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1. Aims of the bonfire project
•

•

•

To support a number of communities in Armagh,
Banbridge, Lurgan and Portadown in the celebration
of their cultural tradition through positive engagement,
whilst engaging with the perceived negative aspects
that have become associated with bonfires.
To work with and support local communities to
bring about improvements in bonfire management,
particularly in terms of inclusivity, safety and increased
family atmosphere. These may vary from community
to community but would include agreements about
personal safety, maintenance of common property,
disposal of rubbish and behaviour of individuals or
groups.
To further reduce the adverse Health and
Environmental impacts of bonfires in the areas
including the illegal disposal of waste.

•

Establish mechanisms, formal and informal, through
which exchanges are created between conflicting
interests, needs and groups in the community.

•

Maintain linkages to public and private resource
holders.

•
•
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Improve civic and cultural relations.

The areas participating in the
programme were:
•

The Folly, Armagh.

•

Seapatrick, Banbridge.

•

Huntly Road, Banbridge.

•

Mourneview, Lurgan.

•

Edenderry, Portadown.

•

Killicomaine, Portadown.

•

Mourneview Street, Portadown.

•

Rectory Park, Portadown.

•

Corcrain & Redmanville, Portadown.

•

Edgarstown, Portadown.

Some areas had established
groups who had been
involved in building
bonfires for a number of
years, others were a loose
collective of young adults.
A few groups had previous
contact with statutory
agencies in the past but
nothing formal was in place.
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2. Bonfire programme summarised
2.1 // Capacity building and community
development
Capacity building and development involved Regenerate
volunteers delivering across a wide area in partnership with
other groups such as ACT Initiative, local bands, residents
affected by the bonfires and interested community groups
by demonstrating the positive rather than the negative side
of the annual bonfires.
Initial responses were negative in some quarters, mainly
local residents, but over time the involvement and
encouragement of these same people helped deliver some
key elements of work on the ground.
Some negative responses were also received from those
involved in building the fires, a perception perhaps
that rules and regulations were being imposed. Early
discussions in each of the areas and/or with individuals
displaying negative responses managed this situation to
allow the programme to proceed unhindered.
ome limited funding was also made available at an early
stage to gain buy-in from the bonfire builders.
The community discussion, debate and organisation
took place in areas which previously had no knowledge
or experience ie. Local people with no experience of
attending meetings or organising events.
The bonfire management programme also created a loose
forum where individuals and groups could raise issues
around bonfires in a safe and secure manner.
In doing this, the programme strengthened community
capacity and increased confidence within participating
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bonfire committees and individuals. Furthermore,
relationships between several Loyalist communities and
the council, statutory organisations or emergency services
have improved whilst using Regenerate as the conduit for
dialogue.
This level of capacity building requires continual input and
direction going forward. Regenerate are now represented
at monthly forum meetings with NIHE, Council, PSNI and
other agencies.
This may be the avenue to proceed along, with eventual
formal input and attendance of people from the local areas,
however work is required in all areas where bonfires are
built to achieve this initial outcome.
It may be more beneficial in the short term to consolidate
the loose forum already in place into a more formal or
organised group. Discussions are continuing with all areas
on how this may develop. Some responses are positive
whilst others remain negative, mainly due to mistrust or a
belief that the programme at some point will erode what is
seen as an annual cultural tradition. That being said, the
programme guidelines at this stage provide a framework
of resources and support that communities can choose to
accept or ignore and which can be utilised in those areas
where acceptance can be achieved.

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet,
consectetur adipiscing elit.
In rutrum augue ut tortor
rhoncus, a posuere mi
lobortis
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3. Environmental issues
The programme has only partially addressed the negative
issues around the burning of tyres and toxic materials
on the bonfires. Some communities involved in the
programme, no longer view it as acceptable to burn tyres
or other toxic materials on their bonfires.
Others remained negative on this issue and had to be
continually challenged in their reasoning.
For example, one area had approximately 400 tyres
removed from the bonfire site after some negotiation by
Regenerate volunteers.
It has transpired that the use of tyres on the fires is
fueled by monetary gain. Those who build the fires are
encouraged by payment of cash to take tyres on to the
sites by unscrupulous persons or business enterprise.
This money is then used to purchase pallets to build the
fire to higher or more unstable dimensions, creating a
vicious circle which is proving hard to break. However, we
encouraged a number of local bonfire sites to re- design
the building framework during 2016 by creating a hollow
centre to the fire which in turn allowed the structure to
collapse inwards. This also significantly reduced the
number of pallets or materials required to build the fires to
the same visual appearance, hence reducing the need to
accept tyres for buying pallets.
It is crucial that statutory authorities be involved at an early
stage with publicity campaigns highlighting this practice
and that the lawful authority pursue those who negligently
dispose of tyres to the bonfire sites in this manner.
Community involvement in any campaign is a pre-requisite
to achieve positive results.
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Other issues arising concern the dumping of rubbish on
to the bonfire sites. This is prevalent across all areas and
communities.
n most areas, this dumping of material is not of an
organised nature and is more a consequence of the local
community using the site(s) as a dump. This is generally
discouraged by those who build the fires but it is hard to
enforce on a day to day basis. Regenerate, through this
particular programme were able to secure site fencing
for the bonfire sites which reduced the instance of illegal
dumping by individual people. The fences allowed the
bonfire material to be enclosed in confined spaces
and the area to be better maintained regards loose rubbish
either dumped or subject to being blown across a wider
area. The use of pallets to make collection boxes for loose
rubbish was also a cost effective feature across a number
of sites, again reducing the negative appearance on the
surrounding areas.
One bonfire site was located close to residential and
commercial properties. Whilst the storage of materials was
confined into an enclosed/fenced space, the subsequent
lighting of the fire created environmental and operational
issues for a local commercial property.

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet,
consectetur adipiscing elit.
In rutrum augue ut tortor
rhoncus, a posuere mi
lobortis
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Regenerate were able to consult with the local business
to negate any disruption to their operational regime. This
involved representatives meeting with the local business
managers to agree opening times on the day of the
bonfire. In previous years, the business was closed for 24
hours but during 2016, and after input from Regenerate,
the business was closed for just 3 hours during the bonfire
event. It also became apparent during discussions with
this local business that the fire local to their premises
resulted in follow up actions by maintenance staff. Due to
the business selling fresh foodstuffs, they were forced to
carry out cleaning and certification of air intake systems
to the building. Issues like this are generally unknown to
those who build the fires but during various meetings held
with bonfire builders in all areas, Regenerate have began
the process of informing all of the cause and effect to the
wider area and community.

Regenerate believe that the only way to address this is
through the aforementioned publicity campaign and with
enforcement by statutory authorities.
n addition, particular sites have “agreements” in place
with contractors who will store rubbish material over the
year before offloading same on to the site a number of
weeks before the bonfire event. This particular method of
“collection” is subject to no scrutiny whatsoever regards
the material and in some cases has resulted in asbestos
materials being offloaded.

The issue of “industrial” dumping is another matter.
Although not prevalent on all bonfire sites, it is an issue for
some.

his method of collection also leaves the general area in
an untidy state up until a number of days before the fires
are lit whilst also creating the need for more rigorous
clean up after the fire has burned. It should also be noted
that collection of this type usually requires the aid of
mechanical equipment to shovel or lift the material into the
fire location and this causes considerable damage to the
outlying ground areas with consequential cost increase to
restore to the original surface conditions.

This may involve small business operators such as building
contractors bringing lorry loads of rubbish on to the sites
and dumping with or without the approval of those who
build the fires.

This issue has been raised with those who use this
method of “collection” and although not yet resolved,
the views and ideas offered by Regenerate are there for
consideration in 2017.

In some cases, these people have been challenged whilst
in the process of dumping materials and were encouraged
to remove it to the registered land fill or regulated dumping
sites. In other instances, no one
was about the bonfire site when materials were being
dumped. This caused considerable additional maintenance
and clean up.
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Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet,
consectetur adipiscing elit.
In rutrum augue ut tortor
rhoncus, a posuere mi
lobortis

Lorem ipsum dolor sit amet
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4. Good relations issues
The issues of good relations transcend
intra and inter community borders.
Incidences of intra community tensions have been
generally addressed over a number of years but still remain
below the surface. This was evident on one particular
bonfire site where suspicions or mistrust were noted to
Regenerate by those responsible for building the bonfire. It
was also noted that other areas had the same mistrust with
this individual area and some work had to be done to keep
all parties in the programme.
In order that this could be addressed to the benefit of
the programme and all of the sites raising concern, it
was agreed that one contact point would be offered via
Regenerate to facilitate common interest and transparency.
Individuals who were particularly vocal or who were
possibly creating problems were diplomatically removed
from the process. In operation, this simply meant that
those individuals were given place in their own particular
area but where meetings involving people from all bonfire
sites were required, these same people were not on the
request list for attendance. This worked to the benefit of all
and no negative comment was received by Regenerate on
this method of operation.
Inter community relations around bonfires in this area have
historically been negative and no relationship building
has previously been tried or tested. The burning of flags,
effigies or political posters is a particular annual issue often
referred to by other communities. In some local locations,
this is minimal whilst other areas adorn the bonfires with
material almost as a result of being criticised from a
number of sources, be it media, press or political sources.
It is also noted that the same thing happens in both
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communities where bonfires are built.
This over-riding sentiment found from our work on the
programme this year is that those who build the fires,
or the communities they come from, are under constant
media attack on issues of cultural tradition. This may or
may not be the case but this particular sentiment is the
main item to be overcome should good relations ever be
expected to improve.
The underlying statement we hear from people on the
ground is that enforced legislation will not be accepted.
This would be a similar experience to that which
Regenerate encountered during the negotiation of a
successful and on-going flag protocol. We would be of the
opinion that any regulation on bonfires be agreed locally
and in effect be “self regulation”.
For example, one bonfire was targeted by PSNI in relation
to election posters being displayed on the day of the
event. A representative of Regenerate received notification
that police would be moving on to a site to arrest those
placing posters on the fire. It was relayed to police that
previous understandings made some years ago would
be at risk. This notice to Regenerate was received as
the police intervention was taking place and resulted in
two young people being cautioned on site before police
left the scene. This single incident led to more serious
repercussions to the point that Regenerate had to involve
other key people of influence to ensure that no retaliation
on police happened. Regenerate volunteers in partnership
with others had to manage two bonfire sites during the
lead up to lighting the fires and after. This could have been
avoided with some common sense being applied and is
added in this report as a reminder that negative actions
can bring negative outcomes.

Positive engagement around bonfires is required by media
and indeed statutory agencies to overcome the negative
and defiant attitude often displayed. Regenerate have been
able to provide a local voice for the various bonfire builders
into local press outlets. We have found that positive stories
in the press transform into positive responses on the
ground.
During 2016, one bonfire site, located at an interface area
and those involved in building the fire, were part of a cross
community initiative by way of a cultural or historical event.
This event although primarily of a historical nature, was
opened up to other communities by way of formal invite to
participate. This is the first instance we are aware of where
this has taken place locally. Although the numbers from
the community on the opposite side of the interface were
small, attendance did take place. Again, this is evidence of
positive ideas taking root with those who operate on the
ground in collecting or building the bonfires.
Significant input from statutory agencies is required to
enable Regenerate or others to facilitate meaningful good
relations. In our opinion, years of work are needed to bring
events to a point where the negatives are outweighed by
the positive.

Headlines such as the one (right)
go some way to creating a negative
atmosphere in any attempt made at
good relations, be it with statutory
agencies or other communities.
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6. Cultural traditions issues
For many within the communities who have bonfires
or those who attend them, they are primarily seen as a
cultural tradition. Older generations will recall the street
fires and provide memories or stories from their youth.
They often refer to the family and community atmosphere
associated with these fires in the past. Whilst it is
recognised that the fires do have negative issues around
them, there is no general desire to see them removed or
replaced. Some communities due to restrictions on space
or to avail of funding have decided to use beacons as a
way of continuing the tradition. This may be an option in
this area for some locations but not necessarily others.
The bonfires are transforming again into more family
orientated events and should be encouraged to do so
by all with an interest, inclusive of statutory agencies or
government.
Regenerate have found that communities respond when
given the space to do so and when offered sensible
solutions to issues.
The community input to and support for bonfires is
often underestimated by statutory agencies. Regenerate
have found people to be quite vocal when presented
with scenarios where removal of the bonfire tradition is
mentioned. This view can sometimes be the
opposite when speaking directly and in private to
those most affected by the fires ie residents facing or
surrounding the sites. There is no formal direction from
those who would be perceived as having cultural interest
within the community such as the loyal orders although
their membership would be supportive of the bonfires
and attend annually across all sites. The overall view from
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community is that the fires should be maintained and any
negative issues be addressed in a sensible and transparent
manner. How this is achieved whilst maintaining the
important cultural traditions associated with the bonfires
remains to be agreed, not only in this area but across
Northern Ireland. Regenerate are convinced that only with
agreed solutions, can the issues be resolved.
In closing, this section of the report, we have added the
poem copied below to give some possible insight into the
thinking of the young people who build the bonfires.

A Kingdom of Pallets
Timber stacked high, an edifice to the sky a labour of love,
months in the making blood and seat, and tears and tears,
and fret and frayed clothes and nerves and backs ready for
breaking.
Like ants we scramble to the summit and review our wooden
kingdom distended far beneath and marvel at the effort and
endeavour basking in the glory of the empire at our feet.
Proficient in the skills required to build a structure that won’t
stand the test of time a configuration of lumber, sticks and
kindling a mountain that is ours alone to climb.
We linger in defiance of the moment rebel against the once
appointed time stall in an instance of non compliance and
postpone the sure and downward climb.
And gaze from a distance when finally grounded eyes moist
and faces still as figurines despondent that our realm should
turn to ashes downhearted thinking of our smouldering
dreams.
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