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‘Let them Speak’
Young people raise the issues important to them

An event held as part of 4 Corners Festival 2016

What do young people in Belfast think about the city and its future? These were
among the questions asked when 90 sixth-form pupils from 25 schools across
Belfast gathered at the University of Ulster to discuss the city’s future.

The young people were divided into ten groups, each tasked with addressing the
following questions: what were their hopes for Belfast for the next ten years, and
what key issues did they feel needed to be urgently addressed?

This booklet gives a flavour of the young people’s responses. Given that different
groupsaddressedsimilar issues, their contributionshavebeencollatedhereunder
the most common themes identified.
(Some contributions have been edited slightly for the sake of clarity and conciseness.)
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Education
• When we first got together as a group today, and started to get to know each
other, we began with the question: “Are you going to ‘uni’?” And in Belfast that
usually ties in with: “Are you staying or going away?” We learned that everyone
wanted to stay because of family ties, but sometimes that’s just not enough to
convince us to stay, and the majority ended up wanting to, or needing to, leave.
We asked why some of us wanted to stay. One girl said she wanted to stay as
her desired areaofwork, IT, has growing prospects inBelfast. This suggests that
young people could be convinced to stay if the prospects were strong enough,
where the pros outweighed the cons. We recognise that it is challenging for
Belfast to offer every sector a desired range of opportunities; however, it is an
issue which exists.

• The expectation formost A-level students to go on to university is high, butmany
young people fail to get places because of the nature of their qualifications. One
problem is that many university courses do not accept B-Tech, and there are
many sixth-year students currently studying B-Techs alongside their A-levels.

• As young people it is hammered into us that we need to focus on our future. This
is a difficult task when some of the doors into the future are being shut. It is the
social norm to go to university, but the cutting of courses and cutback in funding
to our education sector is forcing local talent to go elsewhere, to look for
somewhere else to make best use of those talents.

• We feel the 11-plus and selective education can often be unfair. The 11-plus
makesus feel that that’s thewaywearegoing tobe throughoutour school career,
that we are never going to be good enough if we fail it, as if a stigma has been
attached to us.

• There should be no division between secondary
and grammar schools, and the way to overcome
that is to get rid of the 11-plus, andnot tomake kids
feel that they can’t choose their future education.
And there’s also a big divide between Protestant
and Catholic secondary schools: there should be
more integration in them.

• It appears that the range of future opportunities is
thedeciding factor for youngpeoplewhen it comes to university applications. For
example, for people interested in the film industry Belfast is the place to be. And
this is an example of Belfast’s capability to cater for, and thrive on, a global need.
However, on the other hand, Belfast is not the place to be for future teachers, due
to a lack of sustainable opportunities and a high competition for places.

• The issue of education also touches upon other issues. For example mental

There’s also a big
divide between
Protestant and Catholic
secondary schools:
there should be more
integration in them.
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health is a big issue which needs to be considered, as one in four adults have
mental health issues in Northern Ireland, as have one in ten children. And often
it arises because youngadults and childrenareunder pressure to get goodexam
results.Religion isanother issuewithineducation, becauseour youngadultsand
children are often not aware of other religions. In my first year at school loads of
pupils had queries about why I have to wear a scarf, why I have to wear a long
skirt – questions about my costume and my religion in general. But my teachers
discussed these questions with me they then made the other students aware of
the situation. I think that if my school is able to do that then other schools should
be able to do it as well. Also, we are able to practise our prayers in school,
because the school offered us a prayer room. I think that other schools should
have prayer rooms for Muslim pupils. We also have halal food, and I think other
schools should offer this forMuslimpupils, and other religions. Politics is another
key issue under education, as young people today find that they do not know
anything about politics, as they are not educated on it. Thismight impact on their
ability to make a clear and calculated decision on who to vote for.

• We believe that ‘special schools’ should get more support. Furthermore, there
should be more of them around Northern
Ireland: I know from personal experience that
some people have to get up at the crack of dawn
just to get to school on time – it can be a real
struggle. There should also be more facilities
within all schools to help people experiencing
mental health issues, or who are simply
struggling with writing, things like that.

There should be more
facilities within all
schools to help young
people experiencing
mental health issues.
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• My group raised a problem that most of us here will face: that is, the cost of ‘uni’
and the cost of living away from home. An increasing number of students are
denied a comfortable standard of living whilst at uni. Many students are forced
to either live at home, budget to an extreme extent, or keep a job while attending
lectures, studying and socialising, to satisfy their uni experience. Do you really
expect our students to dowell with somuchworry, not tomention the lack of jobs
that exists. Young people need to feel confident in taking their next step into
education. I believe that someof the youngpeoplewhomaybedeniededucation
because of a lack of basic financial support, could actually be the people who
could have helped to shape Belfast.

• In terms of bringing about an integrated society, we would ask whether our
primary schools are integrated enough.We feel that we should start as young as
possible to encourage children to make friends with others from different
religions, different cultures and different languages. If they can become more
familiar with one another they will hopefully become more tolerant, and in that
way we can all work towards becoming one community.

Diversity
• Acceptance of diversity is a key issue within Northern Ireland society. I, along
with some friends, participated in a peace walk
which helped show that the people of Northern
Ireland – the younger generation especially –
dowant to work together. It shows that our so-
called divide is not that deep. Young people
need to make it clear to the older generation
that we don’t want to be burdened with that
divide any more.

• During our group discussion the topic of the ‘flag protests’ arose, and about the
amount of tension they brought into the city. But that peace walk allowed many
of us here in this room to show a sense of cross-community unity. Young people
are the ones who are the future of this city, and it is they who are setting an
example to the older generation.

• One key area which has to be confronted is our communal division. We felt that
in order for the city to progress, politically and economically, we must begin to
reduce stereotypes which only reinforce our two-sided culture. Only as a united
city can we move forward and develop in similar ways to cities such as London
and New York.

• Whenwe first asked the question – what are our hopes for Belfast in the next ten
years? – our group all agreed that this divide has to be eradicated for good. For
too long it has taken the spotlight in our society, taken our energies away from

Young people need to
make it clear that we
don’t want to be burdened
with the [sectarian] divide
any more.
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muchmore important issues. Theworld needs to know that Belfast ismuchmore
than the often negative image presented by the media.

• When I was on holiday in Spain, and got into a taxi, the driver, just making
conversation, asked, “Where do you come from?” And when we said “Northern
Ireland”, he replied: “Oh, Northern Ireland – Big Boom!” I think that is a sad
example of how Northern Ireland is seen around the world, so as well as us
changing how we see Northern Ireland, we also need to focus on how other
countries see it too.

• We think that the integrationof schools is theway forward.Wedon’twant across-
community,wewantonecommunity.Howwecando this is throughsports,music
and arts. In ten years we hope that Belfast is described as ... friendly... diverse...
cultured... welcoming... innovative... safe... modern.

• There aren’t enough community events in Belfast aimed at bringing people
together andhealingour divisions. Indeed, theopposite is happening: funding for
arts and music are being cut. The Ulster Orchestra last year faced massive cuts
which threatened its existence. I myself play in a youth orchestra and have seen
at first hand how arts can bridge the communal divide. People who would not
normallymeet can develop friendships and help overcome community divisions.

• I feel that there should bemore events such as Culture Night, which gets people
talking about all the good things about our city. I would like to see more events
like that, which can add vibrancy to the city and bring everyone together, no
matter which background they come from.
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• One issue which we felt needs to be addressed is the perception of Northern
Ireland. With negative media broadcasting on a global platform, building a
positive image for our city in which we can be proud of, can seem a difficult task.
Politicians are responsible for representing a broad range of views from our
community, which we feel doesn’t always work effectively. For instance, despite
widespread community support for gay marriage, it has been blocked by one
political party. Not only does this send out unattractive images on a global scale,
it puts a large group of individuals in an uncomfortable and almost unwelcoming
position, as if they don’t belong in our community. This topic is not the only area
in which people might feel unwelcome, so how do we tackle such issues? As we
previously mentioned, through education and better communication with our
community we can work towards a more welcoming Belfast, and one which we
can be proud to call home.

• We believe that sectarianism is a big problem in our communities, although
progresshasbeenmade in recent years.As sectarian tension seems to increase
during periods likeTheTwelfth orSt Patrick’sDaywebelieve that funding should
be made available for youth work in our schools, to educate both sections of our
community about the history behind suchevents, in the hope that it will help bring
down tensions during these events.

• I think we should have more all-inclusive
events, which everyone from all backgrounds
canattend.CultureNight is agoodexample.We
should also plan ahead to having more non-
segregated communities, the ending of the use
of flags to mark territories, and eventually –
hopefully – the bringing down of the peace-
walls.

• Another key issue is dealing with issues from the past, and their impact on the
present. You can feel threatened in certain areas or territories, which aremarked
with peace-walls, which rather than bring people together are entrenching the
divide, dehumanising the people on the other side of the wall, perhaps making
the situation even worse. A better alternative to peace-walls is an increased
emphasis on cross-community activities, which can be sport, drama, or even
events like these, which are fantastic in bringing people together as one
community, rather than dividing them. Issues from the past are dominating the
news, whether it be historical enquiries or sectarian attacks. And the political
system at present is coupled with the ‘us and them’ policies of the DUP and Sinn
Féin, which leads to legislative gridlock, and is hindering the lives of everyday
people.

We should plan ahead to
having more non-
segregated communities,
and eventually –
hopefully – the bringing
down of the peace-walls.
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Our political system
• I believe that in our political system many views aren’t heard. For example, my
localMP is aUnionist and, coming froma nationalist background, I feelmy views
are not being represented. I feel that this situation needs to be improved through
grassroots engagement, so that we can create a situation where everyone’s
views can be included: unionist, nationalist or any other. I also feel that the use
of ‘petitions of concern’ in Stormont is a hindrance on democracy. I believe that
our politicians are stuck in the past, with many of them being having been in
politics throughout the entire Troubles... we need to see new faces, people who
are not still stuck in the past.

• Our group strongly believe that the current political systemoperating inNorthern
Ireland is outdated and inefficient. The forced coalition government between the
twomain parties – theDUPandSinnFéin –hasproven to bebackwardand slow.
Indeed, the idea that two opposing parties can be forced to co-operate together
andmake quick, important decisions, is unrealistic. What we have is a politics of
oneupmanship and point-scoring, which we view as childish and immature.
Perhaps this is why so many young people are uninterested in politics and why
election turn-outs are often low. People are sick and tired of watching grown
adults argue like children.

• We can only get change regarding all these issues
through our involvement in politics. As young
people we have learned to shy away from
conversations about important political issues,
because we are afraid it might lead to awkward
conversations about religion. In the futureweneed
to get involved, we need to use politics as a vehicle
for change.Themoreweget involved inpolitics the
more opportunities we will get to voice our
opinions.

The more [young
people] get involved in
politics the more
opportunities we will
get to voice our
opinions.
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• As we are all living in a post-conflict society we need to voice our generation’s
newpressing concerns.Our future needs to be focusedon theday-to-day issues
of health, education and Belfast life. As politics students we understand where
the changes need to be made, and we think everyone should have some
understanding of our political system, to narrow the gaps between our
communities.

• I think politicians spend more time on party interests than on community needs.
They can’t work together as a group; they always think of what the parties want
instead of what the community needs. Political parties should focus on making
our community a better place and set aside their differences.

• It certainly doesn’t help that our politicians can’t get along with each other
because of their own divisions. A speaker remarked earlier that our politicians
have been involved throughout the Troubles – and suggested that maybe new
blood is needed – but the fact that they have experienced a very tough time in
our past should be an incentive to move this society forward.

Transport
• Our group came to the conclusion that Belfast dwells too much on the past and
the ‘Troubles’, and this takes attention away from the improvements which have
actually taken place. This made our group think about what improvements we
want to make for our future. One important issue is transport. On late-night
transport for example, a major issue is that people trying to get home from work
and such may not have access to buses and trains. For example, I finish work
at 9.30pm yet the last bus is at 9.30pm. Sunday transport is also an issue, for
services often only run every hour. We feel there should be more frequent
Sunday services. Trams are another thing we felt would improvematters; a tram
service to access areas at the city limits would help to resolve the current
congestion in the city centre.
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• We believe that the transport infrastructure of Belfast needs to be improved.
Improved links between airports and the city centre, improved bus services,
especially in the evenings, need to be introduced to increase the access local
people have to the city. A direct benefit of such improvements to the local
economywill be an increase in international business and tourism opportunities.

• Trams and late-night buses would obviously benefit many people. To increase
the number of trains would also benefit people; and stations tend to be
concentrated in South Belfast and the centre. There are motorways which link
Belfast to Antrim, Lurgan and Dungannon, so why not to Dublin?

• The need for more transport services has already been mentioned. But we
should also think about different ways of getting to work, ones that are more
active, and promote a more positive and healthier lifestyle. We felt that Belfast
needs more green space: natural areas which would not only be family-friendly
but be places where communities could come together.

Regeneration and Investment
• Belfast hassomeexcellenteducational facilities, suchas theoneweare in today.
However, there is a huge brain drain. Every year qualified students leave Belfast
as they cannot find work. In order to encourage students to stay in Northern
Irelandwe feel the emphasis has to be put on industrial and high-tech industries,
and attracting them to our city. Changes to legislation, such as reducing
CorporationTax,will help toencourage thisgrowth, and turnBelfast intoavibrant
and prosperous city. Indeed, Belfast is a vibrant city and has a lot of potential for
growth, but it is a matter of bringing it out and stimulating the young people who
are here today, listening to the voices that are here today, and acting upon what
we have to say.

• For too long, Belfast’s brightest andmost innovative young people have applied
their skills on foreign shores to benefit foreign businesses. If the creativity and
expertise of our students and young professionals is nurtured to progress
Belfast-based businesses, our reliance on the public sector for jobs, and tax
revenue from England for funding, would be significantly reduced. I hope that in
the next ten years entrepreneurs from Belfast take their ideas global, while
remembering where they come from. It would bring me a great sense of pride if
one or two of the people in this room could create the next Google and improve
the lives of the people of Belfast while they do it.

• We want to see a society which is talked about, not for its past, but for its future.
While it is important to learn fromandcelebrateourpast,wemustalso lookahead
to the Belfast we can start today to create. We want Belfast to be viewed as an
attractive city for commerce, trade, tourism, and for young qualified
professionals coming in. Belfast has potential, which we as the young leaders of
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our society can unlockwhenwework together with businesses, politicians – and
each other – to create a better Belfast.

• Homelessness is a key issue: in Northern Irelandwe have the highest rate in the
UK. Homelessness levels have remained historically high since 2005 due to the
collapse of the housing market. In 2012-2013, 19,400 households were
presented as homeless. At least five people who have used homelessness
services have died since the start of the year, with life expectancy among
homeless people reaching just 47 years. We would like to see increased
government funding to tackle this issue. For example, increasing funding to
organisationssuchas theSimonCommunity, theMorningStar and theWelcome
organisation. Also, we would like to see the encouragement of volunteering for
these organisations.

• We feel there should be greater incentives for Northern Ireland young people to
choose to study at home, or more apprenticeships to help grow a highly-skilled
local workforce, all properly funded. We need to encourage young people that
this is a place they can build their future, and that they can study here.

• Another issue is the lack of post-graduate jobs. We need to encourage more
companies to relocate here. A large percentage of our skilled workforce are
going abroad in search of more challenging careers and better pay. Yet this
skilled workforce is essential here, to keep Belfast moving forward, keep it up to
date with other cities. In one newspaper article Belfast was said to be a top
weekend destination in Europe, and we really want to encourage tourism but we
also need that highly-skilled workforce here to keep the city moving forward.

• Jobs in Belfast are a huge issue, both for school leavers, and post-graduate. For
all jobs you are required to have experience and quite simply it is very difficult to
get this experience. And when there’re hundreds of people applying for every
vacancy the competition can be fierce. I volunteer for the British Heart
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Foundation in order to get some experience in retail. I think such volunteering
should be encouraged by schools, so that more and more of our young people
can get relevant experience.

• During our group time we discussed whether the Syrian refugees should have
housingoverourownhomelesspeople–whoshouldweprioritise?Also,whether
we have the funding and the jobs available to help everyone – local people and
new immigrants – in our society. We feel that this is a key issue which needs to
be addressed.

• There are many issues with a changing population here in Belfast, and in order
to keep it thewelcoming city that it is, it needs to be considered howmany people
we can take in as migrants, and how we as a community can look after them.
There are three main issues: housing, education and employment. Where can
all these people be housed?Dowe need to buildmore houses and canwe afford
them? Are there places in schools for these new children coming in? What
difficulties might they face settling in? Will they face language barriers, will they
fit in culturally? How can wemake sure they don’t feel discriminated against and
that they feel welcome in Belfast.

• There are so many people coming to this country with incredible skills, talents
and professions which we would do well to benefit from and take advantage of.
Are there professions we would do well to use in our society that people are
coming into our societywith?And are there aspects of their culture that wewould
do well to include in our own? Another issue with a changing population are the
people who are leaving our country. We need to ask the question: why are they
leaving? Is it because uni places and suitable courses are not available here in
Belfast? Is it because they have skills for jobs that are not available here? Or is
it because they are fed up with our culture, that is so divided, and they want to
havea fresh start?We thenhave to ask: howcanwemake themstay?And,more
importantly, with regard to peoplewhohave left, howcanwebring themback into
our society? These issues will not be solved overnight, but we hope that you will
all start to think about them and that the government will try to address them.

Health care
• Northern Ireland’s junior doctors are in high demand, although they are being
asked to work extra hours on top of their already demanding rota. We recognise
that this is a general NHS problem but we also recognise that this is also a
problem for Northern Ireland, in that it causes young students and doctors to shy
away from a potential future here in Northern Ireland. Having the required
opportunities will allow bright young people to stay in Belfast and also allow us
to prosper in years to come.

• Another key issue in Belfast is suicide. Northern Ireland continues to have the
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highest rate of suicide in the UK. The latest available figures show that during
2014 there were 16.5 suicides per 100,000 in Northern Ireland. In 2014 there
were 14,678 deaths registered; of these 268 were suicides. One of the main
causes is depression among adolescents. So what can schools do? In schools
depression might manifest as students falling behind in class, acting tired or
withdrawn, losing their concentration. Often teens with depression become
negative about themselves. It is important that schools provide programmes
which are an informative and interactive opportunity for the students and
teachers to increase knowledge and awareness of depression and suicide.

• Our healthcare system is a vital issue. The Royal Hospital has been put under
toomuch pressure, resulting in the ridiculous waiting times we have seen on the
news. People have been sent to England simply because they can’t receive
treatment in Northern Ireland. Why have we closed down hospitals when they
are clearly still needed?

• Assomeonewho iswanting tobeadoctor –andhopefully studying tobeadoctor
next year at Queens – one of the things that concerns me is the inefficiency in
Belfast hospitals. I wasdiagnosedwithType1diabetes last year andwent to see
my GP. I had to tell him all my personal details; then I went over to the hospital
where I saw a triage nurse... same details; then I saw a doctor... same details...
all in the one day. I think this is really a communication problem, and a system
where all these details were integrated together would reduce waiting times
significantly at A&E and mean resources could be allocated more effectively. I
don’t think throwingmoney at the NHS is actually going to solve problems there,
there has to be change at a fundamental level.

• A key issue for us is theNHS.Webelieve thatwaiting timesare too longwithbed-
spaces filled to capacity. This has caused many people to go private. For
example, my father was on an NHS waiting list for nine months, and eventually
felt he had no option but to go private, with all the added expense that brought.
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And there are many working-class people who simply could not afford to go
private. Also, problems with health care have forced many doctors and trainee
doctors to seek work elsewhere.

• We are only the same size as Yorkshire, so have we a too complex health
structure in terms of administration; are there too many people in administration
instead of other areas of healthcare? Would it be better to have more people on
the front line? I myself have had hands-on experience of this. Like a previous
speaker, I was also diagnosed with Type 1 diabetes. I was sitting in A&E for over
seven hours, just to get diagnosed. I then had to come home and go back again
for more information. There must be ways of cutting down waiting time in A&E:
perhaps we could start by looking at other countries to see if they are able to do
it.

Hopes for the future
• We hope our message is clear: we would like to
see a Belfast free of any barriers between
communities; a Belfast which puts the educational
needs of young people first; and a Belfast under a
sensible, efficient government.

• We hope that everybody agrees that the negative
reputation Belfast has, has to go, and that the
younger generation will be the ones to strive to
improve it.

• I would like ro see an inclusive society where our kids don’t have to worry about
going into any district in Belfast where they might feel in fear for their safety. The
future of Belfast lies in the hands of the younger generation; we want to live in a
city that is united, where petty religious divides are a thing of the past. Politics
needs tobemodernised through the involvement of theyouth throughgrassroots
organisations. The cutting of funds to our educational sector is hindering the
future of job-seekers. Belfast will be changed by us sitting in this room today; we
are the generation which will push this country into the 21st century.

• If the changes we have identified today were to be made, in ten years’ time
Belfast would be seen in a much more positive light, by not only people abroad
but also the young leaders of the future from within our community. This would
help people forget the past and think of Belfast for today, and also the future.We
also feel that our young people want to be more positive, and are keen to make
a difference. We also feel that more young people would want to get involved in
the areas of society and keep Belfast moving in a forward direction.

• Divided we will not be able to resolve these issues. We have a power-sharing

We would like to see a
Belfast free of any
barriers between
communities; a Belfast
which puts the
educational needs of
young people first.
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Abbey Community College
Ashfield Boys School
Ashfield Girls School
Belfast Boys’ Model School
Belfast Model School for Girls
Bloomfield Collegiate
CBS, Glen Road
Corpus Christi College
Dominican College
Grosvenor Grammar School
Lagan College
Methodist College
Mercy College Belfast

Mitchell House School
Our Lady & St Patrick’s, Knock
RBAI
Royal Belfast Academy
St. Dominic’s
St. Genevieve's High School
St. Louise’s
St. Malachy’s College
St. Mary's Christian Brothers
St. Patrick’s College
St. Rose’s
Strathearn

The following schools participated in the event
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government, but if that government is to function we too have to strive to be one
community.

• Wemustmove on from the past. With the right
attitudeandethicswecancreateacity ofwhich
weareall proud tobelong.Whatwe really need
is a collective positivity, to build a futurewe can
all look forward to.

• We believe we can tackle these issues and
provide a more positive and inclusive Belfast;
while respecting and learning from the past we
also need to focus on creating a more
prosperous and vibrant future.

• Althoughweallwant to seeabetterBelfast and
a positive future, we need to have a brighter
today. The young people of Belfast speak to be heard. We need to make a
change in our present, for, as young people, we’re the ones facing all these
issues. We hope you have a new, positive perception on what the real issues of
Belfast are. We would like to thank 4 Corners and Ulster University for this
opportunity today. Small things like this are what will help to make a change.
Thank you all very much for listening.

We must move on from
the past. With the right
attitude and ethics we can
create a city of which we
are all proud to belong.
What we really need is a
collective positivity, to
build a future we can all
look forward to.


