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Political Party Factsheets – Glossary

Agreement

The Belfast Agreement, also known as the ‘Good Friday Agreement’ was 
reached on 10 April 1998. It was a peace agreement to end the conflict 
in Northern Ireland. It set up a new system of government for Northern 
Ireland in which unionists and nationalists share power. It also created 
‘North-South’ institutions and British-Irish institutions to encourage co-
operation. The ‘principle of consent’ in the Agreement means that there 
will be no change to the constitutional status of Northern Ireland (i.e. it 
remains part of the United Kingdom) without the consent of a majority of 
the people.

Academic selection
When schools admit students on the basis of academic performance, 
e.g. test results. This is different from a ‘comprehensive’ school, which 
accepts all students.

Apprenticeships A type of job training in which someone learns a trade or job under 
supervision in a workplace, rather than at school.

Civil rights
Rights that people should have in society including equal treatment and 
equal opportunities, whatever their race, sex, or religion. There was a 
campaign for civil rights in Northern Ireland in the late 1960s.

Corporation Tax A tax on the profits of companies/businesses.

Culture Characteristics shared by a particular group of people, e.g. language and 
religion.

Cultural diversity Different cultural and ethnic groups within a society. 

Democracy

This means ‘government by the people’. In today’s democratic societies, 
it is usually through elected representatives. The Government is 
accountable to the people and the people have the right to criticise it. 
There is freedom of speech and of the press.

Democratic socialist
Democratic socialists believe that both the economy and society should 
be run democratically in order to meet public needs, not to make profits 
for a few.

Departments

There are 9 Government Departments in the Northern Ireland Executive 
which deliver public services and develop policies and laws to improve 
them, e.g., the Department of Education and Department for Health. They 
are headed up by Ministers from the Executive Committee.

Devolved/ Devolution

Devolution is the transfer of powers from a central government to a 
regional government. Devolved institutions have the power to make laws 
and decisions in their own area. The Northern Ireland Assembly, the 
Scottish Parliament and the National Assembly for Wales are all devolved 
institutions.

Elite A group which is small in number but powerful because of their wealth, 
social standing (‘class’) or education. 

Entrepreneur A person who sets up a business or businesses in the hope of making 
profit.



Foreign direct  
investment Companies from other countries setting up/buying businesses.

Fracking
A technique to extract gas and oil from shale rock. It involves the high 
pressure injection of liquid to form cracks (fractures) through which the 
gas and oil can flow. 

Government

Within Northern Ireland, the term ‘Government’ refers to those elected 
representatives in charge of running Northern Ireland, i.e. the Executive 
Committee.  On a UK level, ‘Government’ refers to the Prime Minister and 
Cabinet in Westminster.  

Identity

The characteristics which determine who you are. Cultural identity is the 
feeling of belonging to a group. It can be related to nationality, ethnicity, 
religion, social class, generation, locality or any kind of social group that 
has its own distinct way of life.

Immigration The act of coming to live permanently in another country. Emigration is 
the act of leaving a country to live elsewhere.

Income Tax A government tax people pay on their earnings to pay for public services.

Infrastructure
The system of physical structures required for a country and its economy 
to operate successfully, e.g. roads, public transport, power plants and 
water and sewerage systems.

Integrated education Schools which aim to educate together children from both Catholic and 
Protestant traditions, as well as those of other faiths, and none.

Investment The processes of investing money in order to make a profit.

Isolationist Opposing the involvement of your country in the affairs of others.

Laws

Rules stating what can and cannot be done in a country. Laws for 
Northern Ireland are made by the Assembly and are known as transferred 
matters. The UK Parliament at Westminster make laws known as reserved 
and excepted matters, e.g. Taxation and Defence.

Legislation Law or set of laws.

MLA Member of the Legislative Assembly. There are 90 MLAs elected to the 
Northern Ireland Assembly.

Minister

Ministers are MLAs appointed by the Assembly to lead Government 
Departments. They meet together as the Executive Committee (Northern 
Ireland Government). Ministers and their Departments are accountable to 
the Assembly for their decisions and actions. 

Northern Ireland 
Assembly

The devolved legislature (law-making institution) for Northern Ireland, 
made up of 90 elected Members of the Legislative Assembly. It was 
established following the Belfast or Good Friday Agreement of 1998. An 
Executive Committee is appointed from the Assembly to be the Northern 
Ireland Government. 

Newer communities
In Northern Ireland, newer, or newcomer communities refers to those 
from other countries (immigrants) who have chosen to live in Northern 
Ireland.

Opposition Party A party in a legislature which opposes the party or parties in the 
Government.

Parliament

The UK Parliament at Westminster. Northern Ireland elects 18 Members 
of Parliament (MPs). The UK Parliament legislates for Northern Ireland 
in respect of reserved and excepted matters – UK-wide and international 
matters, such as income tax and defence.



Partition Division of the island of Ireland as result of the Government of Ireland Act 
of 1920.

Political party

An organised group of people with similar views about how a country/
region should be governed. Political parties try to get members elected 
to government so that they can have as much power as possible to 
influence decisions and laws.

Prejudice
A negative attitude towards a particular group of people, which is not 
based on reason or actual experience, e.g. disliking someone because of 
their religion, nationality or skin colour.  

Private sector/private 
enterprise

The part of the economy that is run by individuals and companies, not 
by the government. Most private sector organisations are run with the 
aim of making a profit. The part of the economy controlled directly by 
government is called the ‘public sector’. 

Public sector Organisations owned and operated by the government to provide services 
for citizens, e.g. schools and hospitals.

Public services Services provided by the government for people living in a country/
region. Examples include schools, hospitals and emergency services.

Racism

The belief that people’s qualities are influenced by their race and that 
members of other races are not as good as the members of your own. 
Racism is the unfair treatment of someone because of their colour, 
ethnicity, nationality or race.

Recession A period of economic decline.

Representation

Refers to representative democracy, which entails people voting to elect 
representatives to make decisions on their behalf. The people of Northern 
Ireland are represented by MLAs in the Northern Ireland Assembly; MPs 
in the UK Parliament at Westminster and Councillors to local Councils.

Reserved Matters

Areas in which the UK Parliament currently legislates but which could 
be transferred to the Assembly in future, e.g. postal services and 
the minimum wage. Policing and justice powers were transferred in 
April 2010. The areas in which the Assembly can legislate are called 
Transferred Matters.

Sectarianism

A very strong attachment to one group and an unwillingness to accept 
the views or beliefs of other religious groups. In Northern Ireland it is 
typically related to Protestant/ Catholic divisions. Sectarianism also 
occurs within other faiths and is a feature of religious intolerance.

Shared future

A term used in Northern Ireland which refers to a future in which people 
from the traditional unionist and nationalist communities, and newer 
communities, live together in a spirit of mutual understanding and 
respect. 

Snap election An election which is called suddenly and unexpectedly.

Social housing Housing provided by government and non-profit organisations for rent by 
people on low incomes.

Social justice The application of justice, based on the concepts of human rights and 
equality, to promote a fair and just society.

Statutory Required by law, from the word ‘statute’.

St Andrews Agreement

An agreement reached in October 2006 in St Andrews, Scotland, between 
the British and Irish Governments and the political parties in Northern 
Ireland, to end the suspension of the Northern Ireland Assembly (from 
October 2002). The Assembly was restored in May 2007.



Sustainable 
development Economic development which does not damage the environment.

Third-level education Post-secondary education at universities (higher education) and colleges 
of further education.

Trade Union
An organisation formed by workers from a particular field of work, 
or ‘trade’ to advance the common interest of its members. They help 
workers on issues such as pay and working conditions.

Traditional communities In Northern Ireland, this refers to the ‘unionist’ and ‘nationalist’ 
communities.

Technical education See ‘vocational education’.  

Vocational education
Prepares people to work in specific jobs, e.g. skilled trades and 
agriculture. It usually involves practical work experience. Also known as 
‘technical education’.

Welfare Help given by the state to people who need it, e.g. unemployment and 
sickness payments. 

Xenophobia Dislike of, or prejudice against, people from other countries.
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