserve. We know that without peace, development 
is impossible - and without women, neither peace nor development is possible. Yet, 
despite progress in policy, in practice, women worldwide are still marginalised in 
con�ict prevention and peacebuilding. Women are not represented at negotiating 
tables, nor has violence against women substantially decreased.

‘An essential journey in developing women and their understanding of who they are, 
where they �t in the complex process of understanding the weave of a violent past, a 
contested present and realistic possibilities of an inclusive future, for me sums up the 
Glencree Women’s Programme’.

Anne Carr, Facilitator on the GWP

Women’s Programme participants receiving certi�cates at Corner House, Belfast in 2007
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It is di¡cult to solve the problems of humanity when our political, cultural and 
religious institutions are preoccupied with helping to create or prolong them. �e 
main Western sources of cultural authority are the Christian and Jewish traditions. 
�ere is ample historical material documenting the rise of patriarchy and the role of 
Christianity - as the carrier of patriarchy in the West - that goes beyond anything the 
early Hebrews could have imagined.

Within a feminist framework, the relationship between church and state is seen as 
simply two alternative realms whose lifeblood has traditionally depended upon the 
subjugation of women. �e patriarchal mindset and the sexual political struggle are 
demonstrated in the curious phenomenon of the ultimate respect for human life - in 
its foetal form - and the armaments shipments throughout the world in the interest 
of ‘safeguarding democracy’. �e two realms of church and state in Northern Ireland 
have played one o� against the other and the problem is that far from failing, the 
political and religious leaders have succeeded in perpetuating the particular insanity 
that passes for normal life in NI today.

Gender is culturally and historically constructed and the embedding of gender in 
power relations has huge implications for peace work. �e ‘feminine’ is devalued while 
‘masculinity’ simultaneously tries to control it. �is division, assignment, strati£cation 
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and internalisation of gender identities are the gender myths that are hurting our 
relationships, our children, our jobs and destroying our world.

When we are living at a time of unprecedented personal success for women, why 
would women accept as immutable truth that they are less logical, emotionally 
weak, unambitious and more naturally dependent on men? �ere is no evidence that 
women’s way of knowing is any di�erent from men’s, yet the ‘otherness’ of women has 
seeped so deep into the cultural consciousness that it remains stubbornly entrenched, 
a�ecting women’s and men’s jobs, relationships and personal and public decisions. �e 
theoretical assumptions of innate and rigid ideas of ‘essential di�erences’ in gender  
that absolutely determine behaviour, as in Freud’s ‘anatomy is destiny’, have real, 
practical consequences for the lives of men and women.

�e gender di�erence story portrays women as paragons of care - empathising 
paci£ers with a degree of emotional intelligence that belittles their ability to use logic, 
understand facts, argue their point and stand their ground. �e narrative that women 
have di�erent capacities and inclinations (because of their genes, hormones, motivation 
or brain structure) is appealing in a patriarchal construct, because it helps to rationalise 

Women’s Programme: Shankill 
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the sex segregation and discrimination that pervades societies worldwide.

�e very existence of two states in Ireland creates pressure, which pushes people apart, 
and the territorial border works to separate the ‘we’ inside from the ‘they’ beyond that 
naturalises the divisions. �ese man-made territories now seem like eternal features 
of the natural landscape and are so powerful because they are reproduced in everyday 
discourse. While Northern Ireland has welcomed peace, it is still busy trying to create 
an identity for itself. Understandably, there is a wariness that is natural due to events 
over the past decades. While the overwhelming majority did not participate in, or 
support the violence of the Troubles, the Troubles a�ected all, and in many cases, still 
a�ect the people of Northern Ireland.

Glencree Women’s Programme History
�e history of Glencree’s early days tells the story of women like Una O’Higgins 
O’Malley, Lady Eleanor Wicklow and Rachel Bewley and their part in the formation 
of the organisation. Yet Glencree is itself part of the wider society and has been 
characterised by a signi£cant lack of critique of the wider norms and patriarchal 
in�uence. �e GWP was organised and run by volunteers from its inception in 1996 
and unlike the other programmes, no speci£c funding was sought to run it on the 
same level as the other programmes. In 2008, Glencree underwent severe £nancial 
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restructuring, which resulted in programmes and valuable programme sta� being 
made redundant. However, 2008 was the year that the GWP received speci£c funding 
from DFA. �is was probably due in no small way to UNSCR1325 and the Irish 
Government’s commitment to the resolution, and this valuable support from DFAT 
has continued to maintain the Programme.

An evaluation of the work of the Women’s Programme in 1999, indicated that those 
involved in the programmes to date, had been part of the political elite and were not 
representative of the issues a�ecting working-class women. In 2003 it was decided that a 
structured programme was needed, which was developed by an experienced UK-based 
trainer. Subjects covered included: equality, gender issues, self-development, con�ict 
resolution and a taster course, which was to be the precursor to the current modular 
programme, was introduced. �e development of a structured modular programme 
for women with each module as a building block was signi£cant. It explored ‘where 
women were at’, starting from the personal, and going on to the role of women in their 
families, communities and in wider social and political arenas. �e Programme was 
run on a voluntary basis with a Women’s Programme Committee until 2007, when I 
was appointed as the part-time co-ordinator.

GWP works, speci£cally, with harder-to-reach communities and individuals, 
grassroots community-based groups who can e�ect change, and participants from 
diverse backgrounds in Northern Ireland and the Border Counties - and when the 
funding permits - with women from the Republic of Ireland. �e Programme works 
at the personal level to produce deep change, addressing speci£c real-world problems 
and challenges faced by participants in their communities. It strives to equip them 
with the con£dence, personal development resources, and the personal and community 
capacities to take on positive peacebuilding roles in their lives and their communities. 
�e training has thus become more targeted at a deeper level; to generate the inner 
con£dence to then take practical community initiatives. �e programme has developed 
through the view that peacebuilding is a long-term process, requiring long-term 
commitment, with the focus on transformation through civil society involvement.
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�e following are the goals of the programme as it has evolved:

• To increase the in�uence of women on the development of Irish society, by 
helping them to understand political structures and systems of governance, and 
how to participate in these and demand accountability

• To develop their capacity to question traditional beliefs and practices, and 
critically analyse structures of oppression and exploitation

• To develop women’s positive self-image by helping them to recognise their own 
strengths and value their existing knowledge and skills

• To build women’s capacity in con�ict resolution, mediation and negotiation 
skills, to increase their knowledge and their ability to engage e�ectively

Outline of the Programme

Basic Course: Gender, Peace and Con	ict
�is course explores the role gender plays in constructing cultures of peace or cultures 
of violence essential in peacebuilding. It comprises highly participatory, innovative 
and �exible methodologies designed to empower women to recognise, analyse and 
address gender issues at the grassroots level. Interpersonal skills that engage, not only 
the mind, but also the heart, provide the basic training technique. Peace is inextricably 
linked with equality between women and men and the underlying values of such 
equality promote respect for human rights and power-sharing. �ese are the values 
and attitudes that promote cultures of peace.

Advanced Course: Women in Decision-Making and Leadership
�is programme consists of:

• Deeper understanding of the concepts and practices of nonviolence 
• Developing self-awareness and analysing various aspects of our own identities
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Journey of discovery rather 
than �xed destination
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• Discussing the role of religion in gender structures
• Learning that religion, race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, class and other factors 

of di�erence do not act independently of one another
• Further discussing the construction of masculinity and its connection to gender, 

peace and con�icts

It is important - not only for those who are discriminated against and marginalised in 
society - to acquire a critical consciousness and we do this through thinking critically 
about our own thinking. �e concept of critical thinking is simple: we de£ne it as 
‘the art of taking charge of our own mind’. If we can take charge of our own minds, 
we can take charge of our lives; we can improve them, bringing them under our self- 
command and direction.

By participating in the creative and critical thinking activities provided over the 
course and applying these ideas to their own experiences, participants £nd that their 
thinking and language abilities become sharper and more powerful. We begin with the 
participants - where they are and their life experiences and sharing these experiences 
in order to develop relationships. �e emphasis is on learning-by-doing; means the 
participants are engaged in a variety of activities and are, in e�ect, thinking critically 
and creatively about their own thinking, so that their thinking and language abilities 
become sharper and more powerful.
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We bring together a group of diverse people working together over a number of 
weekends. Each weekend has a particular theme, for example:

• Histories and Identities 
• Self-esteem and Self-image 
• Assertiveness
• Diversity
• Con�ict Transformation

�is model has a strong emphasis on personal development. A residential experience 
creates a new openness to deal with issues that people £nd di¡cult in their ‘home’ 
territory - often issues of reconciliation and community relations - and allows old 
patterns and ways of viewing one another to change. Such activity can bring challenge 
and even discomfort to some groups, but new ways can be opened up.

Key Elements in the Learning Process
�e GWP has developed over time and we have now reached a point where we need 
to document how the process works in more detail. Ongoing learning informs the 
way we work and the content of the workshops. �e starting point for this kind of 
work is the conviction that every adult is responsible for his, or her learning process. 
�e facilitator initiates this process, guards it and tries to shape it. �e goal of this 
learning process is to enable a person to make a contribution to social change and to 
the improvement of the situation in which they £nd themselves. �e person is him/
herself part of this process; the facilitators do not £nd any participant’s contribution 
in, or out of order. �e chaos is almost inevitably, the initial phase of learning to be 
con£dent enough to speak freely.

Gradually, the participants come to various realisations as it dawns on them they 
are really unfettered and as facilitators, we have learnt to manage this. Since the 
participants evaluate their own work, they can learn what they please, not simply the 
issues set forth in a text. �ey are discovering what it means to be autonomous, what 
it means to be responsible, free persons. �ey begin to rely on their own values rather 
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than imposed ones, get closer to 
their own feelings, learn to trust 
themselves more, and become less 
afraid of change.

�e course is designed to provide 
experiential training to women, 
in a participative way, and enables 
the participants to take all 
opportunities to practice skills and 
get feedback during training. It 
enables participants to reason and 
re�ect about life and the nature of 
society and culture by examining 
how attitudes and values are 
formed. �ey learn the practice 
of reconciliation in a place where 
people can experience trust and 
reconciliation. Another element we 
have found to be a common part 
of the process is that as individuals 
within the group, people develop 
a respect and a liking for each 
other, as they emerge in the group 
discussions. �is kind of learning 
experience is incomplete without 
some mention of the e�ect upon 
the facilitators where we have been 
the agents for the release of such 
self-initiated learning. We have 
been inspired, stimulated, and left, 
at times, shaken and awed with the 

‘I used to do what my parents did and vote 
the same as them, but now I’m going to start 

thinking for myself, see what I want and 
�nd out more about all that stu� ’.

‘I found the person within’ 

‘To listen to myself ’

‘To trust myself - to value myself ’

‘Taking ownership of issues leads to collective 
action instead of pointing the �nger of 

blame’

‘Journey of discovery rather than �xed 
destination’

‘Training the next generation’

‘Have courage to work within your family, 
community - take a stand against wrong 

doing and injustice’

‘Need to get politicians on our side -and use 
them - use ju-jitsu theory’

‘Women shouldn’t be afraid to approach them 
- they serve us’

‘Kicking ass needs self-con�dence’

‘I know myself for the �rst time’
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consequences for both ourselves and 
the participants.

�e risk-accommodating ‘safe space’ 
provided by the GWP, enables women 
to tell the stories about their passions, 
their pains and to explore their 
collective possibilities. In creating 
this essential ‘safe space’ where we can 
tell our stories, we move through an 
organically-structured process that 
enables those stories to emerge. We 
tell our stories as a way of building 
relationships and to reframe the 
dimensions of ‘di�erence’, which have 
been represented almost as natural 
and inevitable. Stories are interwoven, 
and as emergent processes within 
di�erent individual stories unfold, 
changes are produced in the everyday 
lives of the women and in the way the 
groups interact together. �is could 
be described as spiralling outward, 
connecting women within and beyond 
the group.

�e women explore their varying understandings of con£dentiality and its relationship 
to trust as it ranges from personal trust to the political complexities of trust in the 
community. �e development of trust and group bonding fundamentally in�uences 
participation and willingness to explore issues based on their experience. �is can be 
a di¡cult journey to make, involving issues of trust and safety not easily accessible in 
local communities. It is emotionally tough on all involved, including the facilitators.

‘If I hadn’t gone to Glencree I
would be Orange and still living in

the past’ 

‘When I think of what my community 
and culture mean to me and then think if 
they feel as passionate about theirs, well 

that’s scary. I don’t know how to live with 
that’

‘I have realised that in my home I am at 
times a peace creator and other times a 

peace destroyer. I need to put a few things 
right’

‘I have learnt that I have to change my 
attitude and be a good listener. I will start 

listening to my friends and stop being 
judgemental’

Participants’ comments
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In the workshops, there is an atmosphere of realness, of caring, and understanding. 
As the learning process continues, the learners increasingly provide it for themselves. 
Learning from one another in the workshops becomes as important as learning 
from books and other materials or community experiences. Self-discipline to reach 
goals becomes key. �e evaluation of the extent and signi£cance of each participant’s 
learning is made primarily by the participants themselves.

Re	ections on Learning in GWP

�e importance of taking stock and assessing what we have learnt throughout the 
programme is at the heart of this re�ection. �ere is a rich quality about this learning 
that is derived directly from the experiences and voices of the women involved. Key 
learning points that have emerged which will inform our future work include the 
following:

• �e GWP enables participants to learn from each other to understand what 
makes us tick, how we think, how we feel, how we make sense of everyday life 
in the world around us. Participants in the GWP already bring evidence of 
considerable organisational and management skills so we, therefore, need to be 
able to make sense of complex realities and learn from the work in which we 
have been engaged

• Bringing women together, at the local, regional and international levels, so that 
they can listen and share their experiences, is a way of providing information 
and opportunities to link women with essential resources. Women learn from 
women’s lives, and women’s lives are di�erent in many ways from those of men

‘We assess the value of education in the same manner as we assess the value of land or 
stocks in the stock-exchange market … we hardly give a thought to the improvement of 
the character of the educated.’

 Mahatma Gandhi
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Peacebuilding is a long-
term process, requiring 
long-term commitment
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• �e participants are seeking a sense of control over their own lives, enabling 
them to make choices about where they want to focus their energy. �e 
programme has to be about empowering the participants to engage directly in 
understanding and acting upon issues of concern in their own lives

• Evidence from the programme suggests that the home has a crucial role to 
play in ending the cycle of transmission of a sectarian culture (with loathing, 
fear and hatred at its core) which is still going on daily in many homes across 
Northern Ireland. It is clear to us that sectarianism still lies just below the 
surface. �ere is enduring hurt caused by what has happened in the past and 
the e�ects are being transferred to succeeding generations who bear the brunt 
of this legacy

• Participants on the programme say they want change but are still held back by 
the fear of public opinion in their own neighbourhoods, disapproval of people 
they love, or the threat of violence to their families. �is fear isolates people 
and makes it hard to work with those who are longing for the same changes. 
People talk about helplessness and the di¡culty of individuals standing up and 
speaking out

• Family needs, concerns and cares have a major in�uence over women’s place in 
society, whether working inside or outside the home, across all social classes. 
Family, work and community all compete for women’s devotion, time and 
energy; this needs to be factored into the way a programme works

• We try to make it easier for women to participate, as there are many con�icting 
demands on the women we want to engage. We have tried to place women’s 
needs at the heart of this programme so that they can gain full advantage 
despite the con�icting demands that are placed on them

• We have learnt that women’s socialisation in awareness of others and their 
listening skills can be a¡rmed and revalued by promoting participation, 
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encouraging voices and valuing di�erences. We value lived experience as a 
source of constructed knowledge and draw, in part, on the women’s movement 
of feminist consciousness-raising. Freire’s concept of critical consciousness is, 
therefore, central to our work

• As the women tell their stories in the programme and are heard by other 
women, they develop a greater understanding of the political issues embedded 
in personal experiences and explore new perspectives that can help to in�uence 
change in the system

• Organisations that participate in the GWP workshops can be described as 
typical ‘grassroots’ organisations, that are located in communities and work 
with a local geographical focus. However, women who are not a¡liated to any 
group or organisation have to be welcomed on the GWP as they represent a 
marginalised voice

• It is vital for women to understand that they, as group members on the 
programme, are part of a continual state of socio-political education and that it 
is possible to move, against the odds, from the personal to the political

• We need to be more aware of the international dimensions of women’s role in 
peacebuilding. �ough we feel that UNSCR1325 is a highly-biased gendered 
document, we see it as a £rst step towards recognising the need to ensure that 
women have a role in peace processes and in post-con�ict reconstruction. 
UNSCR1325 is strictly concerned with a narrow de£nition of the role of 
women in peace processes and post-con�ict reconstruction, it does not extend 
its reach to cover areas of social and economic policy that are essential for 
women’s welfare
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Acting on Learning: Broad Lessons

What does the GWP mean for women? Why a Women’s Programme? �ese are 
questions posed at the beginning of this piece and frequently, we are asked to elucidate. 
Here are some of our own broader re�ections on this question based on facilitators’ 
observations that will help us to build on our learning in the development of the 
programme:

• An important, intangible, asset of GWP is the goodwill and the recognition 
Glencree enjoys and the participants from NI frequently comment on this

• Being women-focused, a big issue is that it is mostly looked upon as a ‘women’s 
programme’. However, GWP has also much to contribute in relation to con�ict, 
peace and reconciliation and if given the opportunity, the programme has the 
potential to deliver a much wider impact

• Awareness-raising of key international instruments such as CEDAW and 
UNSCR 1325 and UNSCR 1820, 1888, 1889 and now 2122, are valuable 
tools in exploring the role that gender plays in constructing cultures of peace 
or cultures of violence. �ese key Security Council resolutions are essential in 
understanding the role gender plays in peacebuilding

• Any action taken by civil society that promotes peace and reconciliation, gender 
equality (which is inscribed in the EU constitution) and poverty reduction, will 
facilitate European integration process general objectives of ‘obtaining lasting 
peace’, ‘democratic development’ and ‘development of a multi- ethnic society’

Eventually, the spotlight will not be on a leader just because she is a woman. But 
while the spotlight is on us, we will continue to use its power inclusively, to illuminate 

the great needs that still exist for women and children in the world.
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• One of the priorities of GWP is to stimulate development activity and increase 
networking opportunities for women so that they can share experiences and 
work together on common issues. �e strategy combines a focus on capacity-
building in local areas and among target groups with promoting networking 
and identi£cation of common policy issues

• �e programme is seen as invaluable for women at the grassroots level to 
develop the space and tools to explore and articulate issues and to inform and 
in�uence national policy on responses needed. �e participants are comfortable 
with the person-centred approach and feel that the process of challenging 
women’s marginalisation has only begun to emerge at the grassroots level due 
to the preoccupation with the Troubles.

• As an Irish organisation, Glencree can be instrumental in supporting groups 
that work - or have the potential to work - across ethnic lines, and to bring 
organisations of di�erent ethnic groups together

• �ere is the potential for Glencree to expand its support in gender 
mainstreaming beyond the grassroots women and focus on training for 
government counterparts to women’s NGOs

• �ere is a failure in the public perception to link male violence in the home 
with the eradication of male domination and patriarchal thinking

• Male violence against women has received much ongoing media attention but 
awareness has not led to challenge the underlying causes of this violence, or to 
challenge patriarchy

• As a society, we must acknowledge that men and women have together made 
our country a culture of violence, whether in imaginary ‘good guy’/‘bad guy’ 
£ghts or in the pursuit of nationalists / loyalists interests
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• Even men who perpetuate patriarchal values are disturbed by the hatred and 
fear of women and male violence against women

• It is easier for men to support male domination passively than it is to face the 
fear of letting go of the bene£ts of the world they know; even when men know 
in their hearts and minds there is an imbalance that is wrong and needs to be 
changed

Conclusion
Since so many of the comments 
and re�ections in this piece come 
from the collective learning on the 
Glencree Women’s Programme, my 
debts are too di�use and ordinary 
for acknowledgement. But I want 
to make it clear that I am in their 
debt, that their contribution has been 
extraordinary and I hope I have been 
able to do some justice to them here. 
We are often asked to rationalise 
why there is an ongoing need for a 
programme dedicated speci£cally to 
women. Tragically enough, each new 
con�ict in the world constitutes an opening for GWP and provides a rationale for the 
expansion of its work to new areas and locations. I have tried to present the case for 
this here. �e former participants on the GWP regularly encourage us to continue this 
work and we are determined to do this.
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An open-ended process which 
entails deep listening, learning 
and a willingness to change 
perceptions and relationships
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Part One: Overview Ian White

Introduction
�e Glencree Centre for Peace and Reconciliation has worked intensively to support 
the political dimension of the Irish Peace Process since 1991. During the last twenty 
years, Glencree held strong to its values on inclusivity and non-judgmentalism as it 
worked with prisoners, victims/survivors, former combatants, women’s groups, religious 
hierarchies, cultural groups and young leaders. In parallel to, and yet interconnected 
with this range of activities, Glencree hosted a programme of political activity 
which aimed to complement the work of all governmental and non-governmental 
stakeholders in the con�ict. Below is an outline of this phased political activity which 
developed organically over a number of years.

Glencree Summer School 2010

Political Dialogue: Building Critical Relationships
 Ian White & Geo�rey Corry 
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Initial Steps (1992-1994)
�e involvement of Glencree in the political arena in Ireland North and South 
commenced in 1992 when the organisation hosted and provided a platform for a 
number of political speakers from Northern Ireland. �e £rst speaker was John 
Hume, who addressed an audience of two hundred and £fty people in Jury’s Hotel, 
Ballsbridge, as the facilities of the Glencree Centre were not su¡ciently developed to 
host such meetings. By 1994, however, the facilities at Glencree - while still basic - 
had accommodated a range of speakers from Northern Ireland from both nationalist/
republican and unionist/loyalist parties in two series entitled ‘Understanding 
Republicanism’ and ‘Understanding Unionism’. �e broad purpose of these talks was 
to o�er audiences in the south an opportunity to interact with, and gain a better 
understanding of Northern Irish politicians, but there were also more speci£c 
objectives.

Democratic Progress Institute Turkish group at DFAT, 2014

‘Understanding Republicanism’ was an attempt by Glencree to demonstrate to  
militant republicans that their political views were valid and, if a non-violent approach 
were to be adopted by them, the Irish public would create space for their inclusion in 
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the political dynamics of the country.

At a time when political relationships were very raw and unionists did not, as a rule, 
cross the border, ‘Understanding Unionism’ was a vehicle through which Glencree 
could demonstrate to unionists that the people in the south were interested in their 
position. Following the formal sessions, private dinners involving Irish Government 
o¡cials and one Glencree person together with the speaker, helped in a small way to 
build trusting relationships between the Department of Foreign A�airs (DFA) and at 
least some unionist representatives.

�e two series of talks were not the only political activity in which Glencree engaged 
during the 1992-1994 period. Other, smaller political events were also taking place 
and included Councillor and UUP executive member Chris McGimpsey addressing 
an audience of TDs on the unionist response to the Downing Street Declaration. 
�is interactive event took place at the same time as the Good Friday Agreement was 
signed and aimed to build understanding of, and support for the declaration across all 
parties. TDs had not yet seen the Good Friday Agreement, and Chris McGimpsey 
was very happy to circulate copies of it on UUP headed notepaper to the gathered 
audience.

Phase I (1994-1998)
While not all political parties found it easy to participate in the Glencree political 
programme during the early years, Glencree did detect from those who did engage, 
that they attached a high value to the work of the organisation. Direct feedback to 
Glencree was clear in its recognition that while political parties and governments can 
achieve great things, there were some initiatives which were required and that could 
be best delivered by a non-aligned NGO.

�e cease£res of 1994 created a new environment which brought with it new 
possibilities for Glencree to develop its role in the political arena. Up to this point, 
the work of Glencree in the political arena mainly took the shape of public talks. 
Possibilities for parties to meet each other away from the glare of the media were 
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extremely limited and Glencree realised that relationships between the parties needed 
to be developed. In late 1994, Glencree hosted its £rst Political Dialogue Workshop 
which involved parties from the south, unionist and nationalist Parties from the 
north, but neither Sinn Féin (SF) nor the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) found 
it possible to participate in the early events. By 1995, however, enough trust had been 
developed between Glencree and the other political parties to allow SF participate in 
the workshops without other parties excluding themselves.

Sinn Féin tested the integrity of Glencree by requesting a training programme for 
its youth membership which aimed to help them di�erentiate between a Protestant 
and a unionist. �e delivery of this programme, which involved the moderator of the 
Presbyterian Church ( John Dunlop), and unionist politicians and o¡cials such as 
Stephen King and David Ervine, did much to build this relationship with Sinn Féin.

DUP involvement in the dialogue programme came much later, but with their 
exception, all other parties in Ireland north and south, actively engaged. �e dialogue 
workshops were three-day residential gatherings based at Glencree, with the 
agenda being set by the participants, who were a mix of party o¡cers and elected 
representatives. �e purpose of the workshops was to build relationships between 
parties on a cross-border and cross-community basis and allow individual politicians to 
understand what rationale lay behind the positions of their political adversaries (they 
were familiar with the positions of others in most cases). �e workshops catered for 
between twenty and thirty participants and took place at six to eight-week intervals. 
A version of the Chatham House Rule was adopted, which guided the workshops and 
protected the participants. While, publicly, the parties were not talking to each other, 
and megaphone diplomacy was very much the order of the day, unknown to most, 
the parties were quietly meeting at Glencree and slowly building some trust and new 
understandings between each other.

O¡cials from both the DFA and the British Embassy also attended the workshops 
on a regular basis, ensuring that up-to-date information about developments was 
available to participants and allowing new relationships to be developed between the 
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o¡cials and politicians with whom they may have had little contact. �e workshops 
also included some who were non-aligned and un-elected, but nevertheless, were 
political activists who represented perspectives of institutions such as the Apprentice 
Boys, the GAA and the Orange Order.

While the political dialogue workshops were the core of Glencree peacebuilding in the 
political arena, it was not the only political activity in which Glencree engaged. During 
this phase, Glencree hosted a cross-party delegation of political leaders from South 
Africa, who addressed a gathering of £fty politicians from all parties that participated 
in the political workshop programme. �e three-person delegation comprising Mac 
Maharaj, Leon Wessells and Constand Viljoen promoted the concepts of negotiation 
and out-of-the-box thinking, and spoke of the opportunities and challenges of the 
process in South Africa.

Mediation Event Dublin International Arbitration Centre, 2013 

When the Forum for Peace and Reconciliation was convened in Dublin Castle, 
Glencree, at the request of the secretariat, collaborated to facilitate unionist 
participation in it, as their absence weakened the exercise and deliberations were 
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limited to what the Forum perceived to be the opinions of unionists. Despite the 
best e�orts of Glencree, unionists did not feel it appropriate to attend Dublin Castle, 
but after numerous meetings and negotiations, Gregory Campbell (DUP), Michael 
McGimpsy (UUP), David Ervine (PUP) and David Nichol (UDP) agreed to form a 
panel and make presentations to a semi-public event at Glencree, to which all members 
of the Forum for Peace and Reconciliation were invited and all parties attended. Such 
creative approaches to building the improbable relationships required for a sustainable 
peace process became standard as Glencree interacted with, and supported all political 
parties, both unilaterally and collectively as they developed the capacity to engage with 
each other within a positive framework.

Phase II (1999-2003)
�e signing of the Good Friday Agreement and the ongoing release of political 
prisoners changed the context yet again and while the Political Dialogue workshop 
programme retained the same format as requested by the participants the programme 
was expanded to include three other dimensions:

• In addition to hosting political workshops in Glencree, some of the workshops 
were now able to take place in Belfast. �is resulted in politicians from the 
Republic of Ireland (ROI) being invited to visit local loyalist and republican 
communities outside the o¡cial programme for the workshops. �is by-
product served to sensitise politicians from the south to the issues being faced 
by local communities in Northern Ireland (NI)

• In order to address the totality of relationships which impacted on the 
con�ict and to complement Strand �ree of the Good Friday Agreement, 
representatives of British Labour, Conservative and Liberal Democrats became 
part of the process

• �e release of prisoners had a direct impact on the political environment with 
many of them moving towards political activity, even though the skill set for 
a politician was very di�erent to the skill set required to be a paramilitary. 
Having observed high levels of frustration among former prisoners engaged 
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in the dialogue programme, Glencree launched a political training programme 
for those wishing to transition from violence into politics. Trainers from 
Canada, US, South Africa and Ireland provided communications, negotiation 
and strategic thinking and analysis training to one hundred and £fty former 
prisoners to assist them with their transition to politics

Again, while the workshops were the core of the work during this phase, other 
activities were also undertaken. After discussions with the Department of Foreign 
A�airs Anglo Irish Division and British Embassy o¡cials, it was agreed that Glencree 
would bring leading £gures in the four main Unionist Parties together in an attempt 
to build consensus around their engagement in the peace process. A four-person 
delegation from both UUP and DUP including Danny Kennedy, David McNarry, 
Peter Robinson and Gregory Campbell was joined by two-person delegations from 
the PUP and UDP including the late David Ervine and Frankie Gallagher on a visit 
to South Africa. While there, the group was facilitated by Roelf Meyer and met with 
President Mbeki and former president De Klerk who encouraged them to work 
together in the peace process.

While there was consensus around a number of issues, total consensus was not 
achieved but again other by-products of this visit included:

• Introduction of Roelf Meyer to Peter Robinson, a relationship which continued 
with Roelf being invited to assist the DUP in their strategic thinking through 
three visits to NI where he worked with the DUP executive committee

• According to the late David Ervine, the event helped to bring an end to the 
loyalist feud

Phase III (2004-2010)
As the peace process continued to gather momentum and gain traction, a number 
of relationships were still extremely weak. One of these relationships which required 
support was that between the DUP and political parties in the Republic of Ireland. 
Glencree again adjusted the focus of its work to address this need. In addition to 
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continuing to host inclusive political workshops in which all parties apart from the 
DUP participated, there was a parallel programme which engaged TDs from the main 
parties in the south with elected representatives from the DUP, in a set of workshops 
in both NI and ROI. One workshop in Belfast coincided with the ‘Love Ulster Rally’ 
in Dublin and this provided a stimulus for the participants to focus on victims’ issues 
and dissatisfaction - particularly among members of the unionist victims community.
One southern participant, Pat Carey - who, at the time was the co-chair of the British 
Irish Interparliamentary Body (BIIB) - used the workshop to get unionist input to the 
body. �e attendance of Peter Robinson at the meeting of the BIIB was a direct result 
of the Glencree Political Dialogue Programme and the initiative taken by Pat Carey. A 
cross-party delegation of southern TDs and councillors visited Belfast for a workshop 
with the DUP and were invited to meet the party leadership at a fundraising function 
in East Belfast. �e DUP was attempting to move its constituency towards a closer or, 
at least warmer relationship to the Republic and to the peace process. �e attendance 
of the ROI participants at the dinner contributed in a small way to assisting the DUP 
leadership in moving its traditional followers, as Ian Paisley personally greeted the 
southern guests. �e programme also facilitated a number of events in the ROI which 
brought senior DUP representatives into direct contact with the Minister for Foreign 
A�airs and as one DUP representative noted while being hosted to lunch in Iveagh 
House, the last time he visited the building he didn’t enter and it was not during 
daylight hours.

Workshops in 2009 and 2010, while inclusive, focused on bringing the DUP in 
particular into contact with other political parties not in government in the south. 
�ese workshops also allowed Glencree to engage more senior politicians and every 
party involved in these workshops selected delegations comprising TD/MLA, local 
councillor and party activists.

�e development of the Glencree International Programme (GIP) and its programme 
work bene£ts from the political relationships developed through the political 
programme, enabling senior political £gures to share their experiences with others in 
con�icts internationally. Peter Robinson and Martin McGuinness agreeing to meet
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with a visiting delegation of Afghan parliamentarians, is a good example of this. 
Participation in the GIP by senior political actors helps develop new relationships 
and strengthen existing ones. An example of this is Alex Maskey and Jimmy Spratt 
collaborating to convey a meaningful message to actors in the southern �ailand 
con�ict.

Glencree Summer School 2010

Positioning
By the end of 2010 Glencree had positioned itself in the political arena and was for 
many parties, clearly recognised as the main non-governmental actor in peacebuilding 
in that arena. Glencree had developed a high level of credibility with all political parties 
on the island. Furthermore, the physical space at Glencree was clearly recognised by 
these parties as a neutral space where they were respected and treated with fairness.

Phase IV (2011-2013)
In 2011 and 2012 the political dialogue workshop format changed from an open 
dialogue where the themes and subjects discussed re�ected the interests of the 
participants, to one where Glencree, according to its assessment of the context, selected 
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appropriate themes. In 2012, the theme was ‘Commemoration’. From 2012 through to 
2013, the programme moved towards building relationships between the parties and 
between them and civil society representatives. Given the di¡culty that a minority of 
loyalists and republicans were experiencing with feeling included in the out-workings 
of the Good Friday Agreement, the participation in the workshops was now open to 
key civil society actors as well as politicians. �e focus of each workshop was on how 
we might bring the groups who felt excluded into the peace process. Glencree is £rmly 
of the opinion that ownership of the process must be held by all stakeholders in the 
con�ict.

David Bloom�eld chairing workshop 2010
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Part Two: Reconciliation Lessons of Glencree’s Political Dialogue Work   
Geo�rey Corry 

                            
Political Dialogue Workshops:  Enabling protagonists to build new relationships of 
trust and understanding
Between 1994 and 2007, over £fty residential three-day political dialogue workshops 
were held at the Glencree Centre during the negotiation phase of the Northern Ireland 
peace process. �is article describes the structure and methodology of the workshops 
at second track level to support politicians from all the political parties in Ireland and 
Britain to arrive at new understandings and forge new relationships. It identi£es the 
role of the facilitator in shaping an interactive dialogue space through four layers of 
dialogue over multiple encounters.

Political dialogue has been de£ned as ‘an open-ended process which entails deep 
listening, learning and the willingness to change perceptions and relationships in 
addressing the root causes of the con�ict, in order to achieve inclusive and sustainable 
positive change’ (EU concept paper, 2009). �e inspiration for the Glencree workshops 
lay in three signi£cant events. First, Carl Rogers (1977) had demonstrated in �e Steel 
Shutter £lm (1972) how Catholics and Protestants from Belfast could break through 
sectarian barriers, build their own interpersonal understanding and become human to 
each other. �ey had met for three days in a TV studio in Pittsburgh (Corry, 2004) 
made possible by funding from Irish Jesuits. I was fascinated and captivated by the 
power and potential of storytelling when the £lm was £rst shown in Dublin at Peace 
Week in 1974. �at image of protagonists sitting in the circle and working through 
their trauma of the bombs that went o� on Bloody Friday in July 1972 stayed with 
me for years. Fr. Shaun Curran SJ, who lived at Glencree in a caravan to look after the 
Centre, often spoke to me about his own part in editing the £lm.

Secondly, my visit to South Africa in 1985 at a time of great turmoil in the apartheid 
struggle, brought me in contact with Hendrik van der Merwe of the Centre for 
Intergroup Studies in Cape Town. He told me of his own work between the ANC and 
Afrikaners and introduced me to new thinking about con�ict resolution emerging at 
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that time in the USA. �at led me in 1987 to get mediation training in San Francisco 
with the help of Ray Shonholtz of Community Boards. Sitting in those roleplays, I 
realised there was now available a step-by-step process to enable protagonists come 
to ‘a new relationship of understanding’ with each other through an interactive 
communication experience.

�e third piece of the process jigsaw came together when Hugh O’Doherty, Glencree’s 
£rst programme director, introduced me to Herb Kelman (1990 and 2003) at the 
Harvard Centre for International A�airs. He had spent ten years perfecting the 
problem-solving intergroup workshop in the years after the 1967 six-day war in Israel. 
Every few months he brought together about six Palestinians and six Israelis in a 
behind-the-scenes uno¡cial second track process. �e workshops demonstrated that 
‘psychological barriers’ of rigid assumptions rooted in past history, hate and fear - 
constituting seventy percent of the problem in identity con�icts - could be melted 
through residential workshops that laid the basis for mutual acceptance and meaningful 
negotiations. However, Kelman warned that overcoming these psychological barriers 
does not, of itself, resolve the con�ict - that only comes through political negotiation 
and change. It was his emphasis on selecting participants who were in�uential within 
a political party at the sub-leadership level and who had access to the top leaders that 
proved to be innovative.

�e �rst Glencree Workshops
With £nancial support from Chuck Feeney, the Irish-American philanthropist, Ian 
White was appointed on a full-time basis to get the Glencree Centre open again. In 
the summer of 1994, we cut through the cobwebs in the lower buildings and organised 
our £rst summer school for the last week in August. We tried out a ‘listening circle’ 
process with nationalists/republicans one day and with unionists the next day. Several 
days later, the IRA announced their cease£re and in the following October, Gusty 
Spence led a combined loyalist group to announce their cease£re. Suddenly, we were 
at the right time at the right place with the right programme to work with politicians 
in a post-cease£re situation. What an opportunity! Ian and I immediately launched a 
political dialogue project based on the work of Herb Kelman, but shifted the emphasis 
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away from problem solving to dialogue. We invited back the young unionists and 
young SDLP that had come to the summer school to engage with each other in a 
series of workshops that autumn. Little did we know in those months that this would 
be the start of thirteen years work from 1994 to 2007, taking us through the period 
of negotiations leading up to the Good Friday/Belfast Agreement of 1998 and all 
the way through the years of implementation. In total, Glencree organised £fty-£ve 
weekend dialogue workshops with a facilitation team led by the author of this piece. 
Workshop participants also took part in the annual, three-day residential summer 
school and many sessions of interest-based negotiation skills training.

Diagram 1: Positioning of political dialogue workshops at second track 
level within the peacemaking pyramid

�e workshops developed organically over that time. In putting an emphasis on 
interactive political dialogue, it was primarily an experiential learning circle with no 
formal presentations by the facilitation team or outside experts on con�ict resolution. 
�e dialogue ambience was aided by a relaxed atmosphere and it was possible to let 
sessions run on beyond the break times when signi£cant dialogue moments arose.

Participants sat around the £re in a combination of comfortable seats and sofas 
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with co�ee/tea available. �ere was no table. Sometimes the workshops had as few 
as nine participants but most times there were twelve to £fteen people from a wide 
spectrum of political parties in the north and south of Ireland. Occasionally, we had up 
to twenty-£ve participants (and once, there were forty people in total), when parties 
came from England and Scotland. Workshops started on Friday evening at about 9pm 
(because people needed two hours or more to get to Glencree) and continued over 
two nights into Sunday afternoon. �e residential nature of the weekend was crucial 
for people getting to know each other and in building relationships in the informal 
time. Most times, the Saturday evening dinner was held outside the Centre at a local 
restaurant or hosted occasionally by embassies in Dublin. �e weekend normally had 
six sessions and the agenda was always shaped by the participants and connected 
to the negotiation phase of the political/peace process. �e remote location of the 
Centre, not served by public transport, o�ered a safe space for con£dential discussions 
and attracted political activists to get away from things for a weekend.

Diagram 2: Structure of a Residential Weekend Workshop

 

�e primary purpose of the workshops was relationship-building across the political 
parties. Political opponents were able to say what was important for their party at 
that point in the political peace process and to understand the needs and constraints 
of other parties. �rough the robust face-to-face exchange and interactive analysis of 
party positions around particular topics, new understandings and new relationships of 
trust were built with each other. Facilitation was o�ered in a non-directive and non-
judgemental approach because it was felt that overly structured sessions would not suit 
politicians. No pressure was placed on participants to come up with formal outcomes. 

Friday Saturday Sunday

Morning Agenda setting Dialogue on Topic 4
 Dialogue on prioritised Topic 1 Closing circle
Afternoon Dialogue on prioritised Topic 2
 Dialogue on prioristised Topic 3
Evening
   Bonding Session Informal interaction at dinner
   Informal social time More social interaction time
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�ey were not about negotiation. At the same time, space was given to discuss possible 
points of agreement around emerging crunch issues in the peace process. �ere were 
times when the workshops reached some general conclusions and these were written 
up for all participants.

Workshop methodology
�e two-hour session on the Friday evening opened with a ‘bonding session’ where 
an atmosphere of welcome was created to put people at ease. �e ground rules were 
introduced: con£dentiality/anonymity along the lines of the Chatham House rules 
where comments are not attributed to named individuals; one voice at a time; respect 
for each other; and the right to say ‘pass’ in any go-round. �ere was usually enough 
time to do two go-rounds of the circle with everyone speaking once. �e £rst go-
round was sequential where each participant in turn gave their name, where they grew 
up and where they live, their role or position in the party and level of responsibility 
[elected or not]. We did not use the stone/feather/talking stick of talking circles, partly 
because politicians don’t necessarily like that kind of thing and may be put o� right at 
the start of the weekend. �is technique is best used with healing circles for victims 
and o�enders/ex-combatants. One additional task was thrown in to encourage some 
personal storytelling around likes/dislikes as politicians. A di�erent question was 
asked at each session and invariably included one of the following:

• Which politician do you most admire and why?
• What was a high moment in your political life so far and a low moment?
• Which speech, TV programme/£lm or piece of writing has in�uenced you 

most politically so far, good or bad?

�e second go-round was a ‘popcorn’ one where each participant speaks once but 
pops whenever they are ready to talk. Normally, this open question was asked: ‘How 
optimistic or pessimistic are you about the present situation of the peace process?’ 
It sought to hear the energy and frustration levels of participants early on in the 
weekend. It also gave everyone a �avour of what was on people’s minds, what they 
had been through and what was becoming important for them. Because it was late in 
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�e relational journey that 
each must make toward 
hearing the story of the 
other
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the night, we allowed some relaxation of the ‘only speak once’ rule provided everyone 
was heard. For the facilitators, this gave us a heads up on what topics were going to 
come up over the next two days. Often this session went on until midnight followed 
by informal social time which could go on for another two hours - Irish style!

At the Agenda-Setting session £rst thing on Saturday morning, each party was invited 
to suggest themes, topics or issues they wish to discuss: ‘Are there some questions that 
one party particularly wants to ask or explore with the other?’ Time was allowed for 
some intra-party caucus if large numbers of their group were present. �e facilitator 
then pulled together the list of issues on the �ip chart and organised them into 3 or 
4 broad topics. �is session was important in a¡rming the working principle that 
participants set their own agenda and it was not determined by Glencree. By remaining 
neutral, Glencree built political credibility for the workshops as a democratic space 
where participants negotiated between them the issues they wanted to work on. �is 
was balanced by the understanding that the facilitator managed the dialogue process 
and the logistical arrangements.

At this point, everyone was ready to start into open-ended and interactive dialogue 
sessions that continue into Sunday morning until about 11.30am to explore each of 
the agreed topics and develop understanding around particular issues and problem 
areas where blockage is occurring within the peace process. [See the second half of 
this article for a more detailed exploration of the role of the facilitator in these open 
exchange sessions.]

�e informal conversations over meals, around the co�ee breaks and the personal 
chats in the corners in the evenings contributed signi£cantly to both interpersonal 
and intergroup understanding. Add to that the opportunities for the walks together 
outside and the fun sessions at night and into the morning. �e fact that participants 
had to share bedroom space (twin bedrooms) at Glencree, created more possibilities 
for people from very di�erent narratives to talk privately and get to know how the 
other is thinking.
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�e closing go-round session on Sunday morning was scheduled an hour or more 
before lunch. �is was a another ‘popcorn’ go-round where each participant was invited 
to let the group know what new political insights or understandings they had gained 
from the workshop and what they will bring back to their party about the constraints 
under which other parties were operating at present. When the workshops £rst 
started, this tended to be a short session but as the learning deepened more re�ective 
comments were o�ered by those participants returning a number of times.

Inclusive participation
Initially in 1994-95, Glencree focused on the younger members of the political 
parties in Northern Ireland and the Republic, namely, Ulster Unionists, PUP, Alliance 
Party, Sinn Féin, SDLP, Workers Party (NI), Fianna Fail, Fine Gael, Labour and the 
Progressive Democrats. By 1998 many of these younger politicians had moved up the
political ladder to become ‘sub-leaders and in�uentials’ (Kelman, 1990) within their 
party with considerable analysis and experience of being able to connect with the 
senior party leadership. Some of them wrote speeches for their party leader and were 
involved in policy making. �e majority of those attending the workshops were male 
- especially those from the unionist tradition. In the years that followed, almost every 
political party in Ireland and Britain sent second-track politicians to the workshops.

From time to time, British politicians came from the Conservative, Labour and Liberal 
Democrat parties both from England and Scotland, as well as the Scottish Nationalist 
Party and Plaid Cymru in Wales. �is principle of inclusivity was important to 
Glencree, based on the learning from South Africa that, if parties are not included 
in the process, then they are more likely to become spoilers. Stedman (2002) de£ned 
‘spoilers’ as stakeholders who have an interest in undermining the principal parties’ 
abilities to reach and implement an agreement. �eir power comes from mobilising 
internal constituencies within a party or outside it.

During the politically frustrating years from 1999 through to 2003 with the non-
resolution of the decommissioning issue between the Ulster Unionists led by David 
Trimble and Sinn Féin led by Gerry Adams and Martin McGuinness was a di¡cult 
time for this work. �is impasse prevented the full implementation of the Good Friday 
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Agreement and stopped the power-sharing Executive from taking o¡ce. Glencree 
reached out to the anti-Agreement groups within the unionist community to come 
into dialogue with the other parties.

Between 2004 and 2006, the period may have been our most important in contributing 
to the peace process. Senior o¡cials in the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) together 
with researchers and a number of elected Assembly members agreed to participate in 
dialogue workshops with elected members of the Dail, a development that had not 
happened before. �is meant the workshops moved up a gear from second track closer 
to o¡cial power, known as one and a half track. �e workshops helped to change 
DUP perceptions of southern Ireland and supported the new political momentum 
orchestrated by the British and Irish governments that eventually led to the St. 
Andrews Agreement and the restoration of the Executive at Stormont in 2007.

Preparation: Recruitment and Connection
�e changing context, the calling of elections and the �ow of political events always 
a�ected the decision as to when to hold a workshop. It is not fully appreciated the 
amount of preparatory work that the convening organisation has to do before any 
workshop begins and to create credibility in the dialogue process. �e spotlight 
always goes on the workshop itself and not on all the invisible, quiet and discreet 
work of building relationships with potential participants and enemy protagonists to 
encourage them to attend. As Ropers (2004) reminds us:

�ere is a huge time commitment involved in keeping up the currency of contacts 
with all the political parties both in Belfast and Dublin and keeping open the lines 
of o¡cial and uno¡cial communication. Here the work of Ian White was crucial. 
�e o¡cial route is to write to the parties and extend an invitation to nominate two 

‘�e real challenge for dialogue projects may lie not in the mastery of e�ective 
facilitative methods to support communication during the encounters, but in the 

organisational arrangements of �nancing and preparing the sessions.’
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to three party members, but in the end it relies on cultivating informal relationships 
with committed individuals who are prepared to invest the time in coming away for 
a whole weekend, despite family and party commitments. One of the parties held 
control over representation and appointed a liaison person through whom all o¡cial 
contact was made.

Is it best to split the role of the person doing the preparatory work from the role of 
the facilitator? Or should they be done by the same person? We tried each approach at 
di�erent times depending on resources. �e disadvantage of the facilitator not being 
involved in the inviting and contacting before each workshop is the loss of connection 
and not being in the loop of what is going on politically at that time. On the other 
hand, this is a demanding role right up to the event because you might never know 
who is coming until the last minute. You can arrive tired and stressed to the event, 
which does not allow you time to prepare yourself inside for being calm within the 
dialogue proceedings. Teamwork is essential between these two roles of ‘web maker’ 
and facilitator.

�e term ‘web maker’ comes from the writings of John Paul Lederach (2005) who 
has examined this relationship-building role more closely and very much speaks to 
the Glencree experience. �e web maker is like a spider at work who gets to know 
peacemakers on the front line or higher up in groups and then connects them up into 
a peacemaking web. �ey tend to be individuals in risky situations who move up or 
down the vertical line within the peacemaking pyramid [see diagram 1] or who move 
horizontally across the con�ict lines so as to create processes that link people together. 
�ey open up a line of communication (Pruitt, 2003) to the extremes that have been 
put at arm’s length. �ey hold the web relationships in place over long periods and 
don’t allow violence to disrupt them. As this line becomes more stable, then the web 
can link them to others more politically distant. �e added advantage is when such 
people are supported by a hub, such as Glencree, where they can be brought together 
at a safe, private location.

For example, more Glencree legwork was required after the 1998 Good Friday 
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Agreement to stay connected with the various parties because of the political 
uncertainty around and the fear that the political process might collapse. One of the 
lessons of the NI peace process is that everyone [politicians, diplomats, church people, 
peacemakers] redouble their e�orts when things go o� the rails. More preparation 
was needed to get the ‘right people’ at the appropriate level and ‘right’ time to the 
workshops. Sometimes di�erent members of the Glencree team handled the contact 
with parties on one side while another team member worked the other side because of 
changing perceptions/suspicions held by them towards Glencree.

Role of Facilitators at each Layer of the Dialogue Process
Once the workshop starts into discussion of each topic from Saturday morning 
onwards, open exchange of views is encouraged as opposed to using go-rounds. �e 
role of the facilitator is to maintain a productive free �owing conversation where the 
space remains safe, respectful and non-threatening for parties to come in and out of 
the talk as they wish. At a minimum, you act as a tra¡c cop when more than one 
participant wants to speak at the same time by acknowledging the hand signals of 
those queuing up to get into the discussion. You also need to ensure that two or three 
participants do not dominate the dialogue in their e�orts to make their point known.
However, the work of the facilitator is more than that. Much depends on where the 
group is at in terms of getting clarity on the issues and arriving at shared meaning. 
�ere is huge wisdom embedded in the North American Indian saying:

�is suggests three layers of dialogic talking: conversational talk, talking it out and 
talking it through. It takes time and patience to get to the third layer and it comes 
after the hot venting of emotion, the competitive clash of thoughts and the human 
expression of vulnerability. �at’s when the breakthrough normally comes – when 
participants really engage with each other to hear and understand what is important 
to the other. �is creates the platform for humanization to emerge in a further and 
fourth layer.

‘ You talk and talk and then the talk begins’
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Diagram 3 sets out four layers of an interactive dialogue process to provide a map for 
the facilitator to make judgement calls on when and where to intervene and for what 
purpose. It cannot be a predetermined route map or a scienti£c guide because you have 
to use your own gut instinct and intuition on whether to intervene or not, whether to 
control the discussion tightly or to let it go loose, whether to work on the task/issue 
at hand or to process the emotional/relational tension in the room. When the talk 
becomes unproductive, you need to step in to manage the process by summarising the 
positive bits and reframing the unproductive bits, while at the same time holding the 
hope and balancing the power.

At layer one, you create the safe interactive space right from the start where each point 
of view can be heard and respected. �is does not necessarily mean going around the 
whole circle to ensure every voice gets heard but certainly to get £rst thoughts from 
as many parties as possible. You do not need to intervene much but you will want to 
acknowledge non-verbally whatever issue, question or comment surfaces at this early 
stage in order to create a listening culture. Opening contributions tend to be polite 
but someone is bound to come straight o� the starting blocks to sound o� on a recent 
event or ask some direct questions.

Layer one gives way to layer two when participants move from surface issues to go 
deeper into their own party analysis of the topic under discussion. A crucial process 
issue arises here of ‘Which comes £rst?’ – for a party to understand the other or to be 
understood? Resist the temptation of trying to get one party to understand the other’s 
point of view too early on in the storytelling process. It is much harder for one party to 
reach out cognitively and emotionally to understand the other before they have been 
understood themselves. �e point at which they are ready to give recognition to the 
other is when they have been fully heard and understood by the circle with support 
from the facilitator.

Parties need to feel that their sincerely-held political goals and collective fears are 
being acknowledged before being encouraged to translate these into future focused 
interests. Sometimes it is di¡cult for parties to put words on it and to be exact on what 
they mean so you need to make the understanding explicit through accurate re�ective 
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feedback. �is includes separating out what seems to be really important for that party 
from the rhetoric, to make sense of the experience they have been through and to 
clarify the meaning behind their words. It is as if to say: ‘Is that it?’

Diagram 3: four layers of interactive political dialogue

Layer 1
Hearing £rst thoughts and
opening concerns/issues of
what is important for
each party in the circle

Layer 2
Supporting each party to
identify key symbolic issues,
group fears, future focused
interests and constraints

Layer 3
Productive dialogue –
supporting each party to
face and engage with the
realities of other to each other’s
satisfaction, given political
constraints of their
constituency

Layer 4
Inter-group hostility dissolves bit by bit:
• as each feels heard and acknowledged by the other
• as new understandings and insights emerge
 about the complexities of the con�icted issues
• from which a new inter-group relationship of trust gets built

In-group 
parties: 
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�rst thoughts 
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being heard and 
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circle 
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But a word of warning: the facilitator only goes deep when the participants are ready 
and want to go there. Non-verbal cues are important here as you maintain eye contact 
around the circle to see how connected participants are to what is being said verbally 
and what their body language is saying. Remember the body often gives clues in 
advance of the verbal. �en a probing question might open up some hidden meanings 
or assumptions that have not yet been uncovered.

Layer two is very much the storytelling phase of dialogue and requires several aspects 
to be worked on at the same time as parties listen concurrently to strong party 
perspectives. First, a contribution will probably be framed in positional language and 
peppered with enemy perceptions and blame against the other. Narrative theorists 
call it the ‘saturated story’ (Winslade and Monk, 2008) where feelings, issues and 
assumptions are compacted together in an obsessive collective narrative. If the elements 
of the perspective are in sequence, it has the elements of a rehearsed and polished story 
that draws on their own party’s narrative of the Troubles. It will have been told again 
and again about their group’s political experience over the years and held in the group 
emotional memory (Volkan, 2006). PUP party leader, David Ervine, often wondered 
why he hated people he did not know. He came to the realisation that he was the 
subject of a ‘taught’ narrative and needed to move on to a ‘thought’ narrative. Party 
statements are probably not the whole truth but embedded in them are the grains of 
truth waiting to be elicited, acknowledged and re-con£gured. Dismissing such stories 
as pure spin is disrespectful and undermines the building of understanding and trust. 
Facilitators may have to intervene to acknowledge the meaning of the story for that 
party, the context from which they come and the journey they have made. �is goes 
some way towards the circle understanding and analysing how the basic needs of each 
party are being met through its own saturated story.

A common platform of shared understandings gets formed for co-creating mutual 
solutions and unexpected outcomes on the journey
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Secondly, account needs to be taken of the barriers to dialogue. Back in 1994 before 
the cease£res, it must be remembered that many politicians didn’t meet across party 
lines and the ‘politics of the latest atrocity’ kept the polarisation intact over the thirty 
years of the Troubles. Political violence created fear in each community of the other, 
driving people into the hands of those who protected them. When the state did not 
come to £ll the void, a community was left to its own young men to protect them 
through paramilitary groups.

Diagram 4: Polarisation dynamics

Psychological and relational barriers
�e workshops held immediately after the cease£res made it possible for protagonists 
to sit in the room together and to work through many emotional and relational barriers 
that get in the way of renewing direct communication. Some of the participants would 
have lived through the trauma of Bloody Sunday (Derry) and Bloody Friday (Belfast) 
in 1972, the worst year of the violence. Others would have marched with the Civil 
Rights movement 1968-72, taken part in Orange parades, done time in prison for 
shootings, or done service with the British Army or the RUC. Participants from the 
dominant unionist majority came in fear of the demon they were about to meet; some 
could not control their anger at what the other had done to their people; while others 
grappled silently with their perceptions of the threat that the others still posed to their 
community. �ose coming from the minority nationalist outgroup came with feelings 
of humiliation of being treated as second class citizens, of their ethnic Irish identity 
not being recognised and a sense of indignity when moral/religious judgements are 
made about them which e�ectively excludes them from being at home in Northern 
Ireland. In e�ect, both sides have experienced dehumanization and demonization at 
the hands of the other either personally or collectively.

The Dominant 
Majority In-group 

The Demonised 
Minority Out-group 
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�ese tensions would at times surface in the room. Nearly all the Northern Ireland 
participants had su�ered from their own trauma of losing family members or were 
a�ected by secondary victimisation. In the interactive storytelling that unfolded, you 
could hear the personal pain breaking through, both within and outside the sessions.

�irdly, it is essential to listen to the ‘personal’ in the story being told and to support a 
party to speak from their personal experience. Politicians will resist this shift initially, 
but it is amazing when someone has the courage to speak personally, how it opens up 
the space for others. �e power of recognising and acknowledging the e�orts made by 
each party in telling their story and their willingness to talk about their own experience, 
cannot be underestimated. We forget about the internal dialogue that must be going 
on inside a person’s lived experience and the struggle for the unspoken voice to £nd a 
way to express itself in words.

Emotion is embedded in and attached to the personal story. By drawing the hot 
emotion, frustration, annoyance and anger to yourself as facilitator through re�ective 
listening, you can ensure the attack does not land on the other party. �is party-to-
facilitator dialogue is crucial for de-escalation. Parties want to tell the circle what 
they experienced, what it was like to have been there and how it a�ected them. By 
clarifying and reframing concerns and fears behind statements that could be perceived 
as an attack or blame on another party, you prevent escalation in the room and a 
potential political stando� or a walkout.

When a party says the same thing a second or third time, the instinctive reaction 
of the facilitator is to wish they would stop repeating themselves. However, this is 
actually a cue telling you that is the bit they want to have heard. Once it is heard and 
acknowledged, the person is likely to move on.

�e breakthrough into layer three comes as party-to-party dialogue gets o� the ground 
and one party reaches out to engage the other; when one party is ready to make a shift 
in their perspective by being able to take on or consider the perspective of the other. 
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You can see it coming when one party actually shifts in their seat and turns their body 
to hear the other, asks them a question or responds re�ectively to a point already made. 
Weingarten (2003) identi£es it as the point when one party is able to listen carefully 
to the other without defensiveness. For Bush and Folger (2005) ‘the hallmark of a 
recognition shift is letting go - however brie�y or partially - of one’s focus on self and 
becoming interested in the perspective of the other party as such, concerned about the 
situation of the other as a fellow human being, not as an instrument for ful£lling one’s 
own needs.’

When moments like this arise, you will need to hold back others, who are waiting in 
the queue to voice their point of view, to connect those two or three participants in 
sustained dialogue for some moments. �is may require you to support one party to 
understand what the other is saying. Rogers (1977) calls it the bi-lateral check. Here 
are some questions which are useful to consolidate party-to-party understanding:

• What do you think Sinn Féin does not yet fully understand about your 
situation? 

• Which bit does the Unionist party [name of person] not yet fully appreciate?
• What do you now understand about what the British Government has said 

here in the room that you did not appreciate before?
• In what way has your question/concern been answered by the Irish Government 

[name of person] in what you have just heard?
• Is there anything you want to ask SDLP that you still have a question about?
• What is it that you do not yet understand about what the Alliance Party did 

last week? 
• Could you turn to British Labour [name of person] and put that concern you 

have just raised directly to them?

Layer three gives the parties the possibility to work with the di¡cult questions they 
want to ask of the other that have been going around in their mind for some time or 
have come up for them in the circle. �e challenge for each party person who asks 
such a question is whether they are ready to listen respectfully, take the answer on 
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board and revise the assumption they have made for some time. �is is the di�erence 
between layer two, where the question is being used to get at the other and to score a 
political point, and layer three where the pace is much slower, perhaps some silence, 
and the listening party gives themselves thinking time before attempting to respond. 
�ey have reached the point where each can speak more honestly about the situation 
they are in and think aloud in the circle about the challenge being presented to their 
previously frozen political assumptions.

�rough the process of being heard and acknowledged at layer two, and now being 
able to understand what is important for the other at layer three, former protagonists 
realise that the con�ict has multiple truths and not as £xed as once perceived. Each 
party can no longer claim exclusive rights to the truth. �e process changes their 
perceptions of the other. Each side begins to see their opponent in a new way as they 
hear the other’s story and the human struggle they have been through. ‘I no longer 
have to defend my position as an Orangeman/Shinner and am able to tell you about 
all the Orange/Provo views.’  What seemed demonic or weird now appears heroic and 
reasonable when seen in the other person’s context. �is is called the transformation 
moment – that micro-moment when something changes for a person and they frame 
the situation di�erently, something that seemed impossible before.

It is unclear  what makes up the chemistry of these change moments and whether 
the relational change comes about by the cognitive or the a�ective. Does a person’s 
thinking change by a�ective empathy when they have been touched by the emotion 
in the other’s story: ‘I am feeling what it must have been like for you.’ Or does a 
person feel warmer towards another when they have heard in some new way [through 
cognitive empathy] what the other is saying: ‘I can understand better why you had 
to take that course of action.’ Maybe it is contingent on personal style and whether a 
person is mainly a left brain logical thinker or has a right brain approach who learns 
relationally through their experience with others. If the circle supports both a�ective 
and cognitive empathy, then hopefully the change £res on twin engines and has a 
Gemini rocket e�ect.
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In the interactions of the workshops, there was a powerful sequential link between new 
information and new understandings by one party about the other and the emergence 
of new insights, often called the ‘Aha! Moment’ - the ‘Eureka moment’ - when the 
light bulb switches on for people. Melchin and Picard (2009) believe that ‘insights, 
once achieved, reshape the way we experience the sensory data the next time around’. 
It is a profoundly experiential moment which changes feelings and thought. A�ective 
insights change feelings about the other when they hear what matters to them in ways 
they were unable to before. Cognitive insights are moments of discovery and clarity 
following periods of confusion allowing a party to accept the necessity for change.

Once we reach this synergistic point of new understandings and new insights, we are 
on the threshold of layer four. It is a sort of magical humanising moment that just 
happens. New insights give new meaning, allowing the person to have a breakthrough 
experience. It enables a ‘softening of the heart’ or the ‘melting of the stone’ of old 
assumptions which, in turn, allows people to reach out to each other. It unlocks the 
door in the wall to the other side. �e hardened collective fear is dissolving and respect 
for the other is building. �e stone may not melt all in one go but dissolves over a 
period of time as parties re-engage with each other through a number of workshops.

It is hard to trace the moments when relational change happens through the I-You 
humanising encounter, whether it takes place in the circle or during the informal 
time. It is a relational transaction that progressively builds through the mutual 
acknowledgement experience of what each other side is actually thinking as opposed 
to previously held perceptions. But it is more than that. By one out-group person 
feeling acknowledged and understood by an in-group person, and vice versa, ‘you are 
seeing the person behind the Unionist/Nationalist label...the meaning behind the 
rhetoric’. By one side reclaiming their loss of dignity and humanity, it freed the other 
to regain their self-respect. ‘We are now meeting each other at an equal level.’

A commitment grows with each other to keep going with the dialogue because ‘we are 
all inextricably caught up in this together.’ Increasing trust between members of the 
group - and trust in the process itself - leads to the expression of the sorts of thoughts 
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and feelings that are usually kept hidden. Parties no longer ‘have to put one another 
in a di¡cult position and watching each other’s back.’ Some found it hard to realise 
how far they had come. �ey could remember at an earlier stage working with the 
question: ‘Are we going to talk to each other?’ and ‘Will the peace process leave the 
station?’ Now, having made the journey together on the peace process train, it was all 
about ‘how things are going to work.’

Between the workshops
At the end of each workshop, a list of names and emails/addresses/phone numbers of 
people who attended were circulated so that participants could keep in contact with 
each other. �is proved to be very valuable in a con�ict situation where politicians 
would change their mobile numbers frequently for security reasons. Sometimes, 
learning points and outcomes were distilled in a synopsis after the workshop to enable 
ideas to be fed back by the participants to their respective parties and policy-making 
meetings.

Many participants followed up the contacts and used each other as lines of 
communication between the parties in the lead up to the negotiations at Stormont. 
�eir friendships have endured over the years and they have worked together on the 
problems arising from the non-implementation of the Good Friday/Belfast agreement 
and on interface projects on the ground such as the safe conduct of parades.

Primacy of dialogue
Political dialogue rea¡rms the primacy of politics and breathes new political oxygen 
into the body politic of a protracted identity con�ict like that in Northern Ireland, 
enabling the birth of a peace process, even though it may start from very small fragile 
beginnings. It struggles to £nd such a space given the dominance of hard military/
militant power and the revengeful grip of hawkish thinking. But when it takes hold 
in second track political activists, it can make inroads into the top political leadership 
or bide its time for the ripe moment when military/militant approaches have over-
extended themselves and forced the people to re-think (Zartman, 2003).
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After many hours of engagement, participants in the Glencree workshops were 
surprised that their original fears of the other had dissolved and the demonic horns 
on their protagonists have melted considerably. �e workshops supported participants 
to connect with the other, to hear what it is like for each other and to shift into an 
equal power relationship. �eir ability to humanise the political relationship created 
the basis for many more political things to happen which would come to fruition in 
the post-con�ict phase and showing leadership on how to work together.

�e political dialogue workshops con£rmed the strategic role they play in building 
analytical capacity. Over the course of the workshops both southern and northern 
political activists were able to £ne tune their political thinking and to do some 
considerable rethinking of their respective national and unionist narratives. We saw 
the mindsets of politicians shifting to meet the new realities of the times. �is could 
not have happened in public space because of the political climate. Private o�-site 
space gives the freedom to explore and discuss issues and to see the humanity of the 
other. Participants come away with a clearer understanding of their own real interests 
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as well as those of their protagonists, particularly in how they can be resolved at the 
negotiating table.

However, the workshops also build motivational capacity similar to the original 
T-groups initiated by Kurt Lewin in the late 1940s ( Johnson & Johnson, 1975). 
Participants become more self aware of their own identity after being able to tell their 
story and voice their concerns. �ey left with greater hope in themselves, overcoming 
personal despair and doubts that the peace process might stall. After all, it is a political 
process greater than any one party. Perhaps this was the most important outcome. 
Participants went away re-energised with a new sense of what is possible. �is proved 
to be infectious within their own party, particularly at times when their own political 
community was disenchanted.

�e danger is that dialogue workshops are discounted as the ‘the talk-a-lot’ project. Of 
course, dialogue is not enough; people want to see tangible negotiated outcomes and 
value for money in peacemaking projects. What they tend not to see because they are 
under the radar is that long lasting political relationships come slowly in protracted 
failed situations.
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�rough the dialogue they 
learnt over time to see the 
humanity in one another
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Background
I grew up in a house which I often said embodied the peace process.  My mother was 
from Coleraine, the daughter of an RIC1 police o¡cer. My father was from Waterford, 
in turn, his mother was a Barry from Cork. Both families lived through the turbulent 
1920s in Ireland.  �ere was always a lot of good political discussion in the house 
and I grew up with an interest in politics and a strong awareness of the challenges 
posed by di�erence and diversity.  A career in psychology led me to work both in 
Ireland and the US with a variety of people who struggled to ‘£t in’: young o�enders; 
people with schizophrenia; adults and children who had experienced sexual abuse and 
trauma. Labeling people inevitably leads to sweeping generalisations and stereotyping, 
a breeding ground for prejudice often built on fear of the ‘other’.  Once that barrier of 
fear is removed people are more easily able to see their shared common humanity. So 
in 1998, when a position became available for someone to work with victim/survivors 
in the Glencree Centre for Peace and Reconciliation, I felt it was made for me.

LIVE: Let’s Involve the Victim’s Experience 
Jacinta De Paor

1 The Royal Irish Constabulary (RIC) was an all island police force from the nineteenth century to the establishment of the Free State in
 1922.



116

�e LIVE programme (Let’s Involve the Victim’s Experience)  
�e LIVE programme, an acronym for ‘Let’s Involve the Victim’s Experience’ was the 
brainchild of Ian White, then director of Glencree.  �rough his involvement in the 
Glencree Political Dialogue Programme he saw the need for victim/survivor voices to 
be heard. Following the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, victim/survivors struggled 
to get their needs met. �e stress of living in areas where tensions �ared regularly took 
a strong emotional, physical and psychological toll on people in terms of fear, loss and 
trauma.

During my £rst year there, I worked alongside the Programme Coordinator, Jan de 
Vries.  When he left for the US at the end of that year I took over the organisation and 
delivery of LIVE.  At that time I remember victims saying to me that they felt that 
they were being seen as an embarrassment to the Peace Process and were being told, 
‘Get on with life, don’t be looking back into the past we need to move forward’. �ere was a 
very limited real understanding of how people had su�ered as a result of the con�ict.

Bringing Victim/Survivors Together
�e main purpose of LIVE was to bring together victim/survivors from ‘all 
communities’ on these islands, to share their experiences and also to foster dialogue 
between them and ex combatants in order to support reconciliation at grassroots level.   
A unique feature of the programme was that it included all three strands of the Peace 
Process partners, Northern Ireland, Britain and the Republic of Ireland. It was also the 
£rst time that such an inclusive group of victims/survivors had been brought together 
on these islands.

Participants were provided with the opportunity to talk about what they had 
experienced and to share those experiences, when they were ready, with other 
victim/survivors in a group setting.  Talking about traumatic memories presented an 
opportunity for detailed processing of those memories and for many it was the £rst 
time they had done anything like this.  �e empathic support that participants created 
relationally within the group ensured that often, people instinctively understood each 
other without having to express it verbally. Sometimes just listening and being witness 
to the stories told was powerful enough in and of itself. 
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We were very clear with those who came, that the LIVE Programme was not a therapy 
programme.  As a psychologist I was experienced enough to keep those boundaries and 
helped our facilitators to do the same.  However, the outcomes of the programme were 
often therapeutic due to the sharing and support that was available in a supportive 
environment away from the pressure of their own streets and neighbourhoods. 

�e LIVE Way 
�e methodology became known as the LIVE way. �e work was mostly done in 
a residential setting at Glencree over a series of weekends. �e main advantage to 

Quilt in Glencree Armoury Café
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the residential aspect of the work was that participants got away from their families, 
neighbourhoods and responsibilities which allowed for a greater length and depth 
of interactions.  Glencree itself was remote, deep in the Dublin Mountains, the only 
distraction being birdsong or the odd rabbit or deer that disturbed the peace.

From my previous experience and trainings, I devised a series of carefully crafted 
workshops designed to facilitate discussion with the minimum of trauma.  At the end 
of nine years we ended up with a comprehensive programme for dialogue.  Facilitators 
came from the North and the South of Ireland with some from the US, France and 
Canada.  �e most important attributes being their training, skill and their neutrality 
regarding the con�ict. �ey worked hard to provide a supportive and empathic 
environment to help people share their stories with each other in a spirit of trust.

As part of the process, we provided the facilitation and built in a �exible agenda.  �is 
ensured that participants had a strong input into the direction of the programme. 
As well as the structured settings, we had workshops and presentations on issues 
identi£ed by the participants as important to them; we also had interactive theatre; 
exercises in coping with stress and social events. �e nature of the programme was 
such that we often changed direction half way through the weekend when I could 
see something of greater signi£cance and importance was emerging from within the 
participant discussions.  

Outside the formal sessions, we had walks and music evenings where a lot of very 
signi£cant serious exchanges took place as well as lots of good humoured fun. I 
remember one fancy dress party, where Scarlett O’Hara from the £lm Gone with the 
Wind arrived in an out£t, hoops and all.

Glencree was a very busy centre and in addition to ours there were other programmes 
running and interesting visitors coming to the Centre. When these visits coincided 
with our programme events I capitalised shamelessly on this and would often link them 
with our participants.  �is was to broaden the participant’s experience of Glencree 
and for them to experience a little of life beyond these shores and see the common 
links between persons in con�ict. Colm O’Regan brought a group of Australian 
Aboriginal people to visit and I asked if our two groups could meet.  �e experience 
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was one of deep learning for both parties. Young people came in from the Glencree 
Youth Programme; people from the Glencree Churches Programme; politicians from 
the Political Programme and many others which added a depth and richness to the 
discussions at the weekends. LIVE participants were very touched by the young people, 
often seeing in them the embodiment of why they had come to Glencree, to make a 
better future. �e members of the Glencree International Volunteer Programme, who 
lived at Glencree and supported the programmes, brought insights from other worlds 
in con�ict, from Afghanistan, Palestine, Bosnia, South Africa and Nepal, Haiti, to 
name but a few places. 

 ‘Never again’
Most of the participants attended LIVE as part of their e�orts to come to terms with 
the trauma, grief, anger, survivor guilt and stress experienced during the con�ict.  Many 
had lost loved ones, through violence, some had survived killings and others lived with 
the continuous threat of violence. Parents of British soldiers who were killed serving in 
Northern Ireland came; people came from most of the major incidents in NI; people 
came from the south who had survived isolated violent incidents in the Republic, 
for instance: bombings; people whose businesses had been targeted; a relative of a 
customer shot in an IRA bank raid; someone whose relative had disappeared.  Over 
and over again I was to hear a common theme echoed by the parent of a soldier in tears 
over their son being shot dead, ‘I don’t want any other parent to have to go through 
what I’m going through’.

�ey certainly didn’t come to Glencree for physical comfort. In that large imposing 
barracks building sometimes the heating would fail, the water was brown, it would 
rain continuously and an ex-combatant described the beds as worse than those in 
prison. But people came, making long journeys from Britain or down on the bus from 
Derry starting out in the early hours of the morning and arriving at six o’clock in the 
evening, tired and often in pain as a result of their con�ict injuries. �ey came because 
they wanted their loss and su�ering to mean something.
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Tree commemorating 
Tim Parry  
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Gathering  participants
�e LIVE project was publicised in newspapers, on the radio, through newsletters. We 
went north and met small and larger victim/survivor groups and told them about the 
programme. We often had to convince them that Glencree was safe because at that 
time it was unusual to have somewhere safe and secure to go to. Many had never been 
south of the border before and nothing prepared some of them for the remoteness and 
the beauty of Glencree when they did come.

‘�ey all came into the room that �rst year’ (1998)
So they all came into the room in that £rst year, victims/survivors and combatants, 
people who were geographically spread and ideologically di�erent were welcomed.  
We had relatives of a young lad killed by British soldiers with a rubber bullet. We 
had people whose sons were killed as British soldiers and those who were injured 
in bombings who were serving in the Irish army along the border. We had people 
who had served as police; victims of bombings in Britain in places like Warrington 
and Canary Wharf.  We had people whose relatives had been in the IRA and had 
been killed. We didn’t distinguish between participants, as far as we were concerned 
it was anyone who considered themselves to be a victim or survivor be they Catholic, 
Protestant, unionist or nationalist, whether they had served in the police or the armed 
forces, legitimate or not, there were no judgments at LIVE.

�e Sessions
�e sessions started on Friday evening with dinner. Facilitators welcomed everybody, 
the ground rules were simple and people were asked to listen to each person’s story 
as if it was their own, without interrupting.  Respect for each other’s opinion and 
maintaining con£dentiality were important and we asked that people should only 
share what they wanted to or felt comfortable with and that listening was as important 
as talking.  In the after dinner session on Friday evening, people got an opportunity to 
share what was uppermost on their mind at the time. �e sessions were often opened 
up with questions; I learned very quickly the importance of good open questions that 
would deepen understanding and elicit curiosity, as opposed to closing down dialogue. 
Training acquired through Public Conversations Project that I attended in the United 
States was very helpful in this regard.
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On Saturday morning, issues raised on Friday evening could be explored further 
within a more structured programme and the Saturday sessions were often followed 
by walks outside, a bus trip to Powerscourt or Glendalough or a walk to a nearby lake.  
I constantly watched carefully to see who might or might not be talking to whom and 
it was wonderful to witness people becoming more relaxed and chatting to each other 
as the days progressed.

We valued each person’s story equally, despite often having many high pro£le victim/
survivors at the sessions.  At that time, there was much debate about who was and was 
not an authentic victim of the con�ict and we worked to challenge the notion of the 
existence of a hierarchy of victims.

Participants valued those opportunities a�orded to them by LIVE. English people often 
said that they learnt about Irish history for the £rst time. Working class Protestants 
were shocked to learn that they were often as poor as their Catholic counterparts and 
that their upbringing was remarkably similar to theirs.  People talked to ‘the other’ who 
may have lived a few streets away from them but because of sectarianism, had had no 
previous contact. Many from the South who lived at a distance from the cauldron of 
the con�ict, met and learned about the impact of the violence on entire communities 
in Northern Ireland.  While the formal sessions ran in the morning and afternoon and 
early evening, much of the deep discussion happened into the late evening or night. 
�ere, with the bene£t of the quiet in Glencree and the odd drink or two, people 
shared deep personal hurts and su�ering with honesty and a sense of relief.  

I insisted on a high ratio of facilitators to participants which was often challenged 
by funders, but I persisted. �e facilitation team worked intensely, in small groups, 
with people who did not feel able to speak in the large group. Sometimes this even 
necessitated working on a one to one basis if we noticed that a victim needed special 
attention. �e team met continuously throughout the weekend to assess how people 
were doing. While there was no pressure on people to speak, we also reassured them 
that being a witness to another’s loss and trauma was also powerful.  We took small 
steps, recognising that not everybody was prepared to either encounter themselves or 
‘the other’.  When they had departed, having £rst made sure that they had support 
when they went home, our facilitators debriefed again and usually crept home 
shattered. �en work started for the next session.
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While there were often people, from outside, who requested to sit in the sessions, we 
were cautious about the impact this could have on the group and always consulted 
participants in advance.  We tried to discourage voyeurism by stressing that, regardless 
of reasons or status, all who attended were expected to share their story.  �is often 

Jacinta de Paor and Eamon Rafter at Glencree workshop



124

included television crews and media people who wanted to record the process. �e 
work we did was always attractive to researchers who frequently asked to interview 
participants and we were reticent about that, fearing that the participants could be 
used only as research subjects. While we recognised the importance of research, our 
programme’s primary purpose was about establishing avenues for sustainable peace, 
not the betterment of people’s careers.

Challenges and Lessons Learnt 
In my view, the £rst couple of years of the LIVE Programme achieved its aims.  At 
the behest of the participants, both victim/survivors and ex-combatants met together 
in a sensitively controlled environment and bene£ted from the cross fertilisation of 
people and ideas. 

After year three, we adopted what was called the H model. �is involved separate 
ex-combatant and victim/survivor sessions and the idea was that the horizontal bar 
in the H would provide the bridge to bring both victims and ex combatants together. 
While there was some interaction between the two groupings, it was very intermittent 
and there was never enough to establish a foundation for real transformation. By 
having two parts of the same programme operate in parallel isolation, we were never 
going to realise our programme aims. With hindsight, by having the two programme 
coordinators jointly facilitate sessions, across both parts of the programme, we would 
have assured that the perspectives of both victim/survivor and former combatant were 
represented at all sessions thus leading to a richness and greater depth of interaction 
between the two groups. �is was something that was done and which achieved success 
in the last six months of the LIVE programme.  It greatly assisted in the process of 
transformation and saw participants actively seeking solutions to a peaceful future for 
their children.  Creative innovations that began there continue, even today, beyond the 
life of the LIVE programme.

Bringing people together with di�erent ideologies and trying to facilitate a dialogue 
where some victim/survivors saw themselves as being more worthy of being called 
a victim than another was challenging.  However, the LIVE process heightened 
participant’s awareness of themselves and others; encouraging them to take 
responsibility for their own participation; to withdraw and take time out if they did not 
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feel capable of proceeding.  Meetings between victims/survivors and ex-combatants 
required intense, careful preparation for both parties before any face to face or group 
meetings could take place.

While it was clear that victim/survivors often had di¡culty hearing each other’s 
perspectives, despite living side by side or on the next street, through the dialogue they 
learned over time to see the humanity in one another. While there were many who had 
di¡culty travelling down together, they were often observed travelling home together 
after the weekend. People developed and maintained friendships through coming to 
Glencree during those weekends and even the occasional romance blossomed.

Despite preparation there were many examples of incidents that happened which told 
us to be prepared for the unexpected.  We had a challenging group of nationalist and 
unionists in the room one weekend. �e discussion was animated and heated; one of 
the nationalists made a gesture with a pointed £nger which a unionist interpreted as 
that of a pointed gun.  It emerged that he had been a victim of republican violence.  
It took time and patient dialogue over a number of meetings to help each understand 
where ‘the other’ was coming from.  

On the £nancial front, there were horrendous reporting requirements for the funding 
and after the £rst year, the funding seemed to be increasingly connected to numbers 
or ‘bums on seats’ rather than the quality and depth of the work. �is clampdown was 
as a result of some groups in border areas running cross border bus trips or o�ering 
computer courses across the border that often had limited reconciliation potential or 
content. �is caused problems for those of us who were encouraging deep thinking 
and re�ection in the dialogue sessions which had many positive ripple e�ects in their 
families and communities. 

�e political environment or an increase in violence had implications for attendance. 
It often led to last minute cancellations of people coming across the border which 
resulted in limited perspectives in group discussions. For the £rst number of years of 
the LIVE programme, both the Catholic/nationalist community and the Protestant/
unionist community were equally represented.  However, mid-way through the nine 
year programme unionists stopped coming down. �is was as a direct result of remarks 
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made by a public £gure in the Republic which were misinterpreted. Despite e�orts 
to repair the damage, it meant us having to engage unionists on an individual basis in 
Northern Ireland. 

More Lessons Learnt
Internationally, the LIVE programme was represented when I spoke in the U.S. to 
�e Association for Con�ict Resolution’s Conferences in Florida, Philadelphia and 
Minnesota. I also presented at Quinnipiac University, Connecticut and at Process 
Psychotherapy trainings in Portland Oregon. I represented the programme at Leuven 
University’s international project on Victims of Terrorism and was a consultant to the 
Victim’s Unit of the Basque Government in Spain amongst many others. �is latter 
was as a direct result of a BBC Radio 4 interview given by a British LIVE participant, 
the father of a soldier killed in Derry, being heard by the London Correspondent 
for El País and thus began the LIVE connection with the Basque Government and 
Spanish victims of violence. When I went abroad, I often found that people talked 
about Northern Ireland and the Troubles, in a voyeuristic way. I wanted them to hear a 
di�erent story; I wanted them to hear real people talking, about their lives, hopes and 
aspirations, rather than being talked about.  At all these events people were constantly 
asking me whether I had a ‘how to’ manual of the methodologies that I had developed. 
It is one of my great regrets that I never had time to compile one. I was always ‘doing 
the work’ but never had time to write up what I was creating and developing, in the 
detail needed for publication.

With the bene£t of hindsight, we should have developed an exit strategy for victims/
survivors to move on more quickly but the context in which people were living was still 
di¡cult and the deep e�ect of trauma and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) was 
only something that was beginning to be understood by professionals in the £eld.  We 
were moving from a place where support constituted a young police constable being 
handed a bottle of whiskey by their superior o¡cer when in hospital recovering from a 
serious bomb explosion, to a place where support was victim/survivor led. In 2008, we 
were in the process of instituting a mentoring programme, where participants would 
bring new people to LIVE and support them back at home when the programme 
funding £nished.
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Amazing Encounters
�ere were some amazing engagements I remember. One evening when we were in 
a group session one woman whose husband was killed said, ‘I don’t know why I came 
this weekend, it’s a bad weekend for me to come down, there’s an anniversary coming up. 
I don’t know why I’m down here’.  As the conversation developed, a man who was a 
former paramilitary spoke to her. He asked to address her directly. So now we had a 
dialogue spontaneously happening between the two. I asked her ‘Is that alright with 
you’? And she said, ‘yes’. So, he said: ‘I want to say something. Your husband was killed 
in very traumatic circumstances, I won’t go into it now but the day he was killed, I was a 
prisoner in Long Kesh and I heard the news’.  �en he said, ‘In that moment, I decided 
to renounce violence’. �en she said; ‘Now I know why I came this weekend’! After that, 
those two worked and continue to work together in communities to build peace, not in 
any public high pro£le way, but they do what they can to bring grassroots communities 
to peace.
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I remember the visit of Prince Charles to Glencree in February 2002.  One event 
took place in the Canada Room. All the programme sta� and representatives of 
programme participants were there including his own sta�, politicians and other 
dignitaries.  �ings were proceeding as planned, with inputs from participants. And 
then something remarkable happened. A participant from the LIVE programme, a 
former paratrooper started to speak. I heard him tell Prince Charles that his mother 
was killed in Aldershot in retaliation for Bloody Sunday; he went on to say that he 
joined the army as soon as he could and hated all things Irish. Coming to Glencree 
and engaging in the LIVE Programme made him aware of the complexities of Irish 
history and furthered his own journey towards forgiveness and reconciliation.  Prince 
Charles was listening avidly but, as he was on a tight schedule his sta� were signing 
to him that he had to leave.  He ignored them and he went on to talk about his 
own personal journey towards forgiveness for those who had killed his uncle, Lord 
Mountbatten, in the seventies at the height of the con�ict. �is was LIVE in action.

Jo Berry2 and Pat Magee3 of the Building Bridges Project4, have spoken publicly about 
being members of the LIVE programme and have gone on to bring their reconciliation 
work across the globe.  �eir initial meetings happened through the work of another 
member, Anne Gallagher5 (sadly deceased last year) from the Seeds of Hope Project.  
Various dignitaries came in acknowledgement of the work we were doing and joined 
in our workshops such as: Baroness Nuala O’ Loan, former NI Police Ombudsman; Sir 
Kenneth Bloom£eld former head of NI Civil Service and NI Victim’s Commissioner; 
Kadar Asmal, Minister for Education in South Africa, to name but some.  �ey all 
shared their stories and experiences of con�ict and trauma with the group.

One of the most signi£cant and memorable events I organised was in Long Kesh (the 
main prison at the height of the Troubles).  �e prison had long been shut down and I 
got permission to hold a private workshop there for LIVE participants on the weekend 
of our Annual Conference.  �ey came in buses from Derry, Belfast, in cars from all 
over the Republic and some even �ew in to Belfast from Britain. �e signi£cance of 
the event was those who came: former INLA, PIRA, loyalists, politicians, British 
parents of soldiers killed in Northern Ireland, some from Republic of Ireland who 
had lost family members, former police and even a former prison guard at Long Kesh.  

2 Sir Anthony Berry MP was killed in the IRA Brighton Bombing during the 1984 Tory Party Conference, his daughter Jo was thrown into a
 con�ict she knew very little about. In November 2000 Jo Berry met Pat Magee, the man responsible for her father’s death and today, 

they work together towards building peace.

3 Belfast-born Pat Magee, former IRA activist, was given multiple life sentences for the Brighton Bombing. Released under the Good 
Friday Agreement in 1999, he has since been actively involved in peace work.

4 Jo Berry and Pat Magee now run an organisation promoting peace and con�ict resolution throughout the world. You can �nd out more
 at buildingbridgesforpeace.org

5 Anne Gallagher founded Seeds of Hope, an organisation that facilitates storytelling, based on the Troubles, through music, art, drama,
 writing and sport. Her family was very strongly impacted by the con�ict in Northern Ireland.
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It was incredible to witness a frank discussion between a former prison guard and a 
man who had been a prisoner and to hear them talk together in one of the guards 
towers with such respect and good humour.

Although the programme £nished in 2008, due to lack of funding, the work of LIVE 
is recognised and still talked about when the subject of reconciliation arises.  At 
the recent Sarajevo Peace Event held in June 2014, both LIVE and Glencree were 
referenced in a positive way. 

I am still in contact with past participants and facilitators of the LIVE programme, 
as are they with me, through a wide set of networks and social media.  I often marvel 
at the former members of the Glencree International Volunteers Programme, who 
live all over the world, as they still connect with each other, at times in languages that 
I don’t even recognise.  �e common thread is that they all spent time at Glencree 
and developed a deep connection to the programme and its participants. �ey are 
remembered fondly by those same participants who ask me about them, even today.

I wish that Glencree continues to prosper and that more outreach work is done.  I also 
wish that both International and Irish students gain a unique, on site, opportunity to 
have an authentic experience of the incredible work accomplished there.  To this end 
the publication of a workshop series for di¡cult dialogues needs to happen, as well as 
training in Glencree methodologies and mentoring for those that request it.  But more 
that this, I wish that more can experience the deep and abiding philosophy of peace 
that pervades there.

Finally, I must pay tribute to those brave and wonderful people, the participants, 
who despite the awful traumas they were still living with, made the journey to the 
programme and who continued that journey with us over the nine years of LIVE: the 
one year programme that kept on growing.
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A core value guiding the work 
of Glencree is inclusivity
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A Brief History of the Former Combatants Programme
�e work with former combatants1 grew out of the ‘LIVE’ programme. Within this 
programme there were sporadic opportunities for dialogue between members of 
the LIVE programme and former politically motivated prisoners. �ese encounters 
highlighted the need for a parallel programme involving non-state and state combatant 
groupings, and providing more regular ‘survivor-combatant’ interactions.

At the beginning of 2002 the basic ‘H’ vision for a new Glencree ‘Survivors and 
Former Combatants Programme’ was to have one programme with two strands - 
accommodating the needs of victims/survivors and former combatants while providing 
more structured, cross-cutting opportunities for engagement. However, while the ‘H’ 
vision provided a useful guiding framework, the practical implementation proved to be 
even more tricky than expected. �us we ended up with two, more loosely connected 
programmes – the LIVE Programme and the Former Combatants Programme – 

Working with Former Combatants  & the Sustainable 
Peace Network  Wilhelm Verwoerd

1 The language of ‘combatants’ remained contested throughout this programme, but we used it as a relatively inclusive, non-judgemental 
term, following the Geneva Conventions, to refer to ‘all armed parties to the con�ict’ (in this case the con�ict in and about Northern 
Ireland).
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which re�ected the deep tensions in this sector of peace work.

During an extensive consultative process in 2002 to encourage a shared sense of 
ownership of the new programme, it became clear that especially politically motivated 
former prisoners did not want to be part of a programme where they would be required 
or expected to meet with people who saw themselves as ‘victims’.

�ey were happy to be part of something where they could explore their issues and 
where they could talk about ways in which they had also su�ered and their families 
had su�ered, but they were not comfortable with the label of ‘victim’ to describe 
themselves.

 ‘At the beginning of this journey I would rather have taken a physical beating, like those 
we got in prison, than sitting in the room with a victim.’ �us the focus of the Former 
Combatants programme for the £rst couple of years was formulated as follows: ‘To 
help consolidate the peace process by providing an inclusive forum within which current and 
former military and paramilitary participants can meet, exchange views, build relationships 
and address issues.’

�e language of ‘combatants’ remained contested throughout this programme, but 

‘My son admired the Irish; we thought there were just a few bad people and that if the 
baddies could be sorted out everything would be �ne. I hated the killers; the worst for me 
was the tit for tat killings…I could not understand why people were killing each other. I 
was all bitter when I went to Glencree 8 years ago… listening to stories of other victims 
I realized that they felt the same.

I used to think of ‘goodies’ and ‘baddies’ and then realized I wanted to kill the people 
who killed my son… then gradually I began to see that you ex-prisoners are just normal 
human beings…horrible, violent things are in all of us.’
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we used it as a relatively inclusive, non-judgemental term, following the Geneva 
Conventions, to refer to ‘all armed parties to the con�ict’ (in this case the con�ict in 
and about Northern Ireland).

During 2002 and 2003 regular, bi-monthly residential opportunities were created for 
former members of state security forces and former politically motivated prisoners, 
from republican and loyalist backgrounds, to meet at a human level. Many participants 
also expressed their appreciation for these rare opportunities to talk, formally and 
informally, again and again, within the relatively secluded setting provided by Glencree.
�e central issue emerging from the workshops was the on-going challenge of social 
inclusion or re-integration of politically motivated ex-prisoners. �is issue highlighted 
the need for this former combatants forum to also include members of wider society.
From 2003 onwards the Glencree residentials, therefore, also included participants 
from church, business, political, youth work backgrounds. During the latter half of 
2004 a range of participants questioned whether the format of bi-monthly inclusive/
multilateral ‘ex-combatant’ workshops at Glencree should be continued. �ese 
discussions underscored progress made within the peace process at that time. It was 
argued that participants from political ex-prisoners organisations in particular were 
starting to meet regularly and freely in NI/the North. It was accepted, however, that 
if there was a speci£c theme that could be best addressed at Glencree, for example 
an exploration of the role of the South/RoI in the peace process, that this should be 
pursued.
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It had also become clear that to signi£cantly increase the number of participants 
from police and/or military backgrounds, as well as from under represented groupings 
such as the UDA, more ‘single identity’ work in NI/the North and Britain needed 
to be done. A key focus for the Former Combatants Programme thus became the 
facilitation of ‘single identity’ and ‘bilateral’ activities. �ese included:

• A series of bilateral engagements between republican ex-prisoners and 
in�uential members of southern Irish society, which addressed some of the 
misunderstandings between southern nationalists and northern republicans 
and also focussed on the practical needs of politically motivated ex-prisoners 
south of the border;

• A focused bilateral engagement between senior retired UDR o¡cers and 
representatives of republican ex-prisoners;

• Single identity capacity building work for participants from UDR and UDA 
backgrounds.

�ese activities highlighted the on-going need for ‘bringing the southern voice’ into 
the peace process, and in particular the strong need for ex-combatants to meet with 
representatives of wider society (business, churches, youth) from the South.

�e Sustainable Peace Network project - Towards Inclusive Journeying through 
Con	ict
During 2004 another important development began to take formal shape, with the 
emergence of what became known as the ‘Sustainable Peace Network’ (SPN). �is 
ground-breaking project made signi£cant progress towards the original ‘H’ vision, by 
bringing former combatants and survivors (and members of wider society) together. It 
also encouraged these carefully selected and in�uential participants to move beyond 
dialogue, towards on-going co-operative action.

�e initial impetus for this project came from a chance encounter in August 2001 
between Alistair Little and Wilhelm Verwoerd at a Glencree Summer School. 
Drawing on personal experiences of political con�ict in Northern Ireland and South 
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Africa, respectively, and sharing a sense 
of the restorative and healing potential 
of nature, a vision began to take shape 
of bringing former enemies together 
with the help of nature based activities, 
such as a wilderness trail in South 
Africa.

�is encounter coincided with 
Glencree’s expansion of its work 
with victims/survivors and former 
combatants and led to a visit to South 
Africa in November 2001. �is visit 
included Alistair and a republican ex- 
prisoner and involved meetings with 
South Africans from di�erent racial 
backgrounds, exposure to poverty in 
townships and a wilderness trail in 
northern KwaZulu Natal. Encouraging 
feedback from this 2001 pilot visit 
resulted in two further visits to South 
Africa (in 2002 and 2004). �ese visits 
included (potential) participants within 
the LIVE and Former Combatants 
programmes.

Out of these visits emerged the following goal and objectives of the SPN:

Overall goal
To cultivate a growing network of leaders in sustainable peace work, within and between 
the United Kingdom and Ireland.

‘I believed the problems in Northern 
Ireland did not appear out of nothing, 
they appeared out of an all-Ireland 
situation. In my experience a lot of 
southerners did not care a damn…they 
buried their heads in the sand, almost like 
the middle and upper classes in Northern 
Ireland. Unless people were directly 
a�ected they just don’t care…also in 
England…and through this disinterest 
they almost colluded by thus allowing the 
con�ict to continue.

I gradually moved from a strong anti-
IRA position – believing that nothing 
could justify the spilling of one drop of 
blood – to a position where I accepted that 
the then Stormont government would not
have relented without the IRA taking 
up arms. �rough contacts with in- laws 
who were heavily involved I got an 
insight into what motivated them, into 
the minds of paramilitaries.’
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Speci�c aims
1. Provide opportunities for personal growth for 100 (potential) leaders, by 2010;
2. Promote sustainable relationships between victims/survivors, ex-combatants and   
 members of the broader society on the islands of Ireland and Britain;
3. Enhance appreciation for the roles of wilderness or nature-based activities in peace   
 cultivation.

Between 2005 and 2010 annual groups of 12-15 diverse participants were carefully 
selected, with the help of nominations from previous participants. Each group 
consisted roughly of one third of participants from wider society and two thirds of 
survivors and former combatants, with participants drawn from di�erent regions in 
Northern Ireland, the Republic of Ireland and Great Britain.

Each new group of participants was taken on what became known as the Journey 
through Con�ict process – a careful weaving of ‘Life Histories’, ‘Deep Dialogue’ 
and ‘Wild Nature’ strands of activities into a facilitated journey of (re)humanisation 
and deepened understanding.2 Within the emerging SPN this process included two 
journeys into wild nature, supplemented by preparation and follow-up events, which 
also encouraged the growth of enduring relationships. �e £rst journey involved a 

‘For me, as I say, a lot of my thinking changed, a lot of my attitudes changed. OK, I’ve 
been dealing and working with loyalist ex-combatants, but I had never ever spoken 
with victims…

�ey never insulted me the whole time I was there in South Africa. You were sitting 
debating with someone whose two mates were shot dead and who was shot, himself, 
or with someone else who was wounded. We were going out, when we were in South 
Africa, sitting socially and having a drink together…

You were coming around saying to yourself ‘these people here, they should be hating me, 
they should be clawing out my eyes!’

2 For more detail on this process, see Alistair Little and Wilhelm Verwoerd, Journey through Con�ict Trail Guide.
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Working closely with people 
who have been at the coal face 
of deep often violent political 
con	ict... has been deeply 
humbling and rewarding
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four-day event in the Scottish Highlands (2005-7, 2010)  or  the  Wicklow mountains  
(2008-9). �e second was a two-week journey to South Africa, which included a £ve-
day wilderness trail in northern KwaZulu Natal.

Participants who completed the initial cycle of activities in Ireland, Northern Ireland, 
Scotland and South Africa also helped with additional fundraising to make the 
South African leg of future group journeys possible. By 2010, the project aim of 100 
participants in the SPN project was reached, with encouraging further evidence of 
a signi£cant ‘ripple e�ect’ spreading out from these participants to reach thousands 
more people.3 Amongst many examples of this ripple e�ect was a Catholic participant, 
whose two brothers were murdered by the UVF, who invited Alistair and a participant 
from a republican ex-prisoner background to join him on a panel at a public event in 
Poleglass (a strongly republican part of West Belfast). �is remarkable event was also 
covered by a number of local newspapers.

3 See Domecka research (2012) and section on “Ripples” within the Journey through Con�ict Trail Guide, pp.94-121.
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�e promotion of ‘sustainable relations’ between participants within each year group 
and between the growing number of year groups was supported by the ongoing 
development of a loosely structured ‘Sustainable Peace Network’.

�e network activity included regular meetings of a steering group with representatives 
from each year group, social events, fundraising and outreach events, and a ‘capturing 
of learning’ working group that sought to document the learning from the project.4

Key challenges and learnings
In the course of co-ordinating, developing and facilitating the Former Combatants 
programme and the SPN project many challenges were faced and a lot of lessons 
learnt. �ese challenges and learnings include the following:

Di¨culty of �nding appropriate language

�roughout the years we struggled to £nd appropriate language, even to describe the 
‘LIVE’, ‘former combatants’, ‘survivors and ex-combatants’ activities. We recognised 
that, at least for funding purposes, the naming of these programmes and the 
identi£cation of ‘target groups’ were necessary. However, we also realised that by doing 
so we might unintentionally be contributing to problematic labelling and separation 
between ‘victims’ and ‘combatants’ (‘perpetrators’).5 An awareness of the dangers of 
simplistic and exclusionary distinctions contributed to the language of ‘sustainable 
peace’ being used.6

Another language related challenge was the need to balance a sensitivity to the power 
of language and the need to avoid potentially o�ensive language with encouraging 
honest, real conversation, even if words to describe, for example, a former enemy might 
not always be ‘politically correct’.7

‘[W]ords are a mysterious, ambiguous, ambivalent phenomenon.
�ey are capable of being rays of light in a realm of darkness.

�ey are equally capable of being lethal arrows.
Worst of all at times they can be the one and the other. And even both at once.’

Vaclav Havel

4 This working group was led by prof. Brandon Hamber, current Director of INCORE (University of Ulster) and a member of the facilitation 
team within the Former Combatants programme and the SPN project. 

5 See article by Govier and Verwoerd on ‘How not to polarize ‘victim’ and ‘perpetrators’’, 2004.

6 See also the Glencree Working Paper by Wilhelm Verwoerd on ‘Can peace be ‘built’? Metaphors for Peace Practice’.

7 See ‘Beyond ‘us’ and ‘them’: towards the art of appropriate language’ (2006), workshop material developed by Wilhelm Verwoerd.
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Towards Inclusivity
A core value guiding the work of Glencree is inclusivity. �e work with former 
combatants, victims/survivors and wider society highlighted how important but also 
how challenging this commitment to inclusivity is. For example, during the early 
stages of the Former Combatants programme, it was di¡cult to £nd participants from 
state force backgrounds (ex-police, ex-army) who were willing to talk to ex-prisoners 
from loyalist and/or republican backgrounds.  �ere were some participants in the 
LIVE programme, such as an injured former British police person, who were willing 
to become involved in the Former Combatants programme. However, the consultative 
process highlighted that this would only be possible if they were willing to participate 
in their role as a former combatant and not in the £rst place as a victim.  Other 
potential participants from Irish or British army or police backgrounds questioned the 
legitimacy of describing former prisoners as ‘combatants’. From a facilitation point of 
view we had to stand £rm on the principle that we were trying to create a relatively 
inclusive, non-judgemental space, within which participants were given opportunities 
to explore their opposing views.

A related di¡culty was the need to balance inclusivity with (physical and emotional) 
safety. At the early stages some ex-prisoner groupings, for example, were not clearly 
committed to the suspension/renunciation of political violence. It took a number of 
years before members of these organisations could be included in the multilateral 
workshops. During this period they were included, however, in the overall programme 
through single identity capacity building activities. �e balancing act between 
inclusivity and (enough) safety was especially challenging when those directly involved 
in and a�ected by political violence were brought together.

Promoting dialogue between victims/survivors and former combatants
While we ensured that the participation in this type of engagement took place on 
a voluntary basis, we learnt the hard way that once-o� events with an emphasis on 
‘victim’ and ‘perpetrator’ roles are particularly risky and have limited potential to truly 
deepen mutual understanding. We also came to understand that large scale events, 
involving more than around 20 people at a time, typically do not allow for in depth, 
really meaningful interactions.
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What we found to be more promising were a series of events involving the same 
people from these groupings, with separate preparation and follow-up events and 
linked with local support. Particularly promising were the inclusive, non-judgemental 
spaces provided by the skilled facilitation of Journey through Con�ict type sharing 
of Life Histories. �is ‘storytelling’ process includes  individualised preparation and 
follow up as well as opportunities for further exploration of di¡cult issues. �e 
selection of appropriate residential venues - with access to nature, with relatively few 
distractions, and allowing opportunities for informal interaction – were also critical to 
progress made.

It also proved to be very valuable to include a wider range of con�ict roles (bystanders, 
bene£ciaries, supporters, community members) beyond those with direct experience 
of armed con�ict. In the process we avoided the pitfall of participants with the 
most visible con�ict roles (former combatants and victims/survivors) in e�ect being 
expected to carry too much responsibility for past con�ict and for future peace. On 
the other hand, members of wider society often struggled to £nd their place within a 
group that included survivors and former  combatants.  �ose  with  a  more  indirect
experience of violent con�ict often felt, initially, that their story was not as important. 
However, over time they usually realised that their experience is a vital part of the wider 
story of political, inter-community con�ict, and they deepened their understanding of 
their shared responsibility to cultivate sustainable peace.
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‘What stood out for me is that where you were born - not how you are as a person, what 
you believed in etc - could determine to what extent you were a�ected by the Troubles. 
�ose who, I think the group would agree, told the most painful stories were from working 
class backgrounds. �at’s something that the North, in demonising so called ‘terrorists’, still 
ignores. Last night showed the extent to which the Troubles has really torn up society.’ (wider 
society participant)

�e SPN project can be seen as an attempt to address the above challenges. In the 
process a number of further hills had to be climbed:

Con	icts within groups
Given the diversity of backgrounds in each SPN group it was not surprising that we 
often had to deal with personality tensions and deep political divisions. Our response 
included stressing the importance of working on the group agreement, and taking 
‘time-out’ when tempers �are, with the team of facilitators ready to calm individuals 
before returning to the group process, guided by working agreement. We have also 
been careful not to put pressure on people to ‘become friends’, understanding and 
explaining ‘reconciliation’ in terms of a willingness to humanize relationships and to 
co-operate for the sake of peace, rather than expecting, even implicitly, everyone to 
become good friends.

Naming ‘elephants’ from the past, without losing sight of common ground and a 
vision for the future 
Unresolved con�icts in some of the earliest groups led to an emphasis on the theme 
of sustainability and peace. �is emphasis on sustainability in the sense of ‘sustere’ – 
literally ‘holding from below’ – was part of an attempt to provide a broad vision, a 
‘containing’ or ‘holding’ space within which division and di�erence could be faced. 
However, in the process insu¡cient naming of the ‘elephants in the room’ tended to 
take place. Realising that we might in e�ect be colluding with a widespread culture of 
politeness (‘whatever you say, say nothing’), the pendulum swung towards addressing 
thorny issues from the start within each group, making more and more time to discuss 
these issues.  However, this emphasis often resulted in insu¡cient time available to 
address the overarching theme/challenge of sustainable peace.
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Cultivating the SPN
From 2004-2007 Glencree employed the limited £nancial and human resources 
within the SPN strand of the Survivors and Former Combatants programme mainly 
to develop and deliver the growing cycle of activities for each new SPN year group. 

�is meant that some of the potential of the network between di�erent year groups 
remained unful£lled.  We also underestimated the need for separate group processes 
to cultivate deep connections between the year groups.

�e fact that each year group shared ‘wild nature’ experiences provided a good starting 
point for people to connect, but more needed to be done to cultivate the network. 
From 2008-2011 more emphasis was placed on activities across the year groups 
and a more e�ective SPN steering group was in place comprising representatives 
from di�erent year groups. Still, administrative and network management resources 
remained inadequate, given the huge challenge of cultivating a dynamic network 
between busy, geographically dispersed participants, from very di�erent political and 
social backgrounds, most of whom would not naturally be inclined to be and stay 
connected.
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Critical ‘yeast’
While it proved to be di¡cult to fully utilise the potential of the SPN, we still believe 
that the underlying ‘critical yeast’8 approach is worth pursuing. Rather than a more 
quantitative focus on ‘critical mass’ the SPN project highlights the more promising 
potential of an intensive focus on the growth of individual participants as well as 
the painstaking cultivation of relationships between small groups of participants in 
in�uential roles or with leadership potential. Recent longitudinal research con£rms 
that this approach is more likely to have a more enduring impact on larger numbers of 
people than bowing to the seductive pressure of ticking monitoring boxes by getting 
as many ‘bums on seats’ as quickly as possible. �is brings us to another big challenge, 
namely the gathering or capturing of learning.

Capturing Learning
It has proved to be extremely di¡cult to combine programme co-ordination and 
facilitation with regular gathering of learning. Some participants and students with the 
necessary skills have helped over the years, and we did arrange a number of workshops 
with a re�ective emphasis, such as the ‘Roots of Reconciliation’.9 In addition to the 
already mentioned Journey through Con�ict Trail Guide there is also a forthcoming 
article which focuses speci£cally on the promise of weaving nature-based activities 
into a process such as Journey through Con�ict.10  It is worth looking a bit more closely 
at an encouraging recent piece of longitudinal research:

‘�e Meaning and Impact of the Sustainable Peace Network project’11

During 2011 a contracted researcher carried out £fteen in-depth, individual interviews 
with SPN participants from the 2007 and 2008 year groups. �ese interviews provide 
a longitudinal perspective on evidence collected via written questionnaires before and 
after each of the Journey through Con�ict cycle of workshops. An initial qualitative 
analysis of the 2007 questionnaires, plus video interviews during the process, was 
done during 2008, using NVivo software.12 Promising evidence of positive ‘impact’ 
emerged. However, the big question remained: would the positive changes referred to 
endure over time; would the change be sustained?

8 See John Paul Lederach, The Moral Imagination, pp. 90-1, 181.

9 See the writings of Halperin (2004, 2006), Dunne (2012).

10 See Verwoerd, Little and Hamber (forthcoming) on ‘Nature-based peace cultivation’.

11 See Domecka (2012).

12 See Fox et al (2008).
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With funding from Irish Peace Centres detailed follow up research was done. �e 
2011 interviews used a narrative methodology, allowing each participant to give a 
personal account of the meaning and impact of the SPN project.

Summary of �ndings
�e above capturing of learning process provides encouraging evidence of signi£cant 
progress with regards to the three stated aims of the SPN project - providing 
opportunities for personal growth; promoting enduring relationships, with a positive 
ripple e�ect; and enhancing nature-based peace cultivation.

• Personal growth/development
 �e 2011 individual interviews and the 2012 re�ective workshop con£rmed 

an enduring, positive contribution to the personal development of participants, 
initially highlighted by the qualitative analysis of the 2007 questionnaires and 
interviews. Consistent patterns of personal growth include the reduction of a 
range of fears, greater self-awareness and increased self-con£dence.

‘�e �rst signi�cant change experienced was a reduction or removal of their initial 
fears, whether those were about meeting and talking to other participants, about the 
wilderness or their physical and emotional limits, being afraid they would not be able to 
make a signi�cant contribution to the group.’ (Domecka, 2012)

‘It’s painful as an individual doing this type of work because it takes you to places where 
you think you don’t want to go, but you need to go there. I feel that I needed to go there, 
to come out the other side and learn from it, but it is really not easy.’ (Participant, 2012)

‘Obviously when my son was killed I didn’t understand how you felt at that time. Where 
I once was to where I am now, I’ve come a hell of a long way. I don’t hate anybody 
anymore.’ (Participant, 2012)
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• Relationship cultivation
 A large majority of participants consistently referred to positive changes in 

their relationships with participants from di�erent/opposing backgrounds. 
�ese changes include attitudinal shifts, such as moving beyond stereotypes 
and con�ict labels, deepened understanding of motivations and life experiences 
of the ‘other’, and the establishment/growth of relationships across con�ict 
divides

‘�e second major change that was referred to by participants is the shift to being less 
judgmental and more open… to see an individual with his or her particular features rather 
than a stereotypical representative of a certain group. A great majority of participants 
expressed their appreciation for the opportunity to meet and form relationships with 
others they would not have met/interacted with otherwise.’ (Domecka, 2012)

‘I’ve never had the chance of being in that kind of mixed company from all di�erent 
backgrounds in life…I know it was good for me to be there and has helped me a lot in 
understanding the types of things that people have done and the reasons why they’ve 
done it. When I’ve seen people’s emotions and people crying and everything else, it was 
just so real and you could understand everybody’s pain and their whole life, what they’ve 
been through - between jail and between committing murder and sons or whoever being 
murdered. It doesn’t mean that the pain goes away… (and) of course there are things 
that I still can’t understand, but time for that will come hopefully.

It’s hard to believe that it is almost 4 years - it seems like yesterday. I wasn’t afraid to 
say what I said, even though people got angry at it, and I might have got angry too at 
other people’s stories. But I think that was all part of the process and it de�nitely helped. I 
told you about the fear I had at the beginning going away (two brothers lured away and 
murdered during the 1970s). I have no fear now. I actually look forward to meeting you 
(former member of an organisation responsible for the brothers’ murders) and everybody 
else. I think that is a big change.’ (Participant, 2012)
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• Positive ripples
 �e longitudinal capturing of learning process also helped to highlight the 

positive impact of participation in the SPN and Journey through Con�ict 
within many participants’ personal (family, friends) and work (community, 
organisational) spheres of in�uence.13

Concluding remarks
Working closely with people who have been at the coal face of deep, often violent 
political con�ict and who are making signi£cant progress in transforming the painful 
legacy of this kind of con�ict has been deeply humbling and rewarding. Re�ecting on 
the Former Combatants programme and the Sustainable Peace Network project is also 
encouraging. For this mostly behind-the-scenes, patient , often messy work highlights 
the fact that a relatively remote residential space such as Glencree - guided by values 
of inclusivity and non- judgementalism, as part of a carefully facilitated process of 
deepening understanding and cultivating humanising connections - has a real and 
ongoing contribution to make towards enduring peace on the island of Ireland.

I would like to acknowledge the important contributions of colleagues - at the Glencree 
Centre, the Wilderness Foundation (UK) and Wilderness Leadership School (SA), 

‘All agree the project had a great impact on their personal development helping them 
to see their lives and the problems of post-Troubles Northern Ireland from a di�erent 
perspective. �e change of perspective accompanied by a feeling of ‘receiving a lot’ and a 
need to ‘give something back’ became a trigger for action and further changes in di�erent 
spheres of private and professional life.’ (Domecka, 2012)

‘What I’ve learnt is a sense of not being afraid to do the (peace) work that I’m doing 
and to continue on. Even if you are not making a big, massive di�erence you are giving 
other people con�dence as well to go on to meet and greet and share and live each other’s 
experiences and show how we have things in common and use them to try and bring 
peoples together.’ (Participant, 2012)

13 For a fuller discussion of the challenges and constraints of this ripple e�ect (the ‘returning home’ stage of Journey through Con�ict), see 
the Trail Guide.
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INCORE (UU), the Sustainability Institute (SA) - as well as co-facilitators and many 
participants within this programme. In particular I want to pay tribute to Alistair Little 
for the vast experience and hardwon practical wisdom he brought to this programme 
and the Sustainable Peace Network project; for his invaluable roles as behind-the-
scenes coach, co-facilitator and developer of the Journey through Con�ict process.
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If religion is the problem – 
or an element of it - it can 
also be part of the solution
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Introduction
Glencree has been working with Christian faith communities in Ireland/Northern 
Ireland since its foundation in 1974. �is re�ective piece on the programme covers 
the period 1997-2012. �e intention is to review the programme work and draw 
some conclusions about what we learnt. �e varied elements of this work within the 
programme are:

• �e Believers Enquiry, 1997/1998
• Cross-Border Parish Exchanges
• 1998/2001 Jerusalem Holy Sites 
• Research 2003/2005
• Glencree Churches Programme (EU Peace I, II Programmes), 2002/2010

It also focuses on Civil Society Leaders ‘Breathing Spaces’ Programme 2008/2011 
which was funded through EU Peace III Programme. Each aspect will be covered in 
turn and the overall piece aims to give a sense of what areas we worked in and how the 
work developed throughout that period. I will also include comments and re�ections 
by participants and facilitators on di�erent aspects of the programme in order to draw 
together some key learning points

Programme background and context
Glencree, as a civil society non-governmental organisation, has a broad sense of the 
role of people of faith play in nurturing peace: ‘If religion is the problem – or an 
element of it - it can also be part of the solution’. �is re�ection acknowledges that 
expressions of Christianity in Ireland/Northern Ireland, including sectarianism, have 
served to divide our people, created widespread alienation and even been used to justify 
violence. Consequently, peacebuilding work in faith communities remains necessary 
and urgent.

Peacebuilding Possibilities for People of Faith  Colin Murphy
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A current de£nition of sectarianism states:

�e Believers Enquiry
At the end of the £rst decade of �e Troubles, some Glencree members and sta� felt 
that the organisation could usefully engage with Christian leadership groups on the 
issue of faith violence and peace. �is endeavour, which became �e Believers Enquiry, 
sought to examine the peacebuilding role of Christian believers in Ireland. �e project 
involved church leadership groups in a process that included a preliminary workshop, 
written submission, oral hearing, response and conclusions.

�e key question put to participating groups was; ‘How can your group assist the process 
of peace-building in Ireland and between Ireland and Britain, and what ideas to you have 
as to how other groups could work with you in this endeavour?’

Participating groups were:

• Church of Ireland
• Conference of Religious in Ireland
• ECONI (Evangelical Contribution to Northern Ireland (now Contemporary 

Christianity) 
• Methodist Church in Ireland
• National Conference of Priests in Ireland
• Presbyterian Church in Ireland 
• Religious Society of Friends (Quakers)

‘Sectarianism should be considered as a form of racism speci�c to the Irish context. 
Sectarianism is the diversity of prejudicial and discriminatory attitudes, behaviours 
and practices between members of the two majority communities in and about Northern 
Ireland, who may be de�ned as Catholic or Protestant; Irish or British; Nationalist or 
Unionist; or combinations thereof ’.

‘De£ning Sectarianism and Hate Crime’ Neil Jarman 2012
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Glencree noted with regret that the following groups declined the invitation to
participate: 
• Baptist Union of Ireland
• Free Presbyterian Church in Ireland
• �e Irish Commission for Justice and Peace

Glencree Council mandated a group to conduct the Enquiry and prepare a report. 
Members were: Dr. Colum Kenny (Believers Enquiry researcher and author), Maeve 
Shiels, Sally Shiells, John Shiels, Máirín Colleary, Colin Murphy and Ian White 
(Glencree Director). �e report was launched by the President of Ireland, Mrs. Mary 
McAleese in February 1999.

�e project report: ‘Imprisoned Within Structures?’ o�ers a unique insight into the 
thinking and possible future actions of a broad spectrum of traditional, centrist and 
evangelical Christians as revealed through written responses and discussions.

Key �ndings of the Believers Enquiry are summarised as follows:

‘�e process of building peace is helped 
when we �rst confess our imperfections 
and acknowledge the pain we have caused. 
Disputes between believers are a scandal.

�ere is an urgent need for churches 
throughout Ireland to address the issues, 
which divide believers. Churches should 
resource their members to come together to 
build peace and to understand each other’s 
history, customs and beliefs’
‘�ere is a place in the process of 
reconciliation of believers for a Truth 

Commission. Educators can help create the 
conditions for peace.

�ose believers who work in schools 
and other organisations must strive to 
overcome prejudice and to ensure that 
their children are not only educated 
for mutual understanding but are also 
brought together from di�erent traditions 
both to work and play. �e language we 
use can be a sly form of violence. We must 
watch our tongues’
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Cross-border parish exchanges
Funded by Cooperation North, this Glencree initiative worked to create cross-
community, cross-border local faith community pairings, (e.g. Enniskerry, Co. 
Wicklow: Lurgan, Co. Armagh and Holywood, Co Down). �e initiative enabled the 
groups to meet, hear others’ stories, re�ect on the recommendations of the Believers 
Enquiry, ask questions, confront di¡cult issues, e.g. inter-church marriage (Ne Temere 
Decree) and have social time together. �ere were also opportunities for joint worship, 
if a particular group requested it.  As with other Glencree initiatives, the exchanges 
provided participants with the opportunity to travel to the other part of Ireland and 
meet people at community level - often for the £rst time.

Inter-faith work on the Holy Sites issue in Jerusalem
Glencree noted that one of the elements of the Israel/Palestine Road Map addressed 
the possibility of a consensus agreement on future management of the contested holy 
sites in Jerusalem. Given the contemporary nature of disputes around religious space 
in Northern Ireland, Glencree decided to enquire if any transfer of lessons learnt and 
positive actions would be possible. A series of visits to Israel/Palestine created contacts 
with Islamic/Hebrew and Christian leaders in Jerusalem, Tel Aviv and Ramallah over 
the period 2004-2007. It was clear from these exchanges that some faith leaders in 
Israel/Palestine would value opportunities to meet with their counterparts in Northern 
Ireland.

Glencree Churches Programme

�is initiative, funded by EU Peace Programmes I and II, was undertaken to encourage 
religious believers in Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland and the border region 
opportunities to become positive role model and promoters of peace.

�e basic premise of Glencree Churches Programme:

Cold, sectarian relationships and con�icts could be transformed positively and creative 
activity supported and enhanced
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Making contact with other 
church forums is a positive 
learning experience
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�e project objectives were to:

• Build the capacity of local church-based communities to cope with con�ict and 
to build peace with their neighbours

  • Equip and support participants to face up to the legacies of the con�ict and to 
£nd ways to promote peace-building and reconciliation

  • Develop further the horizontal and vertical peace-building partnerships

Local workshops and residential weekends were held at Glencree and elsewhere. �e 
Programme was administered by Glencree and supervised on a part-time contract 
basis by a Churches Programme organiser and three £eld workers who were based 
in the Border region. �e Churches Programme reached an estimated three hundred 
participants.

Re	ections on learning
As I write the narrative of the Churches Programme, it occurs to me now that I am 
discussing a historical phenomenon. �e need for people of faith to be involved in the 
work of peacebuilding and reconciliation on this island seems self-evident, and yet, 
Glencree has not been so directly involved in this of late. �e learning throughout the 
programme has been signi£cant and suggests that there is still a need to engage in this 
work. Here are some key themes which have emerged:

• People of di�erent faiths often say similar things about faith representatives. 
One of these is that they have been hard to engage with in relation to issues 
of sectarianism and that they often seem to lack the will to move outside their 
safe zones using their non action on these matters as a form of control

• People continued to attend churches at the same time as they were expressing 
reservations and even hatred about the people of other faiths and were failing 
to ask questions of their churches in relation to their part in reconciliation
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• Forgiveness was often talked about as a religious issue but needs to be acted 
on in a more substantial way if there is to be increased understanding and 
common action among people of di�erent faiths

• �ere is a need within faith communities for people to move beyond their 
comfort zones, to cross the border, build relationships and challenge some 
of the myths that are still prevalent where sectarian narratives still prevent 
communities engaging with one another

• If the di�erent churches in Ireland are to remain relevant, church leaders need 
to listen with real intent and respect to their members and structures need to 
change to be more open to a real dialogue process

• Inter-faith dialogue can provide important opportunities for people to voice 
concerns, not just to stay safe. O�ence should never be intended, but there is a 
key role in facilitation to support honesty and ask the hard questions

• Glencree Churches Programme events have provided vital opportunities for 
small steps to be taken, often quite locally. �ough this is not easy for many, 
it has provided a process to question the aggressive presentation of identity 
through sectarian narratives

It is important for us, therefore, to be reminded of how participants voiced their 
concerns in programme events in order to make use of this learning. �e following is 
a sample of these comments and the contaxt they emerged from.
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‘�is work identi�es how important 
sectarianism is in dividing our 
communities, we need to do more in 
understanding each other’s cultures’

‘I enjoy meeting up with the group, 
especially coming from another culture’

‘Every (community understanding) 
step you take is like walking on an ice-
�oe’

Riverbrook Cross-Border Initiative 
Churches event, Customs House, 
Belcoo, Co. Fermanagh

‘North Belfast is like patchwork quilt - 
all separate areas marked out by peace 
walls, murals and curb stones; people 
know where they are going. �ey do not 
go to the nearest bus stop; they go to the 
bus stop where they feel safe. �ey will 
take a bus to the city centre that does 
not go into an area where they don’t feel 
safe, rather than take the shortest route’

WISP (Women in Search of Peace)
(West Belfast, East Belfast, 
Fermanagh, Cavan).

�e project forged an alliance 
between members of women’s 
groups in each area, who travelled 
and met together to ask questions 
about identity, loyalties, family 
histories etc.
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�e Macartan Project: Cross-community work with clergy in border region
‘Communities and individuals who live in the border counties (in this case Monaghan/
Tyrone) often have di�culty speaking to each other because of their sectarian or traumatic 
histories. �e Macartan query is ‘What questions are people asking in the churches today?’

Response; ‘People are not asking questions in the church today. �ey go to other agencies for 
their answers. �e church has a diminished authority’.

‘Wednesday the fourth of July. I received a call from a senior clergyman, postponing yet 
again my meeting with him. I am noting this for a number of reasons. First that (his C of I) 
bishop said that the incumbent would be helpful to the project and me. Second that he would 
introduce me to other Church of Ireland of clergy. �ird, that by September, it will have 
taken me four months to get the requested half-hour meeting. Fourth, he gave reasons that 
the postponement was due to the marching season and a summer youth club.

My feeling is one of annoyance of the power exerted through non-action, which is a form of 
control ’.

�e Macartan Project
In early 2006, the Glencree Churches Programme identi£ed the cross-border 
region known as the Clogher Valley, as a community area that may have appreciated 
support from Glencree. �e Centre sought to enable individuals or groups to 
meet informally in order to have ‘a new conversation’ on matters that concerned 
them in their area. I was brought in to facilitate this piece of work, which was 
known as the Macartan Project. St Macartan, whose 1,500th Anniversary was in 
2006, was one of St. Patrick’s colleagues and also the bishop of Clogher. People of 
various religious persuasions - and also those with no particular religious beliefs 
- were contacted in the area and invited to take part in a process, which began 
from a single question; ‘What question(s) are people asking the church today?’ 
�e responses were collated under the headings of Church/Clergy/Laity/Young 
people/Politics and Community. Over the next three years, participants met a 
number of times to have conversations about their responses.
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Cookstown Churches Forum:
‘�e main learning points at the Glencree residential included: �e togetherness created trust, 
open group discussions – things emerged that hadn’t been shared before. Need to go across the 
border and break down myths and barriers’. ‘We don’t have the opportunity to have a lot of 
discussion in our own forum meetings in Cookstown. Ideally, we would like to meet four or 
�ve groups’.

South Tyrone Spring School:
‘Around 14/15 years of age I loved history; loved politics. I found an old book on Che Guevara 
belonging to my father and read it from cover to cover. Che was talking about revolution; 
his whole thing was that armed struggle should be the smallest part of it. �at was my 
motivation- politics was the way forward’.

Many of the responses asked ‘what can we do about...?’ �e assumption being 
made was that going to church was worth it - a premise that wasn’t generally 
addressed. �e main concern revealed through the process was that Church 
structures militate against listening. �ese structures are learned and imposed 
from childhood, from the seating arrangements in a church building, which expect 
people not to meet each other, to the notion that those leading the service or the 
Church are the ones who ‘know’. Another form of structure is found within the 
language that di�erent people and churches use about what is important.

�e overriding sentiment was that if the Church is to begin to breathe afresh, all 
members need to listen with respect and without fear to the heads and the hearts 
of people. It also needs to create space to meet authentically with anyone who has 
a view about Church - those both inside and outside its institutions.

John Harding, Facilitator
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‘Flags along the border, �ags are used di�erently in the North. �ey awakened sadness in 
me. We moved out of our comfort zone’. ‘�e Republic of Ireland is a comfort zone. I’m 
disappointed and disillusioned at the lack of progress in Northern Ireland. �ere are �ags in 
the North used for intimidation, are people intimidated by holy statutes in the South?’

‘Marching? We encountered a roadblock outside Tempo (County Fermanagh), a group going 
to the Apprentice Boys March in Derry. I found it a little o�-putting. Why do people need to 
declare their identity in such an in-your-face manner?’

Other voices:

‘�ere is no great future without forgiveness. How many people are coming into 
our churches £lled with hatred? We need to have generosity and forgiveness in 
ourselves in order to forgive other

‘You cannot just make ‘safe’ statements in a ‘safe’ space. You shouldn’t feel like you 
can’t speak out. Please don’t make it too safe’

‘I am responsible for my own actions. Please let me know if I have o�ended you. I 
am sorry if what I said o�ended you but I am not sorry for saying it’

‘Making contact with other church forums is a positive learning experience’

‘People in Northern Ireland have a fear that it is the wish of the South to gobble 
them up. �is halts their chance to make a contribution to the Island of Ireland’

‘I fear that there will be no development beyond this meeting. I want to meet 
people who don’t think the way I do. �ere is a need to be ‘brutally honest’ and to 
ask real questions.’
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�e Churches Programme was an inspired approach to give clergy and people a¡liated 
with churches the opportunity to meet together and talk about the role of churches in 
delivering peace in Northern Ireland and the six Border Counties.

‘My fear is that we are just creating a greater comfort zone, instead of moving 
outside it. I hope we can discuss our enthusiasm to move outside the group?’

‘Everybody whose lives we touch is a�ected because of our meeting’ ‘Accept reality. 
Accept the other and bond’

‘Glencree is an a¡rming place and we greatly appreciate it’

‘�ere is a sense of friendliness, welcoming. �e atmosphere is safe but challenging. 
It’s not just a ‘Yes’ shop’

Colin Murphy outside Jerusalem
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�e Churches Programme set about to work with faith believers 
With clergy, people of the lay and other faith receivers

We quickly found that sects abound 
Divides on fundamental ground

So mounted our twelve county plan as Peace llI grant achievers.

�e team was small, but keen, extant, and met outwith Glencree 
We roamed through sundered boundaries to £nd, to meet, to be 

With those who tried to understand
�e over and the underhand

Religious cant and dogma mixed with words of charity.

Wide-ranging treatments were applied, one-o� to residential 
And some were small in darkened hall and some were in�uential 

Civil leaders (Breathing Spaces, Peace III)
Advisory team from far �ung places 

Church and clergy fora met in talks experiential.

‘What was achieved?’ I hear you cry and ‘Really, did it matter?’ 
‘It must have been an infernal din amidst the raucous chatter’ 

And yet, old hates can be supplanted
Weary hearts, restored, enchanted

Seeds of change that grow so soft and neither break nor shatter.

What is left of all this work and is there a legacy?
�e Programme is disbanded now, the team no longer ‘we’ 

And still we £nd sectarian modes
Propounded in religious codes

But people changed, made peace and friends - that’s good enough for me.

Katie Rutledge, Facilitator
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Breathing Spaces
�e objective of the Breathing Spaces element of the Glencree Churches Programme 
was to give civil society leaders, primarily in the 12 northern counties of Ireland/
Northern Ireland, opportunities to take time out for dialogue about values and ideas of 
common interest and pressing concern, including the current and projected economic 
situation. �e project aimed especially to engage with faith community leaders.

 �e Breathing Spaces process recognised that civil society, especially workplaces, has too 
often become a place of relational contention where the lowest common denominator 
often boils down to meeting targets and making sure the correct procedures are 
followed. �is can be a di¡cult place for creative leadership, especially in times of 
austerity. Workplaces that are governed by manuals and procedures that lose sight 
of shared responsibility, can be uncreative arenas for leaders and managers who £nd 
themselves at the centre of a pressured vortex.

�e Breathing Spaces process asked if the old values of hope, trust, reconciliation, 
respect, integrity, and self-control are valid and if so, how can they be articulated? 
Participants were given opportunities to hear views from specialist speakers and to talk 
with other leaders and community activists about how austerity is impinging on their 
work and £nding positive ways to move forward.

Colin Murphy and Archbishop Diarmuid Martin 
at ‘Breathing Spaces’ conference Dromartin, September, 2011
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Issues included:

• How can leaders, including those in faith communities, £nd ways to come into 
the public space with words of encouragement and hope that make sense for 
everybody?

• How can the corrosive e�ects of sectarianism that have blighted the lives of 
people in Northern Ireland/Ireland be ‘owned’ and transformed?

• How can the South face up to its responsibilities for our con�icts and to £nding 
ways forward?  

• How can meetings with the ‘other’ be facilitated in creative and non-threatening 
ways?

• What are the gender and ageism issues that contribute to our con�icts?  How 
can the ‘power in the room’ be recognised and facilitated?

• How can the speci£c possibilities and challenges be faced by leaders?

• What is peace?

• What do the old texts have to say about violence, scapegoating, blame, 
moralising etc. that make sense today?



166

Young Irish Christian Leaders Meet Archbishop Diarmuid Martin at �e Corrymeela 
Community in North Antrim:

‘We sat in a circle, allowing our eyes to rest, in turn, on his slow-moving hands, on other 
young faces, and on the seagulls circling Rathlin Island under low, leaden skies. He 
spoke carefully, yet with an earnestness, which was, I gathered, both for him and us, a 
breath of fresh air. Diarmuid Martin received us, and our words, graciously. Carefully, 
constructively, a space had been crafted for 30 young people from all corners of Ireland 
and from many Christian traditions to engage in genuine dialogue with the Archbishop 
of Dublin.

Considered preparation and skilled facilitation fostered a ‘breathing space’ where we 
could all speak authentically, a ‘breathing space’ in which young people and church 
leaders could air personal disquiets in an open and honest way. �e opportunity to 
witness the possibility of such a space in Ireland was heartening. �at a leader of a 
Christian tradition would willingly give of his time, not only to listen to the thoughts 
of ecumenically-minded young people, but to converse with them as equals, gave us a 
profound insight into the challenges faced by such people. �e fact that the dialogue was 
not simply a once-o� session, but rather an element in an ongoing series of Glencree-
inspired encounters at di�erent locations around Ireland, provided breathing space 
between the ‘breathing spaces’.

�is time provided for contemplation and discernment. Furthermore, it led to richer and 
more fruitful discussions which have served as a source of reassurance and encouragement 
for the young people present as they grapple with the often su�ocating realities of what 
it means to be active in church life today in an increasingly secular society. �e discussion 
continued at a follow up supper in Archbishop’s House, Dublin’.

John Delap, Student Christian Movement, Dublin
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Learning Outcomes
In the period 2009/2011, three residential, Breathing Spaces 24-hour events were 
organised in the border region for approximate ninety people. Participants were drawn 
from many areas of civil society including business, the professions, faith, education, 
health, the arts and others. In addition, two events were held for young Christian 
leaders, especially those from immigrant communities. Issues discussed are expressed 
by these edited comments by speakers and other participants and these comments 
need to be referenced as an essential part of this learning process:

‘Our individualistic society has created a culture based on reward. Instead of this, 
the question asked by faith communities should simply be, ‘do you want a better 
earth?’

‘We are a people traumatised by failure. Surveying the wreckage that is the 
Republic of Ireland today, where so many of our major institutions have been 
exposed as corrupt at worst, inept at best, we know that as we head into a decade 
of centenaries we have much to contemplate’

‘Our politicians have failed us by presiding over a spectacular bust in the economy, 
members of all parties who now blame Departments of Finance for supplying 
them with the £gures on which they based their expansionist policies of the last 
general election campaign’

‘Certainly we in the Republic could be forgiven for asking now, as Yeats did in his poem 
‘September 1913’ as the Dublin lockout was underway:

Was it for this the Wild Geese spread �e grey wing upon every tide;
For this that all that blood was shed, For this Edward Fitzgerald died,
And Robert Emmet and Wolfe Tone, All that delirium of the brave?’

(W.B. Yeats)
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Afterword
�e words ‘hope’, ‘forgiveness’ and ‘trust’ must not be seen merely as ‘old’ words - if 
they are not seen as relevant and new in terms of peacebuilding, then we are lost. �e 
faith-based work of Glencree has often been talked about as a historical moment - 
something that happened in the past, even though this work has been revisited in 
more recent times. Many of the comments here re�ect our experience and suggest 
that sectarianism is still a reality. We need to process the learning made throughout 
the programme and face up to this challenge:

It is clear that the corrosive e�ects of sectarianism haven’t gone away in Ireland/
Northern Ireland and that religion is part of the problem in many con�ict regions: 

‘Ireland today is multi-cultural, multi-denominational and multi-faith in its 
make-up. Breathing Spaces plays an important role in challenging the churches to 
work together in building peace in Northern Ireland. I am delighted that together 
our faith communities are challenging civil society to look in a more focused way 
to the future of Ireland, North and South. Who better to listen to on that theme 
than young Church leaders?’

‘You might say that both parts of the island comprise what have been both failed 
political and economic systems which are increasingly dependent on outside 
larger political and economic entities – the EU where the Republic is concerned 
and the UK and EU where Northern Ireland is concerned. We should be glad 
that this is so and that all of us on this island are beginning to wake up from the 
delusions of our history and the nightmare that was our 20th century, as we seek 
new ways forward in tandem with one another’.

How can civil society face the twin phenomena of religious extremism and rampant 
secularism in ways that avoid religion being used as a justi�cation for violence?
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Sri Lanka, the wider Middle East, sub-Saharan Africa and Afghanistan, to name 
a few examples. Having reached this conclusion, surely the next step is to ensure 
that each relevant peace process addresses the faith element of its problem (which, 
strangely enough, none of those mentioned above actually does). �ough we may live 
in a much-changed context today, religion still constitutes the backdrop for much of 
the understandings we have about the world we live in. I am reluctant to de£ne this 
society as ‘secular’ and therefore not accommodating of people who express a religious 
identity. It therefore seems important that we continue to engage with con�ict issues 
that are impacted by religious belief. �ere is no better civil society organisation than 
Glencree to grab the nettle of religion-based con�ict in ways that enable people of 
faith to £nd practical and unexpected ways to peace.

 

 

‘Breathing Spaces’ Conference, Dromartin September, 2011
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When the relationships 
are built, then the issues 
causing the divides can be 
addressed
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Introduction and Background
After more than ten years of working in international contexts, we are in the process of 
re�ecting on the lessons we have learnt. However, as a prelude to this, it is important 
to de£ne which of the many lessons from the Irish context resonate most, so that we 
are clear about what we have to o�er. �is preliminary re�ection will explore how the 
Glencree International Programme (GIP) has been informed by key lessons from the 
Irish Peace Process and how we began to apply these lessons in a range of di�erent 
countries. It is essential to be clear about what we bring, if we are to help others £nd a 
way through intractable con�ict, as it is ultimately up to them to £nd a way forward. 
I will also draw out some of the broad lessons we have learnt from international work, 
which we intend to de£ne in more speci£c detail as we move forward.

When describing the peacebuilding activity of the Glencree Centre for Peace and 
Reconciliation (Glencree), it is common to describe it as two main strands, one having 

Sharing Lessons from Ireland in International Contexts 
Ian White 

Workshop with women in Afghanistan
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a domestic Irish/British focus and the other having an international focus. While this 
represents the most accessible description of the work of the organisation over the 
last twenty years, it is also important to appreciate that these are not two stand-alone 
programme areas and that they are, in fact, connected and interact with each other. �e 
interplay between these two dynamic dimensions of the organisation’s work creates a 
new dynamic, which allows both the domestic and international work to feed o� each 
other in a mutually-reinforcing way. �is complementary interface between activities 
allows the International Programme to bene£t from the inputs and perspectives of 
other stakeholders in the Irish con�ict and peace process, rather than solely rely on 
the experience and knowledge accumulated by Glencree itself. On the other hand, the 
GIP serves as an ongoing outreach activity through which Glencree maintains and 
builds its web of relationships within Ireland, north and south and Britain.

�e Glencree International Programme (GIP) developed gradually and organically as a 
natural extension of the domestic work in which the organisation was engaged between 
1991 and the year 2000. (Details of the Glencree domestic programme are given in 
other sections of this publication). While the work of the GIP was not formalised 
until around 2004 and remained somewhat ad hoc until then, the organisation had 
begun to establish an international pro£le much earlier. In the late 1990s and early 
2000s Glencree hosted a number of signi£cant international guests, which connected 
the organisation to the rich South African experience of transitioning out of violence. 
�ese guests were invited by Glencree to undertake speci£c tasks including, capacity-
building with former combatants, addressing and sharing experience with gatherings 
of Irish and Northern Irish political leaders and activists, or addressing summer schools 
where diverse groups of political and civil society actors engaged in peacebuilding 
would gather. �ese guests included former South Africa President F.W. De Klerk, 
Rev. Alex Borraine, the Vice Chair of the South African Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission and Roelf Meyer, the former Chief Negotiator with the National Party 
and Minister for Defense. At a time when South Africa was emerging from its own 
protracted violent con�ict, these key informants shared their experience with civil 
society actors and politicians who were in positions of in�uence and wished to explore 
new possibilities in peacebuilding.
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Concerned at the lack of pace in political progress being made in Ireland in the mid 
1990s, Glencree invited and hosted another important cross party South African 
Delegation in partnership with AWEPA (Association of European Parliamentarians 
with Africa). �e delegation comprised members of leaderships from the main parties 
in South Africa: Mac Maharaj (ANC), Constand Viljoen (Freedom Front) and 
Leon Wessells (National Party). �e speci£c task of this delegation was to address 
party political audiences and elected politicians at particular venues in Belfast and in 
Glencree in an attempt to inform, assure and inspire. A special seminar was organised 
for members of the Irish Forum for Peace and Reconciliation.

In addition to the partnerships with highly-experienced South African actors, Glencree 
started to connect with the rich source of well-trained and experienced mediation and 
ADR practitioners in Canada in 1998. A small team of Canadians o�ered capacity-
building opportunities to some three hundred political and civil society stakeholders 
in the Irish Peace process. Many former combatants and political actors from Ireland, 
north and south received training from the expert Canadian team. General John De 
Chastelaine was also a frequent visitor to Glencree throughout the late 1990s and early 
2000s, as strategies were developed by the organisation to complement his e�orts to 
remove weapons and violence from politics. To this day, Glencree maintains a special 
relationship with Canada, having hosted two Canadian Prime Ministers and many 
other supportive Canadians.

�e GIP grew from three International requests for support received by Glencree 
between 2000 and 2003. A request to engage in community capacity-building in 
Colombia; a request to engage with Israeli and Palestinian Members of Parliament 
and a request to build the capacity of the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE) 
police service of Sri Lanka. �ese were the founding projects upon which the GIP was 
built and Glencree were very happy to accept a role in all three of these contexts. �e 
GIP learned much from these three projects which informed its own understanding 
of the world of peacebuilding in international contexts and the role that it could play 
within it.
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Since its commencement, there have been many other unique, speci£cally-designed 
short and long-term missions undertaken by the GIP. �ese missions have been a 
mixture of short-term projects, which usually form one part of a larger initiative, where 
the lead role is played by a Glencree partner organisation. For example, PACTA (‘Pacta 
sent servanda – agreements must be kept’) Glencree’s Finnish partner organisation, which 
has made a signi£cant contribution through its concerted e�orts to stabilise relations 
and reduce violence related to the Malay separatist groups in Southern �ailand. As 
part of its ongoing work, GIP has o�ered and delivered short-term capacity-building 
experiences to a range of political and civil society stakeholder groups from �ailand, 
while PACTA retains responsibility for the overall intervention.

�e GIP has also been proactive and has made a number of long-term commitments 
to speci£c countries in con�ict. �is longer term engagement is informed by the 
realisation from the Irish Peace Process that protracted violent con�icts cannot be 
resolved overnight. To quote former Irish President Mary McAleese, ‘�e period 
of healing required is at least equal to the time spent in violent con�ict’. �erefore, 
it becomes important for GIP to adopt a long-term view of its work in particular 
countries. Glencree has engaged in such long-term work programmes in Afghanistan 
(2006-2013) and in Haiti (2004-2013).

�e International Impact and Perception of the Good Friday Agreement (GFA)
�e signing of the GFA was perceived as a major achievement - not only by the 
majority of people in Ireland north and south - but also, by many others internationally 
who found themselves engaged in their own continuous cycles of protracted violent 
con�ict. While the international community may not have fully appreciated the 
amount of e�ort required after the signing of the GFA to ensure its full and successful
implementation, many were able to draw hope from the ability of stakeholders in 
the Irish con�ict to use creative strategies to at least manage, if not resolve, a con�ict 
which, heretofore, was often referred to as ‘intractable’.

�e learning from the Irish experience of peacebuilding comprises not just the formal 
negotiations, which resulted in the signing of the Good Friday Agreement, but also 
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�ey left with greater hope 
in themselves
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includes the pre-negotiation phase and post-agreement phase. For International 
Programme participants, it is important that they have a holistic experience of our 
peacebuilding process, rather than assume that the Good Friday Agreement was 
negotiated without the stage being set. Additionally, it is essential that participants 
understand that the implementation of the GFA has not been without its 
challenges, and that some people in Ireland may have felt more pain arising from the 
implementation phase rather than the negotiation phase.

�e Glencree experience of peacebuilding activity in Ireland north and south and 
between Ireland and Britain, signi£cantly pre-dates the negotiation phase of the Irish 
Peace Process. Glencree in the pre-negotiation phase of the Peace Process focused on 
building the improbable relationships required for a formal Track I process to develop. 
In the words of one political participant: ‘Glencree helped to create the oxygen which 
allowed the Track I process to take place’.

During, and in the immediate aftermath of, the negotiation phase of the GFA, 
Glencree continued to complement the e�orts of the governmental and all political 
actors engaged in the process by sensitising the wider public about issues that had to 
be addressed. In our description of the process, we emphasise that negotiations did not 
£nish with the signing of the Agreement on Good Friday 1998. In fact, while the St. 
Andrews Agreement post-dates the Good Friday Agreement and was necessitated by 
the entry of the DUP into the Executive and the emergence of Sinn Fein as the largest 
nationalist voice in Northern Ireland, negotiations between parties on £ner issues 
continue to take place. Actions were taken by Glencree such as hosting Prince Charles 
on a state visit; or hosting political activities which allowed the DUP, in particular, to 
engage directly with the Irish political establishment. �is included facilitating the 
DUP’s membership of the British/Irish inter-parliamentary body (now the British 
Irish Inter-parliamentary Assembly), a public event which did much to reframe 
political relationships between the islands and parties. Likewise, the hosting of Dessie 
O’Hare upon his release from prison after twenty years, enabled the Irish government 
to honour its commitment to the GFA in terms of prisoner releases.
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In this post-Agreement phase of our peace process, there is still much to do. Perhaps 
you could say we now need to work on issues that have been di¡cult, such as how 
do we ensure that former political prisoners can assume their role as full and equal 
citizens? How do we heal the wounds caused by the turbulent past so that we cannot 
slide back into the dark days? From the pre/during/post negotiation phases of our 
peace process it is very clear that:

• Just because Ireland has a peace process that has resulted in a reduction of 
violence and new hope for a shared future, we, as civil society actors in this 
process do not have a blueprint for other violent contexts; all con�icts are 
di�erent and in any case our process is not complete

• �e implementation of an agreement is as important and often just as di¡cult 
as the negotiations leading to an agreement

• �e scene needs to be set and actors need the capacity to deliver on a negotiation 
process

• Leadership, even if �awed, while moving in the right direction towards a 
settlement, must be supported

• While o¡cial and uno¡cial third party e�orts need to be inclusive, it is 
desirable to have independent bi-lateral relationships with all stakeholder 
groups. Particular parties will be challenged by di�erent things during the 
negotiation and implementation phases and organisations such as Glencree 
have responded with appropriate support

• Negotiations, even when they reach a formal agreement, continue and rather 
than being seen as renegotiations should be understood as extensions to the 
original negotiations

• Exposure to the learnings of one phase or aspect of our peace process alone 
is dangerous and interconnections between the three phases need to be 
understood
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�e Complexity of Dynamics in a Peace Process
Informed by more than twenty years of its own experience working in cooperation 
with both Irish and British Governments, in the political arena, with former prisoners, 
victims and a plethora of other key institutions and groups in Ireland, north and south 
and in Britain, Glencree was well-positioned to understand the changing dynamics of 
a peace process. Glencree has developed a full appreciation from its experience that 
peace processes are not linear and often defy logic.

�is graphic was created to help peacebuilding practitioners in Haiti to 
appreciate the full and complex nature of a peace process

John Paul Lederach o�ers the following de£nition of reconciliation which sums up 
the GIP understanding of the concept:

‘Reconciliation is a wandering in the desert - that is, it consists less of a linear, formulaic 
progression, and more of a �tful, long series of steps forward and backward and forward 
anew’ 

Justice

Economics

Identity

Security

Relationships

??????????

A peace building process is not linear
and involves an interplay between many di�erent components

and dimensions.

Time and process.
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Among the o�erings that Glencree brings to stakeholders in other violent con�icts, 
is a deep awareness of the uniqueness and complexity of protracted violent con�icts. 
Each con�ict has many interconnected dimensions and components including: justice, 
healing the past, power di�erentials, security sector reform, economic development 
and identity. Work on one dimension inevitably impacts on other dimensions and the
management of the interplay between these dimensions creates a dynamic process. 
In many ways, this is the £rst lesson from the Irish process - that peacebuilding is a 
dynamic process, not a project.

�e Irish Peace Process predates the cease£res of 1994 and many of us who have 
worked on it - either as political or civil society stakeholders - often take our own 
knowledge and experience for granted. Approaches to peacebuilding, concepts of 
peacebuilding and speci£c interventions which have been applied and tested in Ireland 
over three decades, are very familiar and even considered basic or ‘old-hat’ by many 
peacebuilding practitioners in Ireland. Yet, these very same phenomena are considered 
enlightening in many other contexts.

A good example of this lies in the term ‘process’ - a term with which we have become 
very familiar. One lesson which we have found resonates with stakeholders in 

Peace Committee Training in Haiti, 2008
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protracted social con�ict in many contexts, is in relation to the term ‘process’ itself. �e 
notion of peace as a process rather than a product or project, appears to have released 
many participants in the GIP from a constant pursuit of a £nal solution. If a con�ict 
is proving intractable in a certain context, then a process approach changes the context 
and creates new possibilities for resolution or at least management of the core con�ict. 
When parties to a con�ict can only see their own end game objective, there is a need 
to help them ‘think outside-the-box’ which often allows them to look at the positions, 
interests and needs of the other group.

For many years, specialist con�ict resolution practitioners ‘parachuted’ into Northern 
Ireland o�ering solutions (often simplistic) to our violent con�ict. Out of these well-
meaning encounters came an awakening that only those involved in the con�ict can 
manage it; outsiders can support the indigenous actors, but cannot take ownership of 
the solution, which must lie with the indigenous actors. Inclusive ownership of, and 
stakeholder ‘buy-in’ to the peace process, was a key to success in Ireland. Even though 
this common ownership continues to present challenges, it is an important lesson that 
Glencree transports to others internationally. GIP sees peace processes as journeys 
that involve the management of con�ict, which over time, transforms relationships 
between protagonists, which allows new possibilities to surface. �e lesson that peace 
is a complex and dynamic process rather than a product, is well received by others 
in political and civil society internationally. GIP, therefore, does not ‘parachute’ into 
con�icts, but it does o�er ongoing accompaniment and support as stakeholders in the 
con�icts seek to engage in process-based work.

Identifying Lessons to Share
Glencree has been equipped to play its role in international peace building by twenty 
years experience of active and relevant programming in the Irish context. While this is 
still the case, as the GIP becomes active in other contexts, the source of learning is no 
longer just the Irish Peace Process, but now includes the processes in which it engages 
internationally. �e GIP therefore, shares lessons from its international experience as 
well as from its experience in the Irish context.
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In addition to lessons we can draw from our experience about the design and out-
workings of the Irish peace process, the many years of peacebuilding activity has also 
left a highly-skilled cohort of peacebuilding practitioners. Many of these highly-
skilled practitioners have engaged in a wide variety of peacebuilding programmes and 
interventions. In particular, Glencree developed skills in a number of areas, including: 
facilitation of intergroup and political dialogue, mediation, capacity-building, 
supporting positive leadership and - more strategically - around the integration of 
former combatants and the transition from victim to survivor. �e International 
Programme therefore, has a capacity not just to share experiences and lessons, but also 
its skills. Dialogue and training, for example, are two key tools in the Glencree tool bag, 
and facilitators in di�erent international contexts are assisted not just to understand 
these dynamic tools and their value, but they are also equipped with the skills to use the 
tools. What follows is a short description of the main lessons about peacebuilding and 
peace processes in Ireland that participants in the Glencree International Programme 
£nd resonate with the needs and possibilities in their context.

Neutrality
�ere is no such thing as neutral. Everyone born into, and who has lived in a context 
of a protracted violent con�ict is carrying his or her own baggage and prejudices 
which have been formed by their interactions with the con�ict and other stakeholders. 
�is reality obviously applies to stakeholders in the con�ict, but it also applies to 
third party mediators, peacebuilders and facilitators. While indigenous third parties 
often declare themselves as neutral, it has become clear to the GIP that they limit 
their own potential to assist in peacebuilding, unless they acknowledge and declare 
their true relationship to the con�ict. Peacebuilders who are in denial about their 
own prejudices run the danger of escalating – or, at least, hindering the peacebuilding 
process rather than being part of the solution. Such individuals and organisations tend 
to oversimplify the con�ict being addressed and are constantly in pursuit of simplistic 
results rather than a meaningful process of engagement which addresses the key issues.

Peacebuilders who recognise their own prejudices and can still be objective are the 
ones that will assist stakeholders develop some degree of con£dence in each other 
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and help them think ‘out of the box’ and move forward. �is requires a high degree of 
transparency with the stakeholders. When Glencree commenced its political dialogue 
programme, the key facilitators met every political party in Ireland to extend the 
invitation to participate. Part of this invitation was a clear explanation of the religious 
and political backgrounds and leanings of the main facilitators.

Re-humanising of Relationships - a Heart-and-Head Approach
In deep-rooted violent con�icts where communities become polarised, it is common 
for not just a discrediting but also a de-humanising of the other. �is is not restricted 
to leaders of opposing groups, but permeates through all stakeholder groups. In order 
to make progress in a peace process, this dynamic of demonisation needs not only to 
cease, but, in fact, opportunities must be created for it to be reversed. In many ways, 
the Glencree political programme is a model of re-humanisation. �rough inclusive 
dialogue workshops, adversaries were enabled to see and explore their di�erences in 
such a way that increasingly, they recognised the humanity in the other. �is involved 
working at an emotional level, without neglecting the very real and di¡cult political 
di�erences that had to be acknowledged, in order for progress to be made. �e 
International Programme continues to apply a heart-and-head approach to its work.

State and non-state armed groups engaged in protracted social con�ict as is experienced 
frequently by Glencree in its International Programme, are often well-organised and 
they usually have the ability to be strategic and tactical. However, that is only a partial 
description of the characteristics of armed groups. Other characteristics relate to the 
unconscious and emotional passion that is often displayed by armed actors. A holistic 
approach to peacebuilding has to take both dimensions into consideration and even 
understand that there is an interplay between the pragmatism of the head and the 
emotions and feelings that accompany that.

Humility
Before we can build improbable relationships between parties in con�ict, we must, as 
a third party, establish a relationship between us and the stakeholders. Stakeholders in 
protracted violent con�icts become wary of the peacebuilder that o�ers solutions. In 
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order to build the relationships with stakeholders that are required in order to move 
a peace process forward, there is a constant need to exercise and demonstrate a high 
degree of humility and non-judgement. �e only objective of the peacebuilder is to 
assist disputing parties to reach their own solutions. Because of the noble practice in 
which the peacebuilder engages, it is easy for the third party to assume superiority 
and expect stakeholders to come to their level. An e�ective peacebuilder will assess 
the capacity of the stakeholders and move towards them, rather than wait for them to 
move to the level of the facilitator.

It is essential that the peacebuilder’s expectations are realistic and that he/she doesn’t 
commit to things that cannot be achieved. �e peacebuilder must make clear that he/
she is not coming with answers or solutions but with opportunities and possibilities. 
To think you have the answers not only damages the prospects for building a little 
peace, but also damages the credibility of the third party, as stakeholders may perceive 
them as being arrogant and condescending.

Colette Nkunda in Bamako,  Mali at World Aids Day event 2014
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�e people with the closest relationship to, and responsibility for the con�ict are the 
ones engaged in it. While they may have di¡culty processing their understanding 
of the con�ict - or in other words, di¡culty seeing ‘the wood for the trees’ - their 
knowledge is much greater than any outsider or, for that matter, well-intended insiders 
who are in denial of their relationship to it. At the outset of work with international 
groups who come from a di�erent cultural, religious or national background, Glencree 
has developed an introductory comment which helps create con£dence among the 
participants in relation to the role to be played by Glencree. Any practitioner using 
this needs to not just understand the full implications of it, but needs to believe it. 
�is is where peacebuilding becomes much more complex than simple professional or 
academic practice:

‘If what I say challenges you, then I am satis�ed. If, however, something I say o�ends or 
insults you, please do not forgive me. Tell me and I will seek the forgiveness from you.’

Inclusivity
While there is no de£nition of ‘inclusivity’ in any dictionary, Glencree has coined this 
term as being the pro-active alternative to inclusiveness. It is simply not su¡cient for 
a third-party to make a generic invitation to stakeholders to participate in a process. 
Inclusivity is the act of assessing who £nds that they can’t participate and working to 
remove the obstacles to their participation. �is requires a working knowledge of - and 
empathy with - the needs of the various stakeholder groups.

Inclusivity is often misconstrued as solely referring to the inclusion of the stakeholders 
in the con�ict while, in fact, it must go beyond that de£nition if it is to address all 
of the important relationships which in�uence a con�ict. It is likely, as experienced 
by Glencree, that in a political process which involves adversaries sharing physical 
space and engaging with each other directly, at times, groups will absent themselves 
from the process. Perhaps they will absent themselves because of the need for 
internal retrospection or strategic planning, or perhaps because of expulsion and/or 
manipulative behavior of another stakeholder.
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Either way, the task of including all of the stakeholders in an interactive process and 
keeping them in it, is often a major challenge and it must remain as an aspiration 
for the peacebuilding actor rather than ignored as being too much trouble. Using 
exclusion as a sanction against one of the parties to the con�ict is a short-sighted 
and simplistic mechanism to try to force progress within and among the stakeholder 
groups. �is is a high-risk strategy and can result in an escalation of violent con�ict as 
groups feel excluded and not represented again.

Physical spaces for meetings are important as we seek to create inclusive environments, 
conducive to positive outcomes from our work. What may seem to be a safe ‘neutral’ 
meeting space to one party may be totally unacceptable to another. Glencree itself 
has been such a safe meeting space where everyone could either feel equally welcome 
and comfortable or, as was the reality at times, equally uncomfortable. In the slums of 
Haiti, any kind of meeting space is di¡cult to £nd - never mind mutually acceptable 
space. An important part of our work in St. Martin has been to provide small, safe 
spaces where all members of the community are welcome and where local, inclusive 
peace committees can engage with each other to plan peacebuilding activities aimed at 
addressing the causes and e�ects of violent con�ict in their community.

Broad Lessons from International Contexts
In addition to learning more about how Glencree itself can improve its practice based 
on re�ecting on its role in the Irish context, there are broad lessons that appear to 
resonate with stakeholders in other international contexts in which we work. �e 
sharing of broad lessons from the peace process tends to provoke more speci£c 
enquiries from the stakeholder groups with whom we work. More focused and speci£c 
technical support - and even mentoring needs - are often identi£ed by sharing the 
broad lessons with international actors. �is approach, which starts with broad or 
general lessons, points the way to speci£c lessons, which are appropriate to share in 
any speci£c context.
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Exclusion and Marginalisation - the Other Side of the Inclusion Coin
In 2005, together with Concern, Glencree pioneered a new approach to gang- (Baz) 
related violence in the slums of St. Martin, in Port-au-Prince, Haiti. �e analysis of 
the con�ict pointed to the fact that many of the Baz felt marginalised or excluded 
from mainstream society and had developed a complex - and perhaps even schizoid - 
relationship to the community to which they belonged and lived. �e powerlessness to 
make a change in their own circumstances contributed to a high level of frustration, 
which frequently gave rise to violence. �e Baz were often guilty of abusing members 
of their own community and yet, when there was a threat from external actors, either 
state (Haitian National Police or UN) or non-state (Baz from outside the community), 
the indigenous Baz from that community became defenders of the community, 
ful£lling a vigilante-type role. When there was no threat from outside, the Baz ruled 
the slum with a heavy hand, leaving many victims too frightened or powerless to take 
any action - in a state where the justice system is weak and inaccessible for many.

In an e�ort to repair some of the torn social fabric of the community and reframe 
the relationship between the Baz and the community to which they belong, Glencree 
delivered a series of capacity-building trainings to a variety of groups in the community 
- including the Baz. �is training prepared them for an inclusive community dialogue, 
which engaged the Baz together with a cross section of their community, including 
some of those who had su�ered as a result of the actions of the Baz. �is community 
dialogue process allowed the Baz chiefs to transform their relationship to their own 
community. �rough capacity-building in the area of leadership, which included formal 
training as well as ongoing support and mentoring, the Chiefs were able to lead their 
members in a more positive direction; the result was a rapid reduction in violence. �e 
Baz leaders were motivated to move towards non-violence by the possibility of a more 
connected, resilient and respectful relationship with their community.

When a group is marginalised or excluded from mainstream society, it has no reason 
to abide by the rules of that society and a reckless sense of ‘nothing to lose’ can give rise 
to violent activity, particularly in a context where even the Baz leaders are not sure how 
they will feed their children tomorrow. �is is not an attempt to justify the behaviour 
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of the Baz, but understanding their reality helps us understand their behaviour.

�e challenge currently being faced by Glencree in this Haitian context is how to 
sustain a signi£cantly lower level of violence. We know that change in the economic 
capacity of the community will remove the poverty, which creates the context for the 
violence to thrive. However, Glencree is not a development organisation and therefore, 
its core skillset is not poverty alleviation. �e changing of the economic reality at 
local community level has pushed Glencree into partnership with international 
agencies with development expertise who can provide development activity, which 
complements the peacebuilding work of Glencree and makes violence reduction more 
sustainable.

Locating the Power to Create Change - the Need for a Multi-Level Approach
A recurring fact emerging from the work of Glencree in Northern Ireland, Haiti, 
Israel, Liberia, Palestine and Afghanistan points to the need to redress real and 
perceived power imbalances as part of a peacebuilding process. One response to 
this from Glencree is to adopt a multi-level approach to its work, and this, again, 
contributes to sustainability of reduced levels of violence. �e Glencree multi-level 
approach recognises that:

• �e power to change the reality and circumstances of a group or community 
does not lie solely within the group or community and there are always outside 
actors who have substantial in�uence (either enabling or obstructive) that need 
to be engaged

• Power di�erentials are a reality around the world. �e powerful may have been 
given the power by their constituency, they may have taken the power by force 
or they may have inherited the power. Each of those di�erent scenarios require 
a di�erent type of approach but all approaches have the same objective which 
is to build improbable relationships between the di�erent levels of in�uence in 
society. �rough ongoing engagement the new relationships and new ways of 
using power which bene£t all stakeholders are explored
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• Connections and relationships not only between divided groups at each level 
need to be rebuilt but also relationships between the levels need to be strong in 
order to create inclusive and equitable society

�is diagram outlines the multi-level approach applied by Glencree. �is approach 
also recognises that the edges between these levels are blurred with some people 
having allegiance to more than one level.

Glencree has applied this basic model in Haiti where the divisions between those 
with power and those without, is not only stark, but which directly contributes to 
the ongoing Baz-related violence. Lakou Lape is a Haitian-owned and governed 
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peacebuilding initiative, which was born out of the dialogue and training process 
delivered between 2005 and 2012 by Glencree in partnership with Concern. Glencree 
worked £rstly within each level to provide training and build the capacity of key 
stakeholders to engage in dialogue with each other. �en, through a series of bi- 
and multilateral dialogues and trainings, where one of the main principles to which 
participants are asked to agree, focuses on the issue of equality of participation and an 
acceptance by them that everyone - regardless of status outside the process - has an 
equally-important contribution to make within the process.

�is approach has resulted in a re-humanisation of the relationships between the main 
stakeholders, which again serves to sustain reduced levels of violence in their community. 
While the dialogue within and between the levels was an essential ingredient in the 
process, allowing new and more accurate perceptions of each other to emerge, dialogue 
needs a practical focus after a while, so that the renewed relationships have a reason 
to sustain. In this example, the post dialogue, inclusive practical action manifested 
itself through the creation of a new inclusive institution called Lakou Lape (‘peace 
community’ in Creole). Lakou Lape is supported by Glencree and other international 
actors, and has an inclusive governance system bringing together actors from all three 
levels - including former Baz leaders and leaders in industry and business.

Peace Dividend
Glencree has placed much of its international focus on developing contexts where 
poverty and violence feed o� each other in a cyclical type of relationship. �e context 
created by poverty provides an environment conducive to the escalation of violence. 
At the same time, with high levels of violence, it is di¡cult to achieve any kind of real 
economic development and so the cycle repeats itself.
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�is dynamic connection between violence and poverty helps us understand how most 
non-state armed actors (and also state-armed actors) come from socio-economically-
disadvantaged backgrounds where they do not have equal opportunities to wealth, work, 
education and other basic rights. �erefore, in order to make a reduction of violence 
sustainable, we also need to look at economic wellbeing, at the same time as we work 
on building those improbable relationships across the cleavages in con�icted societies 
and communities. When the relationships are built, then the issues causing the divides 
can be addressed. In Haiti, it is a constant challenge for Glencree as a peacebuilding 
organisation to, £rst of all, create economic and community development activity in 
those communities engaged with the programme. Secondly, it is essential to ensure 
that any peace dividend impacts on the entire community rather than being seen to 
reward bad behaviour by focusing only on armed groups. �ere have been criticisms 
of the DDR (Disarmament, Demobilisation and Reinsertion) approach, which is seen 
by some as a ‘one-size–£ts-all’ approach by the United Nations and governments, 
globally. Some critics argue that the DDR model prioritises former £ghters and the 
bene£ts are not felt strongly enough by the wider community. �is criticism of DDR 
is accompanied by the other main criticism that quite often the former combatants 
engage in the two ‘D’s and rarely get the ‘R’ in return.

Identity
Many of the protracted violent con�icts in which Glencree engages have many drivers 
and inter-related components. Identity issues tend to surface at some point in the 
work being conducted. In Afghanistan, for example, tribal and/or ethnic identity often 
sets a person apart from other groups. While on a day-to-day basis, the members of 
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Afghan ethnic groups can work together and extend some level of respect to each 
other, at times of heightened tension between ethnic groups, through the fear of loss 
of identity, their ethnicity takes on a new importance and becomes another driver of 
the con�ict. �is learning is drawn directly from Northern Ireland where we often 
experience a need for expression to be given to people’s identity through parades, art, 
murals etc. Again, even in Northern Ireland, while identity is important, it is not until 
you perceive it to be under threat that it contributes to violence.

Post Violent Con	ict or Post Con	ict Violence - A Case for Inclusive and Equal 
Access to Justice? 
Northern Ireland, since the signing of the Good Friday Agreement, has become 
known as a ‘post con�ict environment’. In fact, this de£nition of the current condition 
of Northern Ireland is quite wrong in the opinion of the author of this piece. In reality, 
Northern Ireland has a peace process, but con�ict remains high and the �uctuating 
trust between stakeholders is sometimes at a remarkably low level.

Ian White presenting certi�cates in Haiti
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Synopsis of areas of work of Glencree International Programme since 2000 

Country/ Region Nature of work 

 Sri Lanka 

 Partnering with An Garda Siochana to provide Human Rights -based Police   
Training to the LTTE Police Service 

 Hosting two meetings of the LTTE political wing as they considered 
responses to the proposals made by the Government of Sri Lanka. (2000 -
2004) 

Colombia 
 Partnering with Trocaire to provide capacity-building programmes to 

strengthen the ability of civil society groups to manage or resolve local level 
con�icts. (1999-2002) 

Israel Palestine 

 Partnering with the Van Leer Institute primarily to establish linkages 
between joint Israeli and Palestinian civil society groups and Irish civil society 
groups with the objective of facilitating a sharing of experience   

 The hosting of six joint visits involving Members of the Knesset and 
Members of the Palestinian Legislative Council 

 The chairing and facilitation of four workshops in the region and in Ireland to 
give consideration to issues arising out of the planned withdrawal of Israeli 
Settlements from Gaza. This process also involved representatives from all 
four members of the quartet 

 Facilitation of a former prisoners workshop in Gaza catering for the 
leaderships of Alaqsa Martyrs, Hamas, Islamic Jihad and PFLP and with the 
purpose of sharing Ireland’s experience of peacebuilding and making a 
contribution to Palestinian Unity 

 2002-ongoing 

Liberia 

 Capacity -building with the Liberian Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
including the development of a working de�nition for Reconciliation 

 Work with Liberian Members of Parliament to link them more clearly to the  
work of the TRC and prepare them for the TRC report and what will be 
required of them when the report is produced.  
2005-2006 

Haiti 

 In partnership with Concern Worldwide, delivered an inclusive and  
comprehensive violence reduction programme in two slums in Port au Prince  

 Established a Haitian-owned practical peacebuilding NGO called Lakou Lape 
and continue to provide a local resource for the management of intergroup 
violence - in particular, in the slums of Haiti.  
2004-2012 With limited support for Lakou Lape continuing. 

Afghanistan 

 Provided peacebuilding training to seven Afghan NGOs with active 
peacebuilding programmes and built an informal network of peacebuilders  
out of this training. 

 The development of a con�ict-sensitivity tool to “con�ict-proof” the 
development activities of Norwegian Church Aid. 

 The development together with Norwegian Church Aid (NCA) of a concept  
and application to the Norwegian Embassy, Kabul, which integrated 
peacebuilding and development into the same process. 

 The delivery of a twelve-week peace studies programme by Islamic Scholars 
in six Afghan Universities. Each programme catered for inclusive groups of 
forty students each 
2006-2012 

Setting aside the threat from Republican dissidents, one of the reasons that the 
durability of the process is tested by outbursts of violence is because of what some 
marginalised communities perceive as the lack of access to justice. When it is perceived 
that members of other groups or communities are getting justice and you are not 
(which is a common dynamic in protracted con�icts) and where stakeholders have a 
sense of being marginalised, then frustration at what appears to be a discriminatory 
justice system, can easily erupt into violence. Furthermore, as is often experienced 
by Glencree in Afghanistan and more recently in Liberia, when an individual does 
not - or feels that they do not have - access to justice, then revenge is something quite 
similar.

Conclusion
�e following table is intended to provide a synopsis of the areas of GIP work over 
the past £fteen years, starting from small beginnings and tentative steps. Most of this 
work has not been referenced in this piece and still needs to be documented in greater 
detail. In all of these cases we have felt that the Irish experience has something to o�er. 
�is preliminary re�ection has tried to clarify how our own learning from Northern 
Ireland feeds into this work and o�ers di�erent possibilities in di�erent contexts. We 
will continue to draw out speci£c learning from the projects in which we have been 
involved, so that the lessons from Ireland can be made more e�ective in making a 
di�erence elsewhere.

It should be clear that the range of the work alluded to, is broad. Even though the 
engagement in some of these cases has not been long term, there are key perspectives 
from our experience that contribute something of value. Working in partnership can 
bring results that help people to see opportunities and possible alternative approaches 
where they may not have been able to previously. �rough our own re�ection process 
we can be more strategic about what we have to o�er and where we feel we can add 
this value.
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Synopsis of areas of work of Glencree International Programme since 2000 

Country/ Region Nature of work 

 Sri Lanka 

 Partnering with An Garda Siochana to provide Human Rights -based Police   
Training to the LTTE Police Service 

 Hosting two meetings of the LTTE political wing as they considered 
responses to the proposals made by the Government of Sri Lanka. (2000 -
2004) 

Colombia 
 Partnering with Trocaire to provide capacity-building programmes to 

strengthen the ability of civil society groups to manage or resolve local level 
con�icts. (1999-2002) 

Israel Palestine 

 Partnering with the Van Leer Institute primarily to establish linkages 
between joint Israeli and Palestinian civil society groups and Irish civil society 
groups with the objective of facilitating a sharing of experience   

 The hosting of six joint visits involving Members of the Knesset and 
Members of the Palestinian Legislative Council 

 The chairing and facilitation of four workshops in the region and in Ireland to 
give consideration to issues arising out of the planned withdrawal of Israeli 
Settlements from Gaza. This process also involved representatives from all 
four members of the quartet 

 Facilitation of a former prisoners workshop in Gaza catering for the 
leaderships of Alaqsa Martyrs, Hamas, Islamic Jihad and PFLP and with the 
purpose of sharing Ireland’s experience of peacebuilding and making a 
contribution to Palestinian Unity 

 2002-ongoing 

Liberia 

 Capacity -building with the Liberian Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
including the development of a working de�nition for Reconciliation 

 Work with Liberian Members of Parliament to link them more clearly to the  
work of the TRC and prepare them for the TRC report and what will be 
required of them when the report is produced.  
2005-2006 

Haiti 

 In partnership with Concern Worldwide, delivered an inclusive and  
comprehensive violence reduction programme in two slums in Port au Prince  

 Established a Haitian-owned practical peacebuilding NGO called Lakou Lape 
and continue to provide a local resource for the management of intergroup 
violence - in particular, in the slums of Haiti.  
2004-2012 With limited support for Lakou Lape continuing. 

Afghanistan 

 Provided peacebuilding training to seven Afghan NGOs with active 
peacebuilding programmes and built an informal network of peacebuilders  
out of this training. 

 The development of a con�ict-sensitivity tool to “con�ict-proof” the 
development activities of Norwegian Church Aid. 

 The development together with Norwegian Church Aid (NCA) of a concept  
and application to the Norwegian Embassy, Kabul, which integrated 
peacebuilding and development into the same process. 

 The delivery of a twelve-week peace studies programme by Islamic Scholars 
in six Afghan Universities. Each programme catered for inclusive groups of 
forty students each 
2006-2012 
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Nepal 

 Hosting of two delegations of civil society and political actors as well as 
government o�cials who had engagement with the Nepali Peace Process 
and wanted to learn from some aspects of the Irish Peace Process 
2009-Ongoing 

Thailand 

 In partnership with PACTA a Finnish peacebuilding NGO, Glencree facilitated 
a small delegation of Unionist and Republican politicians and activists to 
share experience with Thai Government O�cials, Politicians,  peacebuilding 
institutes, and civil society actors from Southern Provinces in Thailand 

 Hosting of a group of Thai O�cials and academics with a speci�c interest in 
the role of the military in a peace process. 

 Hosting of a group of members of the Southern Border Provinces Advisory 
Committee to a fact-�nding visit to Ireland North and South. 
2008-Ongoing 

The Kurdish 
Con�ict 

 In partnership with the Democratic Progress Institute, Glencree hosted two 
groups of key stakeholders from Turkey who are directly  engaged with the 
Kurdish con�ict. After a number of single identity events, it is envisaged that 
a fully-inclusive event will be hosted where all stakeholder groups will be 
represented. 
2011-Ongoing. 

Moldova and 
Transnistria  

 Hosting and support for representatives of stakeholder groups from 
Moldova and Transdnistria as part of the contribution of Ireland during its 
Presidency of the OSCE. 
2010 – ongoing 

General 

International Programme sta�  are regularly invited to address audiences 
both in Ireland, North and South and also internationally. These events are 
too numerous to list but are important opportunities to strengthen the work 
of our partners in the �eld and create enabling opportunities to advance our 
work. 
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�e Role of International Volunteers 
  Eamon Rafter & Sorcha Tormey

International Volunteers Reunion August 2009

�e principle of voluntarism was an essential part of the early development of 
Glencree. Programme participants were voluntary and this made their participation 
more meaningful. In the same way people from the North and the South and many 
di�erent countries gave their time and skills to help make the site a place where 
the work could be done. �e contribution of literally hundreds of people over many 
years was vital to the spirit of the work and means that the values and mission of the 
organisation remain alive in many diverse locations.

By the time the organisation was running focused programmes to support reconciliation 
on the island of Ireland in the eighties and early nineties, an International Volunteer 
Programme had become central to the way the work was done. �e programme brought 
a diverse group of individuals of di�erent ages and backgrounds from many di�erent 
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countries to live on ‘the mountain’ and make a real contribution to the work. �ese 
volunteers lived on-site in the Wicklow Wing and brought a sense of community 
and vibrancy to the Centre. �ey made an essential contribution to the programme 
work by looking after visitors and creating an atmosphere which was so valuable in 
supporting the work.

Many of them came from countries such as Israel, Palestine, Afghanistan, Haiti and 
the Balkans, where con�ict was a reality and they could share their own £rsthand 
experience. When programme participants came to stay, they got to know the 
Glencree volunteers and often formed lasting friendships with them.  Glencree tried 
to o�er a learning dimension to the programme, but there was so much work to be 
done on-site to support the running of the Centre that it was hard to provide the right 
balance. However, the experience was life-changing for many who have subsequently 

Glencree Centre for Peace and Reconciliation values the principle and practice of 
volunteerism at all levels of our work. �e teamwork of salaried sta� and volunteers 
allows us to o�er our visitors and programme participants the best services possible. 
Volunteers contribute their time, unique talents, skills and knowledge. �ey provide 
support for salaried sta� to concentrate on their own areas of responsibility within the 
organisation.

Volunteers add value to the work of the organisation through their commitment and 
by virtue of the fact that they are resident in Glencree. �ey provide a welcoming 
atmosphere that is so important to the work we do.

As volunteers at Glencree come from all over the world, they bring their own cultural 
perspectives and experience. �is allows for a diverse and intercultural atmosphere, 
which is important in reconciliation work. Programme participants welcome the 
volunteers’ contribution and �nd great value in the social time they spend with them.

Glencree statement on volunteering 2006
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returned to visit and meet the friends they had made and got to know during their 
time at Glencree. �e residential programme work could not have been done without 
the volunteers. Without them, Glencree would have seemed less diverse, vibrant and 
colourful and we will be forever indebted to their generosity and spirit.

Sorcha Tormey was an international volunteer at Glencree who came from Australia 
and went on to work as a member of the Peace Education Team. She describes the 
experience:

‘My time at Glencree began with the drive up the winding road from Enniskerry, 
Co. Wicklow. I was nervous and excited on that Sunday evening in early September 
2005. I had no idea what was in store and what it would mean to be part of the 
International Volunteer Programme and part of this community nestled away in the 
Wicklow Mountains. �e imposing sight of the Barracks building was a �ash of grey 
as the car turned another corner and my mind raced with thoughts about the people 

Volunteer Reunion Lunch 
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I was about to meet, the work we would be doing and all that this experience at 
Glencree would bring.

I had decided to apply to be part of the international volunteer programme after 
completing a master’s degree in peace and con�ict studies at the University of 
Queensland, Australia. Originally from Ireland, I had moved to Brisbane as a child 
with my family. As a £rst venture into the work of peace and con�ict transformation, it 
made sense to go back to Ireland to learn about the con�ict there and try to understand 
how it impacted the place where I was from. When I began researching peace centres 
and organisations on the island of Ireland, I was excited to £nd a centre in Wicklow 
as I had grown up in Bray, just down the road. I was drawn to Glencree because 
the people working there were undertaking peacebuilding programmes within and 
between di�erent communities. From the little research I had done it seemed to be 
quite rare to £nd an organisation directly and actively engaged in the work of peace 
and con�ict transformation.

International volunteers usually lived and worked at Glencree for twelve months 
(although some stayed for both longer and shorter periods) and so I moved into the 
Wicklow Wing, the volunteer accommodation, with fourteen other volunteers from 
Palestine, India, Germany, Hungary, the United States, Canada, China, the Philippines, 
South Africa and New Zealand. Because there were so many of us, we were sharing 
rooms and generally living on top of each other. I had assumed that this would be a big 
adjustment and one of the more challenging aspects of volunteer life but surprisingly 
it worked well and we quickly settled into life on the mountain.

�e International Volunteer Programme was divided into two streams. Most 
volunteers worked for the Centre in a general capacity and undertook a number of 
di�erent duties that directly supported all programme sta� and groups that visited. 
�is may have involved assisting with hosting and facilitating groups and visitors, 
working in the kitchen, housekeeping, maintaining the Centre grounds, helping out 
with transportation, as well as anything else that might have been needed. �e variety 
of programmes and the sensitivity of the work that the groups were involved in meant 
that the international volunteer team became very adept at responding to di�erent 
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circumstances and situations as they arose. �is was especially true with groups that 
stayed overnight when most of the centre sta� had gone home for the day, and it was 
up to programme sta� and the volunteers to ensure that participants had all that they 
needed. In this way, the International Volunteer Programme was integral not only to 
the day-to-day running of the organisation, but in creating and developing a strong 
sense of community and enabling the centre to be a place of welcome and safety for 
all who stayed there.

�e second stream of the International Volunteer Programme was made up of a small 
number of volunteers working mainly as interns supporting speci£c programmes 
within the centre. I had applied and been accepted to work as an intern for the Peace 
Education Programme along with Meenu Raghunathan, a volunteer from India, 
Nneka Madu who had come from the United States and Elaine Adair-Smith who had 
arrived from Canada. We had been brought into the programme to work with Conn 
Mulvenna and Claudia Bradshaw, two people who were passionately committed to the 
vision of Glencree and, particularly, the work of the Peace Education Programme. �e 
work of the programme involved either short programmes with individual schools and 
youth groups from north or south of the border, or longer programmes working on a 
cross-border or cross-community basis with cluster groups. We also had opportunities 
to work with young people from di�erent countries who were either coming from a 
context of violent, political con�ict or were interested in learning about the con�ict 
and subsequent peace process on the island of Ireland.

At that time, there were over 2000 young people participating in the Peace Education 
programme at Glencree each year and bringing with them a lot of energy, excitement 
and interest in the work of the Centre. �e programmes facilitated with these young 
people were interactive, participant-focused and were designed to enable them to 
re�ect on situations of con�ict, to draw out their ideas about how to work with those 
situations and recognise and develop the skills they have to enact peaceful change 
in their own lives and the lives of those around them. Depending on the needs of 
the groups, the workshops focused on speci£c themes such as working with con�ict, 
leadership, citizenship, group work and team-building.
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In order to meet the demands of the programme and accommodate the large number 
of young people participating in it, a facilitator panel was created made up of £fteen 
people from a variety of backgrounds who would come to the Centre on a sessional 
basis to work with the groups. �is was a wonderful addition to the Peace Education 
Programme team - not only because of the quality of the work being delivered by the 
facilitators, but because of the support they gave to the programme and the Centre as a 
whole. �e panel was extra special because a handful of those facilitators had previously 
been participants in the Peace Education Programme as members of a youth group 
and were now coming back to continue the work of the programme, in particular 
Shane O’Connor, Riona Judge McCormack, Eimear Friel and Alan Hayes. As an 
intern on the programme, it was an invaluable experience to have the opportunity to 
work with all of the facilitators and learn about tailoring peace education to the needs 
and interests of the young people we were working with.

Living on the mountain was a very rewarding experiences but, of course, there were 
challenges, especially for volunteers living so far away from their family and friends 

Glencree Sta� and Volunteers at Belfast Marathon 2007
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back home. We were so fortunate to have the support of members of the Glencree 
community who went to great lengths to help us out. In particular, Rosy Wilson, one 
of the longest-serving local volunteers at Glencree, who gave so much time and e�ort 
to the Centre in so many ways and who in particular supported the international 
volunteer programme with regular ESL classes. We also would have been lost without 
the assistance and friendship of resident Centre caretaker Pat Fleming and there was 
many a volunteer who struggled to say goodbye to him when their time at Glencree 
came to an end. Many of us were very fortunate to spend time with our neighbour 
down the road, Brendan Crowley, who was wonderful company with his famous 
repertoire of proverbs usually delivered ‘as gaeilge’. �e last piece of advice he gave me, 
which I will never forget was, ‘Sorcha, never sell a hen on a wet day’. Centre sta� were 
also a vital support, in particular, Eamon Rafter who worked closely with a number of 
international volunteer teams before the programme came to an end in 2011.

Six months after I started volunteering at Glencree, I was appointed full-time 
as Peace Education Programme O¡cer, following in the footsteps of Claudia 
after her resignation. For the next two years I worked closely with Conn, Eamon, 
the International Volunteer team and the panel of facilitators to deliver the Peace 
Education Programme. Towards the end of my time as a full-time sta� member I also 
had the opportunity to work with Sean O’Boyle and Ian White on the International 
Programme and travel to Afghanistan. Afterwards, I continued to work as a sessional 
facilitator with Phil Killeen on the Women’s Programme, working particularly on a 
cross-border, cross-community basis with women from north and south of the border. 
During my time at the Centre, I also had the opportunity to connect in with the 
work of Wilhelm Verwoerd, Jacinta De Paor and Colin Murphy, which I appreciated 
immensely.

Little did I know on that £rst drive up the mountain to Glencree that I was going to 
meet an incredible group of people and learn so much about the joys and challenges 
of community and peacebuilding work. �e untimely death of Conn Mulvenna in 
2012 was not only a great loss to the world and those working so hard for peace and 
justice, but it was also a stark reminder of how special Glencree is as a place of peace 
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and reconciliation and how important it is that the work continues. As a volunteer and 
sta� member, I feel so fortunate to have had the opportunity to learn from the people 
who work there.

My hope is that Glencree, as both a community and a peacebuilding organisation, 
is supported so that it can continue to be of bene£t to people experiencing violent 
con�ict and promote peace and justice within and between communities on the island 
of Ireland and around the world.’

Sorcha Tormey, Brisbane, Australia, 2013

Key lessons for the future
�e International Volunteer Programme was suspended in 2011 with the closure 
of the residential facilities because of the ongoing £nancial challenge. �is was the 
£rst time in approximately twenty years that Glencree was no longer a residential 
community with volunteers living on site. We are not clear whether there will be 
international volunteers on-site in the future, but it is important to re�ect on what we 
have learnt and bear this in mind in the event of the programme being renewed. �e 
following are some of the key things that emerged over a period of time in relation to 
hosting and working with international volunteers.

• A good recruitment process is essential to attract the right people and it is 
important that there is enough information about the work they will be doing. 
Willingness to spend time in a remote location is a requirement and they may 
not have had this type of experience before.

• �e duration of the period spent at Glencree was normally one year, but this 
was not possible for many people. A shorter duration of six months should also 
be considered.



203

• �e living conditions of the volunteers would need to be improved as the 
current facilities would not be adequate. Single rooms that a�ord some privacy 
and better cooking and leisure facilities would be desirable.

• Clarity about the expectations of Glencree with regard to the abilities of 
volunteers is important. A good supervision structure and some mentoring 
support is also needed for the process to be rewarding for the volunteer.

• �e option of having local volunteers and some from Northern Ireland allows 
for better diversity in the volunteer team and provides support for those coming 
from very di�erent cultural backgrounds

• Some clear policy on bringing volunteers from developing countries who need 
to feel that they can get the most out of the opportunity and go home with 
additional skills, knowledge and experience

• A clear learning path and links to programme work should be de£ned as some 
volunteers were disappointed that they could not access the peacebuilding 
opportunities for which they had come to Glencree in the £rst place.

• Glencree should be sure that it can o�er an opportunity to volunteers and only 
restart the programme if this is the case. �e needs of the organisation are not 
reason enough to do so.

�ese are some of the key points that would inform a future volunteer programme 
at Glencree. �e contribution of volunteers to the work of Glencree has been huge 
and we feel that the experience has also o�ered a lot to those who have come here. 
It is essential that such a programme is well managed and that the right supports are 
available for people living in a fairly remote area. We hope that we have not seen the 
end of Glencree as a residential community, although for now, we have to accept that 
we no longer have this rich asset to help our work.
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‘If you want to make peace 
with your enemy, you have 
to work with your enemy. 
�en he becomes your 
partner.’ 

Nelson Mandela
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William Devas is CEO of the Glencree Centre for Peace and Reconciliation.  He 
is a trained mediator and dialogue and storytelling facilitator and has been working 
in peacebuilding since 2010.  Following a few years in hotel management, tourism 
and large event management William spent eight years working in International 
Humanitarian Aid and Development, travelling widely in Africa, Asia and Latin 
America.  He was brought up in England, studied in Scotland and lives in Dublin.

Roelf Meyer is an independent consultant on peace processes who has worked in 
Northern Ireland, Sri Lanka, Rwanda, Burundi, Kosovo and Bolivia. He was chief 
negotiator for the National Party (NP) government in the negotiations on the 
settlement of the South African con�ict and after the elections he continued in the 
portfolio of Constitutional A�airs in the cabinet of former President Nelson Mandela.

Geo�rey Corry is a family and workplace mediator, trainer, and con�ict management 
specialist who has worked for the past twenty-£ve years in Ireland. He has been active 
in peacemaking since 1974 through the Glencree Centre for Peace and Reconciliation, 
where he served as chairperson (1982–1987), lead facilitator for the Political Dialogue 
Programme, and director for fourteen Glencree summer schools (1994–2007)

Eamon Rafter is Learning Co-ordinator at Glencree where he has worked since 2005. 
He is a peace educator and facilitator with responsibility for education and training 
programmes with schools, youth, universities, adult and community groups. He has 
worked on peacebuilding programmes in Ireland north and south, Israel & Palestine, 
South Africa, Afghanistan and in several European countries. His role also involves 
documenting and sharing the learning of the organisation and in this capacity he has 
compiled and edited this publication. 

Author Biographies 
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Phil Killeen is Coordinator of the Women’s Programme at the Glencree Centre for 
Peace and Reconciliation working with women north and south.  She is an experienced 
senior manager and human resource professional and worked in the service industry 
with clients in the public, private and semi-state sector. She is a business and training 
consultant, holds a BA in Industrial Relations & Personnel Management, is a Chartered 
Member of the CIPD and a Licensed Master Practitioner of NLP.

Ian White is originally from Newtonards in Northern Ireland, but moved to Dublin 
in 1983 and worked for a number of peacebuilding organisations before becoming 
Excecutive Director of Glencree in 1994. He held this post for a decade developing 
initiatives with politicians, victims, former combatants, religious, young leaders and 
women before establishing his own peacebuilding consultancy. Between 2010 and 
2014 he returned to Glencree to formally establish and manage the International 
Programme with work in Haiti, Afghanistan, Israel, Palestine, Liberia and �ailand. 
Ian now works as a private consultant with a number of state and non-state clients in 
di�erent countries.

Jacinta De Paor is psychologist, process therapy practitioner and owner of ‘Next 
Phases: Con�ict Exploration, Facilitation & Training’ and she currently serves 
on  the management committee of ‘Facing Forward’.  From 1999 to 2008 she was 
Director of Glencree’s LIVE Programme for Dialogue between Combatants and 
Victims.  She has also worked with Young O�enders, as a counsellor to students with 
disabilities, as supervisor to Adult Ed Sta� with VEC Newbridge and  in the US at 
the Psych Dept., John Hopkins University, Baltimore, US, working on a project on 
schizophrenia.  Jacinta has developed a number of programmes and advised on con�ict 
& trauma with the Basque Government and with Geneva and Leuven Universities. 
She has presented her work at the US Association for Con�ict Resolution (ACR),  at 
the European Conference on Trauma & at Quinnipiac University, USA.

Wilhelm Verwoerd is a former researcher on the South African Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission and lecturer in Philosophy at University of Stellenbosch, South Africa. 
He was programme co-ordinator of the Survivors and Former Combatants Programme 
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at Glencree, from 2002. He then co-founded the Glencree Sustainable Peace Network 
and was a co-ordinator and facilitator until 2011.  Wilhelm is author of ‘My Winds of 
Change’ (1996) and in 2008 his PhD thesis ‘Equity, Mercy, Forgiveness: Interpreting 
Amnesty within the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission’, was 
published. He returned to South Africa in 2012 to help develop the work of a new 
organisation ‘Beyond Walls’.

Colin Murphy lived in Belfast until 1975 and then moved south. He got involved with 
Glencree in the early eighties and later, as CEO, was instrumental in the re-opening of 
the organisation in 1992. He then worked as the Programme Manager of the Glencree 
Churches Programme, an inclusive cross-border initiative that examined the role of the 
churches in the con�ict.  In this programme individuals were o�ered the opportunity 
to explore ways that di�erent churches can combat sectarianism and facilitate peace. 

Sorcha Tormey was born in Ireland and grew up in Australia. She came back to Ireland 
and to Glencree in 2005 as an International volunteer and later joined the Peace 
Education team working as an administrator and facilitator in the programme. She 
also worked as a facilitator on the Women’s Programme. Sorcha is currently completing 
her PhD at the University of Queensland in Brisbane, Australia.
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Re�ections on Glencree Peacebuilding
Edited by Eamon Rafter

The Glencree Centre for Peace and Reconciliation

transforming violent con�ict
building peace

‘Talks, negotiations, peacebuilding, empowerment of civil society, leadership, 
political partnerships - these are the bread and butter of Glencree’      

Roelf Meyer

‘Glencree - 40 years of building peace’ 
Glencree was founded in 1974, so we are marking this signi�cant anniversary by 
sharing our accumulated learning of peacebuilding practice on the island of Ireland 
and internationally. �is book focuses mostly on the past twenty years and o ers 
both narrative accounts of the programme work and reections on how we now see 
the di erent strands of this work. �e people who have been directly involved in 
managing and delivering the programmes were asked to contribute chapters and we 
also o er some broader context for how ideas about reconciliation have developed 
within the organisation. 

We want to o er practitioners, academics working in this �eld, as well as the general 
reader some sense of what Glencree has been engaged in and continues to work at, 
acknowledging that there is still much to be done.  

We believe these reections highlight the continuing  importance of  reconciliation.

‘I am very proud to be Patron of the Glencree Centre for Peace and Reconciliation 
and wish them every success as they continue with their vital and inspiring work.’  
 President Michael D. Higgins

  
‘Glencree has a real and ongoing contribution to make towards enduring peace on 
the island of Ireland.’            Wilhelm Verwoerd    
 
‘I have been on a number of cross-community and peace projects but there is 
something unique and peculiar to Glencree that makes it stand out from the rest.’   

Participant in Schools Programme Evaluation

The Glencree Centre for Peace and Reconciliation
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