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SUBMISSION IN RESPONSE TO
PROGRESSING A BILL OF RIGHTS FOR NORTHERN IRELAND: AN UPDATE

1.

British Irish RIGHTS WATCH is an independent non-governmental organisation
that monitors the human rights dimension of the conflict and the peace
process in Northern Ireland. Our services are available to anyone whose
human rights have been affected by the conflict, regardiess of religious,
political or community affiliations, and we take no position on the eventual
constitutional cutcome of the peace process.

We welcorne this opportunity to comment on the Northemn Ireland Human
Rights Commission's document, Progressing a Bill of Rights for Northern
Ireland: An Update, and apologise for the fact that our submission is slightly
late. Our tardiness reflects nothing more than pressure of work and should
certainly not be interpreted as any lack of interest in a Bill of Righfs.

Since Northern Ireland was created in the 1920s, human rights have been
ignored and abused. A combination of the effects of the conflict, the
abuse of power by the Stormont government, disbanded in 1972, and the
repressive measures taken by successive Westminster governments in an
attempt to quell the conflict, has resulted in grave damage to democracy
and the institutions of society in Northern Ireland. In conseqguence, litfle or
no human rights culture exists to which civil society can adhere. Human
rights have become a victim of the conflict just as surely as the dead and
injured. In Northern Ireland, it is not a question of restoring respect for
human rights, but of creating that respect. Some might say that it was a
brave experiment to plant the United Kingdom's first, and so far only,
Human Rights Commission in such a desert; others might say that such a
project was set up to fail.

Owver more than a decade of work on the human rights dimension of the
situation in Northern Ireland, British Irish RIGHTS WATCH (BIRW) has consistently
advocated the establishment of a Human Rights Commission and the
adoption of a Bill of Rights, and we were delighted when these issues were
addressed in the Good Friday Agreement and won overwhelming support
in the referendum that approved the peace package. However, since
1998 we have waiched with some dismay the way in which those fwo
human rights pledges have been delivered in practice. In particular, the
government has failed to give the Caommission the resources or the powers






