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Because of the absence of conventional politics in Northern Ireland, for nearly 30 years the 
voluntary and community sector has come to enjoy unparalleled participation in the governance 
of the region. Close relations developed between the sector and senior policy makers. Liberal 
funding regimes, sometimes described as a "funding avalanche", made possible rapid growth in 
the sector. Imaginative leadership came from people who in other societies would undoubtedly 
have prominent in conventional politics but for whom Northern Ireland's neutered political 
parties offered little opportunity. Leaders of the sector came to occupy the space normally 
occupied by politicians and conventional democratic representatives.  

The theme of this panel is civic engagement and the role of the Third Sector in promoting and 
sustaining participation, trust and proto-democratic patterns of behaviour in a society deeply 
divided by ethnicity, by social class, by political affiliation and by ideology. Four papers will 
address aspects of this topic. The first paper considers the role of the third sector in shaping 
political development and new forms of governance and examines the contribution of the sector's 
leaders in shaping the European Union's funding programmes. The second paper examines the 
relationship between representative and participative democracy in the context of the 
reestablishment of political institutions and the possible marginalization of the sector which may 
result. The third paper considers the place of churches in society and examines the complexities 
of their contribution to building social capita. The fourth paper reports on recent research on the 
work of third sector organisations in relation to disabled people and examines whether they 
facilitate, or inhibit the emergence of activism.  

 


