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Of the 108 MLAs in the Northern Ireland Assembly, 11 fall within the NIPSA
Youth age range. NIPSA Youth is keen to engage with all our young elected
representatives from all parties to find out what they are doing to help
young people and young workers in Northern Ireland.
We spoke to two of them about cuts, youth unemployment and climate change.
Steven Agnew
Green Party MLA
Do you accept the
argument that
this generation of
young people is
apathetic?
The simple answer is no; that is absolute
nonsense. Politicians who fail to engage young
people in politics would describe them as
apathetic. There is a difference between not
being interested in politics and being apathetic.
When I was at university, I would have said that I
was not interested in politics. I certainly was not
interested in Northern Ireland politics. I was much
more interested in human rights, international
development, social justice and animal rights,
none of which I saw as political. That was partly
because my perception of Northern Ireland
politics at the time was that it was unionism
versus nationalism and had no relevance to me.
When asked by journalists, I still say that the
constitutional question doesn’t keep me awake at
night and never has.

I would argue that young people tend to be
the most passionate. Sometimes that passion
isn’t always well informed, but that is where you
start; with a passion. Then you start to begin
to inform yourself. Whatever the campaign or
issue — equal marriage, global poverty, the IF
campaign — it is young people who are signing
petitions and starting up Facebook pages. They
may not engage in the formal political process,
but I would not assume that is the best way to go
about achieving change. I tried different things
when I was a student, and did not get into politics
until after I finished being a student. However,
it turned out that my skills were best applied in
the political realm; that is where I found I could
achieve my objectives. But there are different
ways of doing that, and young people will find
their own way of expressing their views and
effecting change. If politicians do not hear those
young people expressing their views, that is a
reflection on the politician and not a reflection on
the young people.

Do you think that young people see
environmental issues as important?
What is your plan to make “green”
issues more relevant to young people in
Northern Ireland?
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There is some truth in the assumption that
young people see environmental issues as more
important than other generations do. When
schools come up to Stormont, most young people
say that they believe in climate change and believe
it is caused by human activity. It is not a question
of belief — I hate the term — it is a question of
scientific evidence, but unfortunately the debate
has been framed that way. Climate change is
being taught in schools, which is encouraging,
along with recycling and all the rest of it. I very
much consider other issues, such as fuel poverty,
to be environmental. Fuel poverty impacts
significantly on both ends of the spectrum; it is
young people and older people who are more
susceptible. For example, some young people will
live in student houses that are
poorly insulated — hands up:
I’ve experienced wallpaper
peeling off the wet walls!

politicians are so self-conscious about being
young, they do everything they can to appear
older. I have made no such effort. I still haven’t cut
my hair or done any of the things I am supposed
to do to become more respectable. I managed to
get elected despite that, rather than because of it.
It makes me more recognisable. I stand out more
because I do not look like the rest of the MLAs.

As someone who has a family member
in NIPSA, what do you see as the role
of trade unions in helping to activate,
motivate and inform young workers
facing pay freezes, pension increases,
benefit cuts and the dismantling of
services?

I am a big believer in trade unions. Like all
of us, they need to analyse what
they are doing, how they do
things, and performance
I try to make myself, and
I try to make myself, and
and outcomes. Edwin
therefore “green” issues,
therefore “green” issues,
Poots was taken to court
more relevant to young
more relevant to young
over refusing to hire a
people by addressing
people by addressing young
trade unionist. I do not
young people’s issues. Any
people’s issues. Any political
know
the precise details,
political scientist will tell you
scientist
will
tell
you
there
but we have to accept
there are no votes in young
are
no
votes
in
young
that
the DUP, the largest
people’s issues because
party
in the Assembly, is
people’s issues because
young people do not vote.
immediately antagonistic
But I got into politics to effect
young people do not vote.
towards
the trade union
change. I have said previously
But I got into politics to
movement. You have to start
that I hope and believe that
effect change.
by
acknowledging that and
the work I have done in North
seeing how to change it. How
Down will see an increase in
can
a
bridge
be built? For example, the
young people voting. I have
DUP is the largest party on North Down Borough
some evidence to suggest that
Council and will not allow trade unions to present
will happen. Youth leaders and
to the council. I think that is ridiculous. The Green
church clubs are amazed: “We’ve
Party has continually challenged that, as have
never heard young people talk
about politics before, but since you’ve come along, other council members. Questions have to be
asked.
they are.” That is greatly encouraging. I do not
know if records of voters’ ages are broken down
by constituency, but I would love to see a higher
percentage of young people voting in the next
election in North Down. I hope that will be the
case. If it is, I will have effected change, because I
believe in it, and will hopefully reap some benefit
from young people voting. So, I do not specifically
target young people on environmental issues, but
I have long hair and look more like a young person.
I am a younger politician. I fall within the NIPSA
Youth 16-to-35 age bracket. Sometimes, young

Trade unions have to convince young people
that they are effective. Simplistically, it breaks
down into two roles: the political campaigning
role and the worker representation role. Unions
have to be seen to do both well. I get positive and
negative feedback about trade unions on both
those fronts. No doubt the political campaign is
a challenge, given that there is a party that does
not want to hear what you have to say. But that
has to be challenged. One thing you can do is
work with the other parties and make sure you

do that well. Any lobbying body has to be careful
when, inevitably, Governments cannot always
not to be seen to be supportive of any political
predict where the growth areas will be? For
party. Equally, if a party is on your side and does
example, it is recognised that there is a gap in the
something positive, do not support the party but
ICT sector. It will take years to fill that gap. If the
support the action. That is true in other sectors
ICT sector is not the boom industry in five years,
also. For example, environmental NGOs cannot be we will be criticised for gaps in whatever the next
seen to support the Green Party. However, if we
boom industry is. Businesses can act faster; they
put our head above the parapet, make unpopular
have the jobs and can take on young people and
decisions and take action, we need those bodies
train them up. There needs to be co-operative
to at least support the action if not the party
working between the public and private sectors.
itself. That is true of any politician or party. It is
We need to get beyond the idea that it is one
important for the trade unions’
versus the other. We need to invest public money
sustainability that they
wisely.
engage young people.
I am against the reduction in
The fact that I am
corporation tax, certainly
If you tackle unemployment,
meeting NIPSA Youth
to the level that has
you will inevitably tackle youth
— the fact that NIPSA
been proposed in line
Youth exists — is an
unemployment… We always hear
with the Republic of
acknowledgement
that the public sector is nothing but
Ireland. The private
that you need young
a drain on resources, yet the public
sector wants a boost,
people coming
but you can’t have it
sector is being asked to train all our
through. You will be
both
ways. You can’t
young people, give us tax breaks,
mindful that young
reduce regulations and give us access have public sector
workers are on lower
investment and cut
incomes. Is there a scale
to finance — but yet we want a
corporation tax. The
for the cost of trade
smaller public sector!
money has to come
union membership? If
from somewhere and
not, that needs to exist. I
businesses have to pay their
went into employment on a
share. We need to change track. We
low wage. I believed in trade
had the situation where Invest NI couldn’t give
union membership but could
money away because it can give only up to 50%
not afford it. Sustainability is
grant funding and the private sector couldn’t meet
both financial and through
the other 50%. We have seen Invest NI money go
membership. A balance needs to be struck.
back. There are clearly still problems with access

Rising youth unemployment, intensified
by the recession, is one of the biggest
challenges facing our society. We are fast
allowing a generation to be left behind.
How will you try to combat this in your
role as an elected representative?
If you tackle unemployment, you will inevitably
tackle youth unemployment. There is a big push
to say that the public sector needs to make up
the skills gap. That frustrates me. We always hear
that the public sector is nothing but a drain on
resources, yet the public sector is being asked
to train all our young people, give us tax breaks,
reduce regulations and give us access to finance
— but yet we want a smaller public sector! How
are we to rebalance the economy and ask the
public sector to provide the skills and training

to finance for the private sector. We need to put
public sector investment into creating jobs. It
is the Keynesian approach versus the neoliberal
approach. Corporation tax is not in our control
and was put on the back foot until after the
Scottish referendum. We are putting the main
basis of our whole economic policy on a decision
that is not in our control. That seems incredible to
me. I have asked the Finance Minister how much
it would cost. Presumably they have a ballpark
figure of how much it would cost; presumably they
are looking at the next Budget period and where
savings could be identified to make up for that
loss of money coming in through corporation tax
receipts. My argument is that if those savings have
been identified, and if it is the case that they can
be made without compulsory redundancies, why
not look at a public investment programme, such

as the Green New Deal, refurbishing schools or
building new schools? Those are guaranteed jobs.

Megan Fearon
Sinn Féin MLA

I read the NERI report on youth unemployment.
It has a similar point of view to mine. Reducing
corporation tax is very much a medium- to longterm strategy. Even if you accept that it would
work, those putting it forward say that it would
be 11 years before we break even. In 11 years’
time, the private sector could have picked up due
to global economic circumstances. We need to
do something sooner rather than later so that
we do not have a lost generation unable to get
employment. We need measures that have a
short-term boost, with quick impact but also
long-term effects. It has been said that we could
lose businesses now that will never come back
if the economy doesn’t pick up. But we could
lose a generation of young people. So, I think
we need to take those short-term measures of
public investment. Provide the public sector with
stimulus; that is the basis of Keynesian economics.
Around the world, the downturn impacts less
where that approach has been taken. There is an
ideological reason for why that is not happening
in Northern Ireland, but those ideological reasons
can only go on so long. If we are told that we
cannot reduce corporation tax, what then? To me,
there is a clear choice around corporation tax. The
Enterprise, Trade and Investment Committee was
presented with a research paper looking at the
different models around the world. It very clearly
identified two models: the low-tax approach of
the Republic of Ireland and Singapore, and the
investment and skills approach of the Scandinavian
countries. If you ask any Department, they will say
they are taking both approaches. That is nonsense.
Of course we are investing in skills — it is not the
case that if we reduce tax we won’t invest in skills
— but it is about the level to which you invest in
skills. It is about seeing people as a resource. That
is the approach that we should take. We are never
going to compete, and nor should we try, as a lowcost, low-wage economy. Equally, we should not
try to compete as a low-tax economy. We should
compete as a strong economy with a strong skills
base.

As the youngest
Member of the
Assembly, have you
faced any barriers
because of your age?

We need to be at the high end. If we want to be
at the high end, it has to be through investing in
skills. The Department says that we are investing
in skills, but it is not a skills-based approach; it is a
low-tax, low-wage approach. I do not think that is
the right approach.
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I haven’t faced any barriers within Sinn Féin.
Sinn Féin has encouraged young people to take
on more responsibility within the party. There
are three MLAs aged 30 or younger among Sinn
Féin’s Stormont representatives, as well as at
least a dozen people in its support staff. Other
people from different parties have stated that
young people don’t have the experience to take
on a role such as this. However, when actually
challenged about this statement, they could
provide no real rationale. No two people have the
same experiences in life. Therefore, regardless of
age, the experience that everyone brings to the
Assembly will be different. My life experience is
no less valid because it is shorter. The North of
Ireland has a fairly young population, and my own
constituency has one of the youngest age profiles
across the North.
I am finding my feet now in the Assembly. I am
learning how it works internally and building
new relationships every day. I haven’t faced any
barriers that my older colleagues have not faced
themselves at some point. I’m here for the same
reason that they are. I am here to work hard for my
constituents and represent them to the best of my
ability.

What would you like to see change so that
young people see the political institutions
as relevant? How do you plan to help
achieve this?
Of course I would like to see more young people
engaging in the political process. It is important
that we have a voice in shaping our future and
shaping issues that affect young people. I brought
forward a motion calling for the reduction of
the voting age to 16. Where that has been done
in other countries, they have seen an increase
in young people taking part. This is a call I have
recently renewed on the back of the Scottish
referendum, and Sinn Féin will bring this to the
negotiating table with the British Government. I
have also been to the fore in campaigning to have
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age discrimination legislation extended to apply to
young people in the provision of goods, facilities
and services.
Many schools come to visit Stormont. I like to
address them and emphasise the point of making
politics relevant to young people. I would like
to see schools put more emphasis on citizenship
and social responsibility to encourage young
people to realise that they can influence change.
However, we need to lead by example. Serious
commitments must be made to tackling the
gender, age and ethnic profile of the Assembly.

Rising youth unemployment, intensified
by the recession, is one of the biggest
challenges facing our society. We are fast
allowing a generation to be left behind.
How will you try to combat this in your
role as an elected representative?

Obviously this is a major problem for the Assembly
and the Executive. Sinn Féin has argued that
the economic levers must be devolved to the
Assembly if we are to have a chance of reversing
the trend of high unemployment. We really
have become known as “generation emigration.”
Does social media have an important
I unfortunately know that from a personal
perspective. A huge number of my own friends
role in the future of modern politics and
have had to emigrate and it is heartbreaking to
elections?
see them leave. Two of my best friends
I think that social
no longer live at home and
media will play
we basically rely on
a huge role in
For this reason, we are standing firm
Facetime/Skype to
future elections.
against Tory cuts, which would have a
stay close.
However, there are
devastating impact on our local economy,
The entire political
still thousands of
but most importantly on the people who
system in Ireland,
people not using any
both
north and
we represent. This so-called “reform”
form of social media,
south, needs to be
so media as a whole
has been framed as a way of tackling
changed.
The old
will be important.
poverty, when in reality it is attacking
mantra of rewarding
During Francie Molloy’s
the poor. The proposed cuts would have the greedy while
election campaign,
a disproportionate effect on both young
punishing the needy
he used a webpage,
people
and
on
women.
is
still in place. Sinn
a Twitter account and
Féin
wants to transform
Facebook. However, it
society on this island, north
is hard to really quantify
and
south,
and
put the interests of citizens,
the impact of those. Social
as opposes to elites, as the centre of political
media did play a major
considerations. We want to invest heavily in our
role in the US presidential
young people and ensure that work pays. I want
election. Barack Obama used
to see a living wage implemented across public
it successfully to raise millions for his campaign.
Because he pulled a huge youth vote, social media and private sectors. If we want to see an end to
the perennial poverty traps that we are all too
played a pivotal role in his re-election. I think that
familiar with, such measures are essential.
the rise of social media sites really has made the
world a much smaller place. For example, in no
For this reason, we are standing firm against Tory
time at all I am speaking with my friends living in
cuts, which would have a devastating impact
Australia. So, from a political perspective, we have on our local economy, but most importantly
access to a much greater pool of people. That said, on the people who we represent. This so-called
I come from a largely rural area, and I know that
“reform” has been framed as a way of tackling
it is hard to replace canvassing at the doorstep.
poverty, when in reality it is attacking the poor.
Unfortunately, there are still large areas in my
The proposed cuts would have a disproportionate
constituency with no broadband provision. That is effect on both young people and on women.
a major problem, particularly for local businesses
Across Europe, it is women and children who
and students.
continue to bear the brunt of austerity.

Views expressed in this Newsletter are not, unless otherwise stated, the views of NIPSA.
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