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East Belfast, the birthplace of the Titanic, has hit its own
iceberg. Once the industrial hub of the Northern Irish
economy, the shipyard and the industrial base that served it
are now in terminal decline. Thirty years of violent, sectarian
conflict have compounded the impact of this industrial
decay. Protestant and Roman Catholic communities retreated
into ghettoes hemmed in by ‘Peace Walls’. Here, amongst
‘their own’, the two factions found a degree of safety,
security, and protection, demarcating their territory with
colourful, frequently intimidating, graffiti and murals that
leave the casual visitor in no doubt as to the neighbourhood’s
political and cultural identity (Rolston 1992). Kerbstones
mark boundaries and declare affiliation and the ‘peace-lines’
between the communities represent almost surreal mirrors:
where the gaudily splashed red, white, and blue kerbs of
loyalist communities are reflected green, white, and orange
in the republican communities on the
other side of the divide.

Those who grow up in such an
environment have limited
opportunities to meet their
neighbours from the other side.
Almost all schools are segregated by
religion. Young Catholics and
Protestants rarely meet. They have few opportunities to play
with one another; they may not even play the same games.
They celebrate different events and party on different dates.
The dominant elements of the youth culture are substantially
the same elements that dominate the ‘parent’ culture.

What has been distinctive about the youth cultural
activities of working class adolescents in Northern
Ireland has been their apparent continuity rather than
discontinuity with parental sectarian traditions and
political sensibilities... young people in Northern Ireland,
both Protestant and Roman Catholic, have increasingly
become the guardians of ‘tradition’. (Bell 1990: 9)

Creating opportunities for dialogue between these mutually
antagonistic traditions is a difficult process. There are no
neutral venues in east Belfast and when opportunities are
created for young people to meet across the sectarian divide,
such interactions may be superficial; a culture of politeness
and distrust typified by the attitude ‘whatever you say, say
nothing’ restricts meaningful discussion (Eyben et al 1997).

Yet it is the young who suffer most from the impact of
social exclusion and urban deprivation. They earn less,
receive lower benefits, are at greater risk of crime, take more
risks with their health, are more likely to be homeless and
unemployed, under-perform academically, and are politically
disempowered (Fitzpatrick et al 1998).

Children and young people rarely have opportunities to
have their opinions heard... discrimination occurs...
decisions made by adults are not always in the best
interests of the child. (Geraghty 1999: 64)

The young have also suffered disproportionately from the
political violence.  Between 1969 and 1998, the risk of dying
in a ‘Troubles-related incident’ was more than twice as high
for those in the 20-24 age group than for the over-40s. Just
over a third of all victims were aged between 15 and 24 (Fay
et al 1999).

The present climate of change and
challenge in Northern Ireland offers
unrivalled opportunities for young
people to influence the shape and
structure of a society struggling to
come to terms with its newfound
peace. But ensuring active youth

participation in this deeply divided society is a complex task.
If the young are to be enfranchised in the post-ceasefire
reconstruction of Northern Ireland, a critical dilemma needs
to be addressed:

• How can situations be created where constructive debate
can flourish between young people and between young
people and decision-makers?

• Where can this process find a safe refuge in this volatile
and deeply divided society?

The results of a recent initiative in east Belfast suggest that
one possible answer may lie in the new information
technologies.

Young people’s rights
Access to the Internet is expanding rapidly and, although
ownership of the necessary hardware is in many ways
determined by class, the availability of on-line computers is
increasing through schools, colleges, and community
projects. The World Wide Web is politically neutral. There
are no murals, no painted kerbstones in cyberspace.

Building bridges through the web

In Northern Ireland, young people have suffered disproportionately from the combined effects of urban deprivation
and thirty years of conflict. Ensuring that they have a voice in rebuilding is far from straightforward. This article
describes an initiative designed to give young people from East Belfast a say in the drafting of the Bill of Rights.
Here Matt Milliken argues that chatrooms proved to be an effective medium for opening dialogue between
young people with disparate, frequently opposing views, and for creating an opportunity for young people to
engage directly with decision-makers.

The World Wide Web is
politically neutral. There are

no murals, no painted
kerbstones in cyberspace.
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Included in the structures envisaged within the Good
Friday Agreement was a proposal to introduce a Bill of
Rights for Northern Ireland. The regeneration organisation,
the Greater East Belfast Partnership, identified that on-line
conferencing could be used to provide an opportunity for
local young people to contribute to the process of public
consultation initiated by the Northern Ireland Human Rights
Commission (NIHRC) on the priorities and content of the
Bill. Young people’s rights were to be both the theme of this
conference and also an underpinning value throughout its
planning and design.

A group of five young people with previous chatroom
experience acted as monitors for the conference. They took
part in training to prepare them for their task and discussed
the topics for the conference. Five thematic tracks were
agreed: youth rights, culture and rights, peace and rights,
fundamental rights, and rights in Northern Ireland (see
‘rights’ screen). Participants were able to explore issues of
particular interest to them in one or more of these
chatrooms.

On entering the conference participants were informed that
all discussions would be recorded for inclusion in a report.
They were required to accept this condition in order to
progress further into the conference (see ‘consent’ screen).

Dependence on these logged transcripts alone could have
led to subjectivity in the research. Other sources of evidence
were therefore used – evaluation questionnaires, evaluation
meeting recordings, research diary, and personal recordings
– to ensure that findings would be verifiable from a number
of angles.

All schools and youth groups in Greater East Belfast with
pupils over the age of 12 were invited to participate and
issued with an ‘Idiots Guide’ that outlined the nature of the
conference and provided practical information on how to
take part. Invitations were sent to all political parties and to
all the NIHRC Commissioners. The conference took place
over three days in six two-hour time slots.

All participants registered on-line and their registration
was forwarded automatically to a Supervisor. Participants
were asked to select a ‘handle’ or nickname by which they
would be known during the conference. Over the three days
of the conference more than 150 young people took part in
the discussions alongside representatives of several of the
major political parties and commissioners from the NIHRC.

This method of engagement was shown to have four
principal benefits, described in more detail below.

Diversity and inclusiveness
The conference drew participants from Catholic, Protestant,
and integrated schools, from mainstream schools and special
schools. The technology opened the prospect of young
people with disabilities contributing as equals alongside
young women and men with differing beliefs and aspirations.

BIGNORM60: We are a group of disabled students who
would like to see more rights with regards to disabled
people, in particular access to shops, cinemas and all
public buildings.

Mossbank: i agree with bignorm60. not enough shops and
areas of interest have wheelchair access and if they do it
is very limited.

liberty17: yes bignorm i agree with u

BIGNORM60: another example of paying lipservice is
the Waterfront Hall where the lift is too small and you
can’t access all areas!

No participant needed fear physical violence from other
participants unwilling to accept her/his beliefs: ‘Because
people usually interact with one another only by exchanging
texts or documents, the common prejudices they hold against
particular sexes, races, ethnic or religious groups, etc. are
more likely to remain irrelevant’ (Fisher et al 1994: 2). The
young people could participate as equals.

Free expression

Each individual using his or her desktop computer does
not know what advantages or disadvantages he or she
may have compared with other users, and is therefore
inclined to uphold values of equity and tolerance in
dealing with them. (Vandenberg 1997: 2)
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The safety that this neutral venue provided allowed for the
expression of honest and forthright views, as the following
example illustrates.

jonnymckee: what about the guns

static2001: If guns are handed over they can be easily
bought again, what difference will it make

JOEBANS: FORGET ABOUT THE GUNS THEY ARE
SILENT

alliancegerry: An SF activist once said to me, the guns
are there for a purpose, even if they are not being fired

static2001: WELL SAID JOEBANS

jonnymckee: a silent gun to my head is still scary 

static2001: but no-one is holding a silent gun to your
head

alliancegerry: that’s not what a lot of people feel, static. a
lot of people feel they can’t trust IRA/UDA/UVF – not
necessarily me but a lot of people genuinely worry

JOEBANS: SPEAK FOR
YOURSELF GERRY 

static2001: but will
decommissioning really stop the
worry, what it all comes down to
is the fact that those
paramilitaries involved in the
talks have co-operated with
everything else

The vast majority of participants (79%) said that the method
allowed them to speak more freely than if they had been
face-to-face with someone. The anonymity of the method
was cited by a number of participants as having been
beneficial: ‘This was the best way to do it, no one was afraid
to say what they thought’.

The young participants’ enjoyment of the conference was
clearly evident. Over three-quarters (77%) of participants felt
that the conference was either ‘very good’ or ‘good’. I
observed in my research diary that the participants clearly
took their involvement very seriously: ‘There’s surprisingly
little waffle on the sites – mainly reflected comments and
genuine interest in the issues’. The peer monitors’ evaluation
supported my understanding: ‘As the conference went on I
got more comfortable with difficult issues and wanted to
discuss things more deeply’; ‘It was great when the
discussion heated up – then I could get really involved’.

Empowerment and enfranchisement
There is potential for young people to engage directly with
the power brokers on-line. Leslie illustrates that such
networks blur social distinctions to the extent that it is
possible to have a computer conference in which a 12-year-
old and a university professor have an essentially peer-to-
peer conversation ‘because neither has the social and cultural
cues that would prevent it from happening’ (1993: 3). In this

particular conference, young people had unprecedented
access to politicians.

static2001: We think full rights should apply from 16

LynnDavison: i agree with u. does that include voting as
well?

womenscoalition: I think you have a point lynn - what
things do you think should especially apply to kids? I
certainly think voting rights should apply form 16

static2001: It affects 16 year olds as well

womenscoalition: Yeah – its not right that you pay taxes
from 16 but aren’t allowed to vote as to who spends them
until you are 18

LynnDavison: it infuriates me to even think about that
point.

fccalloills: At sixteen voters may just replicate their
parents vote. This happens at 18, but at least an 18 yr old
may have developed some more independence.

womenscoalition: there are immature people of every age!

The Chatroom format did not allow
for long and intricate statements.
Sentences of more than about 30
words were sent before they had
been completed, thereby
discouraging wordy contributions.

BriceD: Hi! I am Brice Dickson,
the Chief Commissioner of the

Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission. I’m the guy
who has to take responsibility for what advice is officially
given to

BriceD: the Government on what should be contained in
a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland.

Maretta-Jean: keep your lines short it works a lot easier

BriceD: Any ideas out there on what should be in the
Bill?

Although this had significant drawbacks with respect to the
depth of discussion permitted, it also obliged those who were
inclined to be long-winded to use the informal language of
the younger participants – to participate as equals. The peer
monitors noted this as being a benefit of the system: ‘I
enjoyed telling the politicians what to do... They couldn’t get
away with the crap they normally come out with ‘cos the
system wouldn’t let them write long sentences’.

Economy and practicality

This type of interaction has high educational [...] value at
relatively low cost. (Austin 1994: 35)

No travel was required to participate in this conference, no
venues needed to be booked, no lunches needed to be
provided. No one needed to skip lessons. Schools did not

No participant needed fear
physical violence from other

participants unwilling to accept
her/his beliefs – the young people

could participate as equals.



need to lose a teacher. Indeed, as Bimber claims, ‘lower costs
of organising collective action offered by the Net will be
particularly beneficial for one type of group: those outside
the boundaries of traditional private and public institutions,
those not rooted in businesses, professional or occupational
memberships or the constituencies of existing government
agencies and programs’ (1998: 21).

This initiative does not deny the need for face-to-face
work or for direct contact between young people across the
sectarian divide. Computer conferencing is not a substitute
for the ongoing community relations work being conducted
with young people throughout Northern Ireland. But it does
offer an additional method of creating opportunities for
opening up real dialogue between and within the
communities without the risks and fears that often
accompany such expression while, at the same time,
facilitating direct access to the decision-makers. It appears to
hold out the possibility of creating opportunities for a very
broad range of young people to discuss controversial issues
in safety, to have their voices heard, and to challenge directly
those with the power to effect change. Competence and
confidence in using ICT (information communications
technologies) is increasingly crucial to full participation in
society, but there is a real danger that if access is limited to
those who already have power, the new technologies may
create further social and economic inequalities.

Children have the chance to reinvent communications,
culture, and community. To address the problems of the
new world in new ways. To do better than we did. Instead
of holding them back, we should be pushing them
forward.  Instead of shielding them, we should take them
by the hands, guide them to the gates, and cheer them on.
(Katz 1996: 7)
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to: http://youth.eastbelfast.com/rights/index. htm

� Matt Milliken is Youth Coordinator for the Greater
East Belfast Youth Strategy Group, an intersectoral
partnership initiative. In 1985 he completed an honours
degree in Youth and Community Work at the University
of Ulster, and then went on to study in Berlin at the
FHSS (School of Social Work and Social Education). He
has recently completed a Master’s degree at the
University of Ulster.

The Development Education Journal Volume 7 Number 2 2001 • 11

TH
EM

E
A

R
TI

CL
E


