Whose law and order?

Dear Editor,

I have been compelled to write this letter in direct response to the ongoing debate within the pages of your paper in relation to who or what is responsible for the creation of the current social conditions that have resulted in three men being murdered within West Belfast over the last number of months.

Discussion here has rightly focused on the issue of young people and how the types of negative and dangerous behaviour they are regularly involved in, have helped create a climate of anxiety and genuine fear within our communities.

To date, however, the analyses of both the causes and possible solutions to this massive issue have wrongly focused on highlighting a knee-jerk, quick fix analysis of the issue. What has become apparent is that most, if not all contributants to this debate to date, including your own columnists, have completely missed the point almost to the extent to which it now appears that we have ‘unlearned’ all the lessons from both our recent and distant past. 

To date these contributions have focused on placing individual or collective blame on a range of organisations, politicians and statutory bodies. This narrow focus disguises the actual reality that no one appears willing to articulate. That is, anti social behaviour is a direct and accepted manifestation of the social exclusion of our young people and that this social exclusion is a clear consequence of how society is currently and deliberately structured. Until we accept this analysis as a starting point within any debate, all efforts to create effective solutions will be in vain. If we as a community don’t get our analysis correct how can we begin to hope to develop effective strategies to tackle the issue appropriately?

Perhaps a useful and simple starting point here is to ask ourselves what will not or cannot work. From the outset one point is fundamentally clear, the police force of this state and the other core pillars of the criminal justice system are absolutely organisationally incapable of contributing in any meaningful way to a long term solution to all these problems. This isn’t because they are incompetent or don’t care about our communities, even though we all know this to be the case, but quite simply because the least effective way to tackle youth exclusion in the long term is through the apparatus of this failed states’ criminal justice system. We also know this, however, from our observations internationally where similar ‘law and order’ responses to manage social problems have continually failed. If spending £50,000 per year to keep one young person incarcerated in a failed British penal system neither reforms the individual nor makes communities feel any safer why would we as a community endorse or support such an agenda?

What is firstly needed is a genuine open, honest and truly participatory community discussion around the pros and cons of the full range of possible short, medium and long term interventions and strategies that we as a community have at our disposal. No single ‘knight in shining armour’ or iron-fist ‘zero-tolerance’ approach is going to solve this complex problem overnight. From whatever emerges from these discussions, this community will need to have the courage of our convictions to lobby, campaign and fight for their implementation, and when the state again fails to respond, we should do it ourselves anyway. This highlights the key lesson that this community has almost forgotten over the last 10 years; community development and community activism our not about providing services on behalf of the state, they are about providing services on behalf of the people to empower ever greater numbers of people to engage as agents of their own destinies. Community activism has at it heart the battle for radical social change not the management of social inequalities!

Perhaps the greatest challenge facing all of us is to change our collective mindset, a mindset that has become deeper engrained than ever within the current relentless drive toward ‘normalisation’ and ‘law and order’ fuelled by irresponsible mainstream media coverage, and the fear among our civic and community leaders to ‘rock the boat’. A mindset in which young people in conflict with the ‘law’, their communities, their families and most often than not themselves are portrayed as products of ‘inherent evil’ blended with social dysfunction and ‘bad parenting’. 

We live in a society in which 150’000 children live in poverty and in our context as victims of inter-generational and institutional discrimination. They grow under the deeply traumatic shadow of a 30 year war that they don’t even understand, in multi-deprived areas where social disadvantage is structurally engrained as the natural order of things and where self harm, drug and alcohol misuse, and suicide are the sharp end of a continuum of exclusion and marginalization. Against this backdrop, the reactionary rhetoric of the current crime and punishment agenda although instinctively understandable is counter-productive to the needs of our community and in the long term will only further damage the quality of life in our communities. The answer to our problems lie within our own communities, so lets have the same determination we have always shown, and begin a truly inclusive debate which empowers our people, both young and old, to set about organising our own futures. Go n-éiri linn!

Niall Enright - Community Youth Worker
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