
T
he 2012 Northern Ireland
Life and Times Survey
(NILT) saw amarked rise in
the percentage of people
describing their national

identity as Irish, rising from just
over a quarter (26%) in 2010 to al-
most a third (32%) in 2012. This is
the highest proportion recorded
since the survey began in 1989.
The biggest impact appears to

have been in the reduction of the
proportion of people describing
themselves as Northern Irish from
a historic high of 29% in 2010 to
only 22% in 2012.
Given the census of 2011 record-

ed a sharp increase in these num-
bers, the events of 2012 may well
have played a significant part here.
Broken down by religion, there has
been a sharp jump in the percentage
of Protestants calling themselves
British, from 60% to 68% which is
also reflected among those describ-
ing themselves as of no religion.
Change has been evenmore rapid

among Catholics.Whereas in 2010,
58% of Catholics described them-
selves as Irish, this figure had
jumped to 68% in 2012. In contrast,
the number of Catholics calling
themselves Northern Irish fell from
26% to 17% over the same period,
the lowest figure in over a decade.
Asked about dual identity, the

survey answers appear to reflect a
hardening of single identity prefer-
ences among both Protestants and
Catholics between 2007 and 2012,
with evidence of shifting opinion to-
wards the exclusive labels of ‘Irish
not British’ and ‘British not Irish’
and fewer opting to describe them-
selves as ‘More Irish than British’
and ‘More British than Irish’.
Paradoxically, however, the num-

ber of people describing themselves
as equally British and Irish also in-
creased, suggesting devolution and
recent events have had a dual effect
of polarisation and integration.
However, polarisation over na-

tional identity cannot be simply
translated into political preference.
When asked, ‘Generally speaking, do
you think of yourself as a unionist,
a nationalist, or neither?’, only 60%
of Protestants described themselves
as unionist, a fall from 64% in 2010
and from 70% in 2007 and 2008
and the lowest proportion declaring
themselves unionist since 1989.
At the same time, the percentage

of Catholics calling themselves
unionist remains negligible (1%).
Overall, the percentage of union-

ists in the population (28%), was at
its lowest level since 1989 and down
from 38% in 2008, due to changing
responses by Protestants and those
of no religion. While the overall
proportion of nationalists has re-
mained largely static since 2007,
varying only between 22%and 24%,
the survey records that fewer than
half of Catholics (49%) describe
themselves as nationalist.
By contrast, the proportion of all

those surveyed describing them-
selves as neither nationalist nor
unionist rose to 47%, the highest
since 1989 — an increase among
both Catholics and Protestants.
One striking result confirms ex-

pectations of a united Ireland have
receded. Respondents thinking it
either very likely, or quite likely,
has fallen from 29% in 2003 to 15%,
while the percentage believing a
united Ireland is very unlikely has
risen to 41%. The proportion of

Catholics expecting Irish unity re-
mains less than among Protestants.
At the same time there was a sig-

nificant drop in those expressing a
positive wish to remain in the UK
from 72% to 63% since 2010 and the
lowest since devolution in 2007.
Significantly, this declinewas not

matched by corresponding enthusi-
asm for a united Ireland. Whereas
only 16% (32%of Catholics) indicat-
ed a positive preference, the propor-
tion of ‘don't knows’ jumped from
6% to 14% between 2010 and 2012.
NILT 2012 confirms that the

hybrid nature of Northern Ireland
as a shared space sharply and per-
sistently divided over questions of
national identity is unchanged.
However, this does not translate

into a similar division over consti-
tutional status, where there is little
evidence of any strong desire for
Irish unity at present.
At the same time, there is evi-

dence that events over many years
have caused a significant rise in the
proportion of people describing
themselves as neither nationalist
nor unionist among Catholics and
Protestants and ameasurable alien-
ation from theUKamongCatholics.

Dr Duncan Morrow lectures at the
Institute for Research in Social
Sciences, University of Ulster

Picture of the day: mane attraction

Five lions perform during a show in the world-famous Ukraine National Circus in Kiev PHOTO/EFREM LUKATSKY

Comment

We share some common
ground in our split society

A new survey confirms that Northern
Ireland remains sharply divided over
national identity but with no strong desire
for Irish unity, writes Duncan Morrow

O
ne of the most contentious issues in
Northern Ireland is the planning laws,
and it has surfaced again in the
proposed Planning Bill. Anna Lo,
chairperson of the Stormont Planning

Committee, has claimed that Environment Minister
Alex Attwood and his officials have been favouring
economic factors rather than the protection of the
environment.
There are also allegations that Mr Attwood is
having his “arm twisted” on this subject by senior
Executive colleagues, and the minister has ignored
the wishes of those who want to protect the
environment. Typically, Mr Attwood reacted
strongly. He says there is no drive to override
environmental issues in the search for greater
prosperity.
However, the highly-regarded Anna Lo remains
adamant. She says: “I do support economic
development but it has to be balanced against
environmental protection and social wellbeing.”
The general public may be at a loss about who to
believe, partly because the issues are so complex.
However, there is one word in Anna Lo’s
statement which might provide a way forward for
everyone. This is the word “balance” and it is clear
that there ought to be a balance between the need
for jobs and economic development, and also a
need to act in the best interests of our fragile
environment.
These issues were well highlighted recently in the
controversy over the proposed new golf complex on
the north coast. Those who back it have pointed to
the considerable economic gains in such a project,
but many other people and groups, including the
National Trust, have opposed it strongly on
environmental grounds.
The issue has now been decided in the courts,
which have backed the developers, but the point
should be made that those who opposed such a
project, including the National Trust, had every
right to do so. These are not simple issues, but a
policy of jobs at all costs will be self-defeating.
As in so much of our public life in Northern
Ireland, the key to the future is to seek balance.
Otherwise we will face chaos.

Balance is key in
planning debate
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One of the fascinations of modern sport is the
degree to which powerful opponents will try
to unsettle one another with “mind games”.

Sir Alex Ferguson was adept at this at
Manchester United, and now the British and Irish
Lions are locked in their own mind games with
allegations of the Australians “spying” on them.
This is all part of the build-up to the Tests series
which the Lions still have a good chance of
winning, despite their injuries. So it’s now time to
“roll on the First Test” where both sides will have
an opportunity to do their talking on the pitch.

Big Tests for Lions
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