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39 years; over one-half of all deaths due
to The Troubles occurred in or near the
home. Two hundred and seventy-three
of those killed were children (younger
than 17 years of age) and many more
young people have been affected physi-
cally and psychologically. It has been
estimated that up to one quarter of 8 -
11 year olds have witnessed shootings
or street riots.

Education systems were segregated so
children often spent their whole lives in
single identity, single religion communi-
ties. Sectarianism, hatred, and fear of
others developed at an early age and, as
research showed, was evident in sectar-
ian games and name calling even
among young children — three year
olds in pre-school centres.

High levels of emotional and behav-
ioural disorders were evident in young
children as they constantly faced bomb-
ings, shootings, death of parents, civil
unrest, and uncertainty about the
future.

Poverty, high levels of childhood illness,
poor housing, lack of positive commu-
nity role models, all had their impact;
we witnessed young children growing
to their teenage years with the lowest
levels of educational qualifications in
the United Kingdom. With little hope of
employment they were sucked into a
life of sectarianism and conflict. Many
of the young children born at the begin-
ning of The Troubles in 1969 ended up
in prison, dead, or injured in the late
1980s and 1990s, their lives totally
blighted by the past 30 years of horror.

Northern Ireland
NIPPA — The Early Years Organisation

All was not bleak, however, throughout
the 1970s, ‘80s. and early ‘90s. NIPPA —
The Early Years Organisation — was
formed just at the beginning of The
Troubles. Our organisation was set up to
develop community-based responses to
early years provision. Parents, mainly
mothers who wanted something differ-
ent for their children, formed NIPPA to
have access to quality cross-community
early years services, where children and
parents from across the religious, class,
and political divisions could come
together through early years services
and begin to develop trust, mutual
respect for each other, and begin to
break the cycles of deprivation, sectari-
anism, and hatred.

For 30 years NIPPA was part of a large
voluntary and community sector
reaction to the conflict and lack of total
democracy, which was evident in North-
ern Ireland society. One of the few cross-
community organisations working with
young children and their families,
NIPPA initially focused on developing
the quantity of early years service so
that young children affected by The
Troubles had access to. Later, a focus on
the quality of services, quality of staff,
type of curriculum, support for parents,
focus on equality of opportunity, and
anti-sectarian practice developed.

1994 was the watershed for Northern
Ireland — the announcement of the first
IRA ceasefire and the combined Loyalist
military command ceasefire. The slow
process to the 1999 Good Friday Agree-
ment and the slow, often painful process
to Peace had begun.

Northern Ireland is a beautiful place —
perched on the western seaboard of
Europe. It is a very small place — only
500 kilometres wide, 300 kilometres
long, with 1.6 million people. Almost
one quarter of the population is less
than 15 years old.

Northern Ireland is a small island
nation, a divided island that since the
middle ages has witnessed war and
conflict and sectarian strife. Our recent
conflict erupted in 1969, and for 30 years
we have subjected ourselves to a savage
sectarian warfare. In the 30 years period
we euphemistically call “The Troubles,”
3,600 people have died and 20,000 have
been seriously injured.   

The economy and physical infrastruc-
ture have all been seriously damaged. In
1969 in one of the greatest displace-
ments of people since the second world
war, Catholics and Protestants moved
from traditional mixed patterns of living
to single identity communities. These
communities became ghettoised and a
focus of inter-community tension and
conflict. Everyone — Catholic, Protes-
tant, British soldier, IRA and Loyalist
paramilitary, and ordinary family has
suffered in Northern Ireland.

During the past 30 years:

■ Unemployment was the highest in
Western Europe.

■ Poverty levels were the highest in the
United Kingdom.

■ Ill health and psychiatric disorders
were well above national levels.

■ Fear, sectarianism, violence, hatred,
isolation, inward thinking dominated.

■ We were a narrow, inward looking
society.

■ Families, neighbourhoods tore them-
selves apart with sectarian killings,
bombings, and punishment shootings.

Children, especially young children,
suffered the most. Seventy-three percent
of deaths were of people younger than
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Over the last ten years in Northern
Ireland, there has been considerable
investment in young children, their
families, and their communities. The
European Union has invested £60 million
in early years services through the
Special Support Programmes for Peace
and Reconciliation. This investment in
early years — The Childhood Fund has
had a significant impact on the lives of
children, families, and communities
across Northern Ireland.  

A variety of projects such as DELTA (for
parents), Homestart, Lifestart — home
visiting programmes for hard to reach
parents and families, Integrated Play
Work for children with a disability, Toy-
box for Traveller families, High/Scope,
Reggio Emilia, and the Effective Early
Learning Programme have improved the
capacity of the sector. Initiatives like the
Cross Border Rural Childcare Project
have developed a range of new models
for rural provision in the border areas
which have been most affected by the
conflict. 

NIPPA continues to drive innovation in
the sector and has recently launched the
Media Initiative for Children which aims
to use mass media and classroom experi-
ence to encourage young children to
respect — and include — others who are
different from themselves.

Ten years on — the early years sector in
Northern Ireland is a vibrant and diverse
community at the heart of national,
regional, and local decision making and
linked strategically with the Northern
Ireland Programme for Government, the
Northern Ireland Children’s Strategy,
and the Targeting Social Need, Equality
and Human Rights Agenda.  

Truly forward and outward looking, this
early years sector is well placed to con-
tribute at both European and Interna-
tional levels, to develop a new
generation of adults who are confident,
at ease with themselves and their fellow

citizens of the world — a new genera-
tion of adults whose early childhood
enables them to take the new path of
peace.

The consultation for the pre-school
policy is out in the autumn and the con-
sultation on the childcare strategy is
almost completed. Both initiatives
underline the Labour Party’s current
commitment to expanding publicly
funded childcare and education to every
community in the UK.

Early childhood services in Northern
Ireland will continue to play their part
in a stable and peaceful society. They
are not just focused on providing ser-
vices in their own communities but are
confident enough to support other ini-
tiatives in regions emerging from con-
flict. We look forward to sharing all of
this with you in Belfast. 


