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[bookmark: _Toc231810836]Summary
1. In this submission, the Commission for Victims and Survivors (CVS) have shared the views, and insights of the Victims Forum members and other stakeholders on the meaning of reconciliation to them individually. CVS contends governments across these islands should take a collegiate and holistic approach to supporting reconciliation across our society, including on the development of statements of acknowledgement. CVS also recommends that Part IV of the Legacy Act (2023) is revisited and amended to reflect the importance of independence, transparency and the interdependencies that are critically important across all legacy provisions. 

[bookmark: _Toc231810837]Introduction 
2. The Commission for Victims and Survivors for Northern Ireland (CVS) was established in June 2008 under the Victims and Survivors (Northern Ireland) Order 2006, as amended by the Commission for Victims and Survivors Act (2008).

3. CVS is a Non-Departmental Public Body of the Executive Office. The principal aim of CVS is to promote awareness of the interests of victims and survivors of the Northern Ireland conflict. It has several statutory duties that include:

· Promoting an awareness of matters relating to the interests of victims and survivors and of the need to safeguard those interests;
· Keeping under review the adequacy and effectiveness of law and practice affecting the interests of victims and survivors;
· Keeping under review the adequacy and effectiveness of services provided for the victims and survivors by bodies or persons;
· Advising the Secretary of State, the Executive Committee of the Assembly and any Body or person providing services for victims and survivors on matters concerning the interests of victims and survivors;
· Ensuring that the views of victims and survivors are sought concerning the exercise of the Commission’s functions; and 
· Making arrangements for a forum for consultation and discussion with 
victims and survivors.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  The functions of the Commission relate to those set out in the Victims and Survivors (Northern Ireland) Order 2006 as amended by the Commission for Victims and Survivors Act (Northern Ireland) 2008. ] 


4. CVS is pleased to have the opportunity to provide a response to the Committee’s Inquiry into reconciliation in Northern Ireland (NI).  This Inquiry is being conducted at an important time for victims and survivors of the Troubles/conflict living in NI and elsewhere.

5. The CVS contribution to this inquiry focuses on four key areas. 

a. The meaning and understanding of reconciliation, 
b. Part IV of the Legacy Act (NI) 2023, 
c. Governmental approach and 
d. Delivery and the contribution of Statements of Acknowledgement.

6. This response, which has been informed by discussions with our Victims and Survivors Forum (the Forum) on the theme of reconciliation, will be situated from the perspective of victims and survivors—many of whom continue to carry a significant psychological, physical, and emotional burden from their traumatic conflict-related experiences.  As noted by the Inquiry, the 1998 Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, published by the two governments and local political parties almost 30 years ago, explicitly connected the suffering of victims and survivors with the need to make progress ‘to the achievement of reconciliation, tolerance and mutual trust, and to the protection and vindication of the human rights of all.’  While important to recognise the substantive efforts to make progress in these areas, the considerable delay experienced by victims and survivors in dealing with legacy and effectively tackling enduring conflict legacy issues at a societal level highlight that there is still a considerable amount of progress to be made.   

[bookmark: _Toc231810838]Background
7. The individual views of members of the Forum on the meanings of reconciliation have been engaged at different times in recent months and over many years, dating back as far as participation in the Haas-O’Sullivan negotiations. This submission also reflects contributions from meetings with stakeholders and throughout discussions around current efforts to address the past. 
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8. For victims and survivors, there are a range of views on what reconciliation in NI means in 2026 living in a society that is still impacted by conflict legacy issues at an individual, family, and community level.  These views are shaped by their own personal journey and experience.   For many, it includes the importance of being acknowledged, given access to truth, justice, and as much information as possible about the circumstances surrounding the death of their loved one.  It should also involve Governments, states agencies, and paramilitary organisations respecting their rights, recognising—and where possible—providing redress for the harms they caused.  Part of this recognition by the state could include ensuring that their mental and physical health needs are prioritised, treated, and supported in a timely and effective manner. Measures to acknowledge and redress the harm caused—specifically for the bereaved, who are disproportionately women—should also be implemented.  Additionally, and importantly for victims and their families, it is about creating a new peaceful and stable society that works to ensure the harms of the past are not repeated.  

9. However, the Forum have told us that the correlation between reconciliation and the delivery of legacy mechanisms should not be conflated, and that ‘remorse and forgiveness’ discourses are not helpful. This misrepresentation lacks nuance and fails to recognise that reconciliation is a complex societal issue and that it is unfair for victims to be expected to deliver it for society.  

10. A series of comments have been made by members around the meaning and work involved in supporting and promoting reconciliation.  These included the following: ‘Reconciliation is subjective and means different things to different people’, that ‘Reconciliation is widely used but is conceptually unclear, contested, and inconsistently understood.’ Some personal/working definitions have been offered, including ‘Being able to hear and retell others narratives without taking offence’, the importance of ‘Listening to and understanding others experiences’ – while a member commented that reconciliation can be achieved when an individual or family affected by the Troubles/conflict, and when engaging with investigative and information recovery processes, can ‘achieve the greatest degree of resolution possible.’ 

11. An important view recently shared by the Forum was reaffirming the importance of the delivery and access to dedicated mechanisms and processes that deal with the legacy of the Troubles/conflict as a pre-requisite to progressing reconciliation. Some still require effective investigations, while others wanted access to information that is held by non-state perpetrators that cannot be found through an investigation.  Others want the harm caused to them acknowledged and redressed.

12.  According to members, ‘reconciliation is about understanding what happened, why it happened, from multiple perspectives. But reconciliation is a premature conversation; it comes after truth, justice, and acknowledgement.’  These sentiments speak to the recognition of Hamber and Kelly (2004) of the need to acknowledge and deal with the past as one of five interwoven and related strands of a reconciliation process.  

[bookmark: _Toc231810840]Part IV of the Northern Ireland Troubles (Legacy and Reconciliation) Act 2023 sufficient to support reconciliation
13. CVS would contend that the UK Government’s approach to supporting reconciliation as currently outlined within Part IV of the Legacy Act 2023 should be subject to review and amendment during passage of the Troubles Bill.  It requires further legislative change and renewed engagement with both the Irish Government and the Northern Ireland Executive.  In essence, CVS regret that provisions related to Part IV of the Legacy Act were not incorporated into the Joint Framework agreed with the Irish Government. It would be more impactful and meaningful to revert to the commitments contained in the Stormont House Agreement to establish a coordinated multi-level approach to addressing legacy and progressing reconciliation work, which were reaffirmed in New Decade New Approach (2020) agreed by the two governments and the local political parties. 

14. CVS notes the recommendation within the NIAC Legacy Inquiry report (2025) that ‘for Part IV to succeed, the Government must progress its provisions in tandem with implementation of the Troubles Bill and ensure the process for choosing those who deliver it is transparent’.[footnoteRef:3]  CVS would concur with this recommendation.  [3:  NIAC (2025) The Government’s new approach to addressing the legacy of the past in Northern Ireland, December: 79. ] 


15. Forum members have expressed concerns around the considerable influence of the UK Government through the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland in the appointments to those tasked with undertaking the oral history work and the ‘national memorialisation strategy’, including the publication of the memorialisation strategy report which will relate to activities to promote current and future reconciliation work. Several recommendations were proposed to the Committee throughout the Legacy Inquiry including the application of an ‘independent selection process’ with clear and transparent criteria to appoint the ‘designated persons’ and the appointment of independent co-Directors across the different strands of oral history, memorialisation work and research.[footnoteRef:4]  Without amendment, the absence of these key components in Part IV risks compromising the openness, transparency, and independence required to foster and cultivate sufficient trust and confidence among victims and survivors. [4:  Bryson, A (2025) Written evidence to the NIAC Inquiry on the Government’s new approach to addressing the legacy of the past in Northern Ireland: 5. ] 



16. The Forum also highlighted the need to recognise the interconnection between wider legacy processes, truth recovery and acknowledgement, as well as the provisions progressing oral history, memorialisation, and research on conflict-related themes and patterns linked to reconciliation.  The significant legislative changes proposed under the Troubles Bill includes creating a reformed Legacy Commission with strengthened investigative powers within a more robust disclosure regime, yielding potentially more information to victims and their families.  Provisions are also included to create a statutory basis for information-sharing with Irish authorities to align with commitments in the 2025 Joint Framework document between the two governments which will support the new cross-border Independent Commission on Information Retrieval (ICIR).  In this renewed legislative context, it is incumbent upon the UK Government to review the strong interconnection between victims engaging with the new legacy mechanisms and processes, and the Part IV provisions that should enable and optimise victims’ participation, independence, and that seek to effectively engage with communities impacted by the legacy of the conflict.    
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17. The frustration amongst many victims and their families is the consistent failure of both the UK and Irish governments and local political parties to agree and implement a credible, victim-centred and holistic approach to dealing with our past since the end of the Troubles/conflict. Currently, this frustration has been compounded by the imposition of the NI Troubles (Legacy and Reconciliation) Act 2023 (the Legacy Act) which, in their view, misrepresented the meaning of reconciliation, nor would the provisions of that Act create the circumstances in which reconciliation could be progressed. 

18. It is the view of CVS that the UK Government’s approach to Legacy has suffered because it has eroded and disaggregated the framework and agreed holistic approach underpinning the Stormont House Agreement. At its core, this agreement recognised the role and interdependencies of Governments and the differing needs of victims, which included access to investigations, information, acknowledgement, memorialisation as well as mental and physical health needs. Crucially, the Stormont House Agreement had commitment from the UK, Irish, and Northern Irish Governments, each with a role to play in ensuring that the mechanisms were established. CVS would contend that omitting acknowledgment and memorialisation measures from the Joint Framework has diluted the opportunities to effectively address legacy and the opportunity to foster reconciliation. 

19. The Stormont House Agreement also provided for services related to other needs, which were realised in the establishment of the Regional Trauma Network and a payment for those injured in the Troubles /conflict which is now delivering through the Victims Payments Board. 

20. Mr Justice McAlinden, President of the Victims’ Payments Board, in reference to the exclusion of many bereaved victims and survivors from the Victims Payments Scheme remarked, ‘the issue that is crying out for improvement is the inclusion of the bereaved in some form of scheme. The present scheme does not include the bereaved.’  He went on to say, …’I am keen to emphasise that the work of healing in respect of the Troubles is not over in any sense.  The bereaved and bereavement really need to be looked at. Something has to be done for the bereaved.’[footnoteRef:5]       [5:  Northern Ireland Assembly, Official Report (Hansard), Minutes of Evidence, Committee for The Executive Office, 13 May 2026, available at: Northern Ireland Assembly Official Report] 


21. CVS has submitted advice to the NI Executive, UK and Irish Governments on an acknowledgement scheme for the Bereaved. We believe that to meaningfully address the harm caused and to create the circumstances in which reconciliation can progress, this scheme should be delivered as a collegiate gesture by the Irish and UK Governments in acknowledgement of the harm caused. 
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22. Victims-centred unequivocal statements of acknowledgement from both sovereign Governments and the different Republican and Loyalist paramilitary organisations, coordinated at agreed points in the process of addressing all elements of conflict legacy, could make a positive contribution recognising past harms and progressing societal reconciliation.  As recognised in the Haass O’Sullivan proposed agreement report, ‘sincere acknowledgments are a foundational step in the effort to contend with Northern Ireland’s past.’  The report highlights how such acknowledgements represent ‘powerful gestures’ from those who perpetrated violence taking responsibility for the trauma and pain experienced by victims, and sending an important message to other individuals involved in or considering engaging in similar violence in the future.[footnoteRef:6] In addition to taking responsibility for past harms, Haas-O’Sullivan—who engaged meaningfully with CVS, the Forum and other victims—noted the complementary benefit of statements of acknowledgement in creating a more positive environment to ‘unlock the significant potential for progress towards a shared and peaceful future.’[footnoteRef:7] [6:  Haass, R & O’Sullivan, M. (2013) Proposed Agreement – An Agreement among the parties of the Northern Ireland Executive on Parades, Select Commemorations and Related Protests, Flags and Emblems and Contending with the Past: 22. ]  [7:  Haass, R & O’Sullivan, M. (2013) Proposed Agreement – An Agreement among the parties of the Northern Ireland Executive on Parades, Select Commemorations and Related Protests, Flags and Emblems and Contending with the Past: 22.] 


23. Statements of acknowledgement and apologies have continued to play an important role throughout the peace process in NI, with references contained in key reports and political agreements, from the Consultative Group on the Past report in 2009 to the 2014 Stormont House Agreement.[footnoteRef:8]  With their inclusion in the Joint Framework document published last year, there is clearly a renewed focus by both governments to agree a process with Loyalist and Republican leadership figures to consider the content and timing of these statements. There are several important considerations in approaching this process.  Firstly, as noted above, the inclusion of statements of acknowledgement have been considered an important part of the processes and mechanisms in the dealing with the legacy of the Troubles/conflict for many years.  Many statements and apologies have been offered by previous UK and Irish Governments, as well as by senior figures from both Loyalist and Republication paramilitary organisations.  McEvoy (2025)[footnoteRef:9] provides an important contribution to the ongoing discussions around the development and delivery of apologies and statements of acknowledgment.  His work represents a comprehensive appraisal of the key requirements that should be considered to inform an effective process to deliver public statements of acknowledgment and apologies.  These include the learning drawn from the strengths and limitations of previous examples of apologies, engagement with victims and survivors in the preparation of statements of acknowledgement, as well as their timing, sequencing, and presentation by key individuals representing their respective organisation/institution. [8:  See McEvoy, K (2025) Information Retrieval and Acknowledging the Past in Northern Ireland, April. ]  [9:  See McEvoy, K (2025) Information Retrieval and Acknowledging the Past in Northern Ireland, April.] 


24. Another critical consideration in the preparation of statements of acknowledgement is the inclusion of a commitment from paramilitary organisations to the principle of non-recurrence.  Many victims and Forum members have told us that a key driver for addressing the past is to not only deliver for them on an individual basis, but to ensure that the violence and pain of the past should never recur in NI.  As a key principle of transitional justice which is widely recognised in international law, it is imperative that this recommitment to non-recurrence is built into any agreed statements of acknowledgment.  In the declaration of support section within the Good Friday Agreement, all signatories agreed to the ‘total and absolute commitment to exclusively democratic and peaceful means of resolving difference on political issues and our opposition to any use or threat of force by others for any political purpose, whether in regard to this agreement or otherwise.’[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  NIO (1998) The Belfast Agreement: An Agreement Research at the Multi-Party Talks on Northern Ireland. ] 


25. Despite representatives from mainstream Loyalist and Republican paramilitary organisations agreeing to this declaration nearly thirty years ago, victims and survivors and their families—many living with the devasting loss and injury inflicted by paramilitary violence—still endure their presence throughout communities in NI today. 

26. CVS welcomed the appointment of Fleur Ravensbergen to the role of Independent Expert on paramilitary group transition to disbandment and note that this was a joint appointment between the UK and Irish governments.  CVS and the Forum engaged with Ms Ravensbergen during the engagement phase of her appointment to ensure that her report reflects the views of victims and survivors, particularly in regard to statements of acknowledgement. We look forward to her report in August.  It is critical that any discussion between governments and senior representatives of both Loyalist and Republican paramilitary organisations around the preparation and delivery of statements of acknowledgement include a complete commitment to the declaration of support contained within the Good Friday Agreement.     
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