
 

  



Introduction 

The Shared Island Dialogue series was launched by An Taoiseach Micheál Martin TD on 22 October. 

The first Shared Island Dialogue took place online on Thursday 26 November. Announced as part of 

the broader Shared Island initiative, the Dialogues seek to foster constructive and inclusive civic 

dialogue on all aspects of a shared future on the island underpinned by the Good Friday Agreement. 

Recognising that there are 1.3 million young people born on the island since 1998, who have a central 

role to play in shaping the future, the theme for the first Dialogue of the series was “New Generations 

and New Voices on the Good Friday Agreement”. 

Over 80 young people representing civic, student, sporting, faith, cultural, and youth engagement 

groups from across the island of Ireland participated in the event that was held in both plenary and 

breakout formats. 

The event was moderated by Freya McClements from the Irish Times and an Taoiseach opened the 

plenary session with an online address welcoming participants and encouraging them to contribute 

their thoughts and ideas for the future of the island, which is central to the Government’s Shared 

Island initiative.  

Participants outlined what a Shared Island means to them with video messages that were recorded in 

advance of the event and the Dialogue consisted of two panel discussions covering the themes of 

“Building understanding and connection on the island” and “Equality of opportunity on a Shared 

Island” followed by four breakout sessions. 

Topics for discussion were shaped by the views and issues raised by participants in advance of the 

event and were carried through to the breakout groups that explored the themes: Making the Good 

Friday Agreement work for the next 20 years; The role of civil society and culture in shaping a shared 

future; Identity and rights on a shared island; and Education and opportunity on a shared island. 

This was the first in what will be a series of Dialogue events that will proceed in the months ahead 

focusing on important issues for the future of the island, including the environment, health, education 

and economy, and on key concerns that are addressed in the Good Friday Agreement, such as identity 

and equality. 

The Dialogue series will contribute to the Government’s approach to the Shared Island initiative, 

complementing commissioned research and the implementation of commitments on building a 

Shared Island that are set out in the Programme for Government. 

Strengthening social, economic and political links on the island and the promotion of all-island 

approaches to the strategic challenges facing Ireland, North and South are key objectives.  

The Shared Island Dialogues are being organised by the Shared Island unit in the Department of the 

Taoiseach in partnership with the Department of Foreign Affairs, working closely with range of 

Government Departments and Agencies and in consultation with civil society stakeholders on the 

island. 

  

https://www.gov.ie/en/speech/c70b3-online-address-by-an-taoiseach-on-shared-island/
https://youtu.be/AOYXdb6f1mA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=18daG8VgcUQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=18daG8VgcUQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=18daG8VgcUQ


Report1:  New Generations and New Voices on the Good Friday Agreement 

Summary: 

Across two panel thematic discussions and four breakout sessions there were a number of key 

themes: 

• There is an evident willingness among young people to engage with the Shared Island initiative.  

• The strong desire among those present to have more opportunities for engagement on a cross-

border basis on issues of shared interest such as mental health and climate change was notable. 

• Building understanding of identity and ensuring inclusivity in its broadest sense is of clear value to 

the young people who engaged in this Dialogue.  

• Specific policy issues raised throughout this dialogue included access to education and the 

potential use of education as a tool to build understanding between communities on the island. 

The issues of climate change, rights, mental health and regional equality were also very important 

to the young people present on the day. 

• Finally, there was a broad sense of an opportunity through the Shared Island initiative to develop 

engagement and understanding of the Good Friday Agreement among young people across the 

island. This is especially true in the South where it was seen there is less broad public engagement 

on Peace Process issues more generally than in Northern Ireland. 

 

 

  

                                                           
1 A number of colleagues in the Department of Taoiseach and Department of Foreign Affairs acted as 
rapporteurs for the panel and breakout sessions for the Dialogue, and their work provided the basis for the 
preparation of this composite report.  



Panel Discussion 1 

Building understanding and connection on the island – leadership by post-1998 generation 

Key Messages: 

This panel was moderated by Freya McClements (Irish Times) and had the following panellists: 

- Emma DeSouza, citizens’ rights campaigner and commentator 
- Ryan Shaw, Youth Action NI 
- Síona Cahill, activist and campaigner 

 

This panel has been made available online and can be watched back here. 

 

Key themes that emerged from the discussion included: 

• The Good Friday Agreement is key to delivering reconciliation on the island and the need for 

the Agreement to be implemented in full in order to achieve this. Areas highlighted for 

progress included Legacy, Bill of Rights and integrated education. 

• The need to invest in creating opportunities for young people to meet and engage so as to 

foster connections and understanding and the value of looking at pre-established models such 

as the student movements on the island which have had formal links since the 1970’s as a 

possible framework to follow. The value of informal connections/meetings was also 

mentioned as being important for building relationships. 

• Better understanding of the complexity of identities on the island and the need to broaden 

discourse on identity beyond binary national identity, to also include those who identify as 

both or neither, as well as ethnic minorities and migrants.  

• The important role of education in breaking down barriers and building greater understanding 

across the island. It was emphasised that students of all ages should learn and consider issues 

such as cultural diversity, inclusion and respect. Differing history curricula across the island 

was also noted as a barrier to building understanding for other points of view. 

• The potential for both jurisdictions on the island to work together on social issues of common 

concern such as homelessness, mental health, employment opportunities for young people, 

LGBTI issues, access to education, and human rights. Providing civic space for people to meet 

and work together on these issues will allow for a more natural development of understanding 

and empathy across different communities and traditions. It was said that: “It is common 

sense to discuss shared island approaches to practical issues like mental health, climate 

change, and coronavirus”. 

• The need for people in the South to critically examine their perception of Northern Ireland, 

as well as their own identities and the need – particularly for those in the South – to engage 

on preconceptions or ‘uncomfortable’ questions regarding Northern Ireland. 

• The place in a shared island for people who do not identify as Irish and understanding differing 

perceptions on things like flags and anthems and how this might be engaged with as part of 

the Shared Island initiative. 

  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=18daG8VgcUQ


Panel Discussion 2 

Equality of opportunity on a Shared Island – agenda for the 2020s 

Key Messages: 

This panel was also moderated by Freya McClements (Irish Times) and had the following panellists: 

- Ellen Fearon, President NUS-USI 
- Ian Power, CEO, SpunOut 
- TJ Hogan, Coordinator at East Cork Traveller project 

This panel has been made available online and can be watched back here. 

 

Key themes that emerged from the discussion included: 

• The need for a focus on ensuring Equality in all facets of life and between all communities with 

a call on Governments to work towards a true island of equals as a basis for a shared island.  

• The leadership of young people, and how Government could take account of their approach 

and secure their contribution to a shared island. As in panel 1, the example of NUS-USI, which 

has connected students from across the island since the 1970s was cited, including how the 

organisation has brought students from different communities together to work on campaigns 

such as marriage equality. Investment in youth services was emphasised as being key to 

breaking down inequality. 

• Equality of access to education was of central concern in this panel discussion, and was viewed 

as an essential starting point for delivering equality of opportunity.  

• Both Administrations on the island were also urged to create shared opportunities for young 

people to engage on an all-island basis as part of their education. There are opportunities for 

cross-learning in this space with Northern Ireland providing extensive vocational training 

opportunities for young people, which could be learned from in the South.  Difficulties for 

Northern students in accessing university places in the South was also noted, including 

insufficient information and guidance. It was suggested that there should be a consideration 

of further education funding on the island, focusing on the strategic objectives, as well as 

consideration of lifelong learning. 

• The need to bridge the gap between effective education and meaningful employment was 

also highlighted. Unequal access to employment for some communities on the island was 

mentioned and it was felt that some young people must work far harder at each step along 

the way, making it more difficult to gain good employment as they reach adulthood.  

• The need to celebrate difference and inclusivity, and not use a top-down / one-size-fits-all 

approach. The value of meeting young people in their communities in order to properly 

understand different views and attitudes was highlighted. 

• The issue of youth mental health and the shared challenges being faced by young people 

across the island was discussed. Higher suicide rates in Northern Ireland and the border region 

were of particular concern. The need for better funding and resources to be made available 

locally to communities in need, in both jurisdictions was mentioned.  

• Inclusion of young people from minority backgrounds was discussed, and highlighted as key 

for these conversations going forward. The Black Lives Matter campaign was referenced as an 

important starting point this year, particularly with regards to better understanding the 

experiences of Afro-Irish young people on the island. There was an ask of Governments to 

ensure that the rights of minorities are fully protected in legislation.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xiZOzNsy2Rc&feature=youtu.be


Breakout Groups 

The afternoon session consisted of four break-out groups on the themes: Making the Good Friday 

Agreement work for the next 20 years; The role of civil society and culture in shaping a shared future; 

Identity and rights on a shared island; and Education and opportunity on a shared island. 

Key themes that emerged from these groups included: 

Making the Good Friday Agreement work for the next 20 years 

• There is a lower level of awareness and engagement among young people on the Good Friday 

Agreement, particularly in the South. It was felt that many of the enduring challenges for the 

Peace Process are related to socio-economic issues including education, rather than the 

Agreement in and of itself.   

• The need to ensure that different identities including those that do not identify as either 

nationalist or unionist and/or are from minority ethnic groups are accommodated in the 

Agreement and feel that there is a place for them in a modern Northern Ireland. 

• Implementation of the Good Friday Agreement fully and in all its parts and taking account of 

the commitments and objectives of the Agreement in the policy approaches in areas such as 

welfare, education and housing, were seen as important in maintain its relevance and value 

for young people and contemporary society. 

• Need for more informed and inclusive discourse on the Agreement in the South, that engages 

with the history of the island beyond the nationalist perspective and values the contributions 

from Protestantism/Unionism to the island as a whole. 

• Following Brexit, there is a need to accommodate people of Northern Ireland who want as EU 

citizens to retain access to the benefits and opportunities of the EU, regardless of their 

position on the constitutional question. 

• The need to address regional inequality across the island and particular emphasis on the 

North/West and importance of increased access to higher education and training potentially 

through a new university in the region. 

• The value of hosting regional, community-based dialogues as part of the Shared Island 

Dialogue series to achieve greater engagement at a community level on the Shared Island 

initiative. 

The role of civil society and culture in shaping a shared future 

• There was support for the convening of social dialogues / citizens assembly initiatives to 

address shared challenges on the island such as climate, education, health and rural 

communities. These should allow for informed, evidence-based conversations and 

discussions and be diverse and inclusive, accommodating the perspective and concerns of 

Unionism was emphasised. Careful consideration also to the Chair of any such initiative.  

• The major issue that a number of participants want to focus on is climate change / climate 

justice.  By starting with this issue, it could provide a way to build trust to explore other issues. 

• The need to ensure civic conversations have inclusivity and diversity at their core, with 

adequate representation of people from rural communities, ethnic minorities, asylum 

seekers, views of those who identify as nationalist, unionist and neither, and members of the 

travelling community. Inclusivity in conversations should also be looked at in socio-economic 

terms. 

• Education and mental health were also emphasised as key concerns for civil society. 



• Integrated Education in Northern Ireland was highlighted as a way of ensuring connections 

on a cross-community basis. 

• The value of a shared history curriculum across the island was also raised, although it was 

noted that there are clear sensitivities here and aspects of history remain controversial and 

divisive across communities.  

• The need for stronger hate crime legislation was seen as key for inclusivity. 

• The value of arts and culture in fostering better understanding across communities and 

tradition on the island.  Funding for the arts was viewed as ‘excellent value’ for governments, 

given the societal benefits it fosters. Single identity and cross-community work that engages 

with the arts can also be very effective in breaking down barriers to understanding within and 

between communities, in a way that politics cannot. 

Identity and rights on a shared island 

• The value of moving beyond ‘orange and green identity politics’ and prioritising and 

developing other thematic areas that are amenable to cooperation on the island.  

• Using the experience and example of the student movements to bring people together to co-

operate on an all-island basis in an inclusive manner that is cognisant of there being two 

different jurisdictions involved.   

• The value of engagement for young people with peers from different backgrounds in building 

understanding and trust between communities. 

• Similar to other discussions, full implementation of the Good Friday Agreement across the 

island was also raised as an issue for the whole of the island, including the expression given to 

principles such as parity of esteem and mutual respect, and objectives including integrated 

education and a Bill/Charter of Rights.  

• Education was viewed as a vital starting point for building understanding between different 

communities on the island.  

• Greater protection of women’s and girl’s rights on the island was emphasised especially in 

the context of abortion rights/access and non-consensual sharing of intimate images online. 

• The denial of the rights of trans communities was raised as a concern. 

• Inclusion and treatment of minorities in both jurisdictions was discussed. Greater efforts 

could be made to ensure equality of access to education and employment and to make 

interactions with the State for people from these communities is less difficult.  

• The importance of implementing New Decade New Approach commitments on language, in 

particular with regards to the establishment of the Irish Language and Ulster Scots 

Commissioners was raised. 

• The importance of engaging children on their rights under the UN Declaration of Rights for 

Children and of including them in civic discussions so their voices are heard was discussed. 

This was also raised in one of the other groups with a suggestion that greater inclusion of 

voices of those under 18 year is needed. 

• Housing, worker’s rights and access to health services, particularly mental health services 

were viewed as challenges faced both North and South where there could be space for greater 

cooperation and learning between both jurisdictions in tackling issues.  

Education and opportunity on a shared island 

• There is potential to improve cross-border access to third level education on the island. This 

is seen as a greater challenge for students from Northern Ireland, but in both jurisdictions, 



there is some experience of universities in Britain being promoted over those across the 

border on the island.  

• The need to develop “soft skills” in education was raised with a suggestion on development 

of a platform for curriculum development on life skills, values, engaging with government 

branches and identity issues. It was also suggested that engagement with employability 

coaches at school level could help young people progress into the work force. 

• Echoing the discussion in panel 2, the promotion of non-college options for school leavers 

was highlighted in the group. 

• As in other groups, there was discussion on the history curriculum taught in schools and the 

potential of education to break down barriers and build understanding across the island. The 

value of a ‘bottom-up’ approach in schools and communities in increasing integration and 

understanding was also discussed. 

• The need for better mental health supports across the island was discussed as a shared need 

both North and South. While additional funding would be welcome, a community approach 

to mental health could address many of the issues. 

• With regards to COVID-19 pandemic, while remote working and learning has advantages, 

some people are automatically disadvantaged by this, depending on their living situation 

through issues like reliable broadband, access to technology or isolation and a digital divide 

is becoming evident.  

• In line with the above there was a desire to see more regional employment opportunities 

with a feeling that most employment opportunities for young people tend to be in the cities, 

most notably Dublin and Belfast. 

  



 


