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27" July 2004

RE: “Progressing a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland — An Update”
Dear Commissioners,

As you will know, the Committee on the Administration of Justice (CAJ) has long
been committed to a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland. As long ago as 1985, we
1ssued a publication entitled “Ways of Protecting Minority Rights in Northermn
Ireland™. Since then we have campaigned for a public debate around a Bill of Rights
and drafted specific proposals to be considered in any eventual text.

CAJ thus strongly welcomed the commitment in the Good Friday/Belfast Agreement
to pursue the Bill of Rights discussion by asking the newly created NI Human Rights
Commission to consult and advise on the scope for a Bill of Rights. Given our
interest and support, we have sought to play an active and positive role in the Bill of
Rights consultation since it began in 2000, This has included:

e  The establishment and continued co-convening, with Amnesty International, of
a broad Human Rights Consortium consisting of a broad range of over 100 non-
governmental organisations, trade unions and community groups committed to
campaigning for a strong and inclusive Bill of Rights.

¢  Under the aegis of the Consortium, working with others to promote more public
awareness of and participation in the Bill of Rights debate: organising a major
conference at which former UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Mary
Robinson spoke; holding a number of high profile media events; organising a
major event at Stormont attended by 36 MLAs and a broad sprinkling of civil
society; and issuing (with the Human Rights Commission) an insert into the
Belfast Telegraph delivered to over 140,000 households.

*  Inourown right, CAJ has hosted a range of people to help Northern Ireland
develop the necessary vision to create an aspirational text which delivers change
on the ground ~ Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Sir Nigel Rodley, Paul Hunt, Bruce
Porter and Beverley McLachlan have all contributed their expertise and insights
to the debate.
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¢  We produced a stand-alone information pack to facilitate local group discussion
and encourage submissions on the Bill of Rights. More than 2000 copies were
disseminated and used, and we provided additional training where necessary.
We have also issued a variety of publications stimulating debate around
different topics related to the Bill of Rights debate. Most recently we have
published a compilation of the views expressed on the issue by all the political
parties here since the early 70’s, entitled “A Bill of Rights through the years —
the views of the political parties”.

CAJ has also made formal submissions to the NI Human Rights Commission at
various stages of the debate: in advance of their proposals in March 2001, and in
response to the first consultation document in January 2002. We have been frequent
attendees, and occasional contributors, at events organised by the Commission on the
Bill of Rights.

This brief history serves to highlight the very engaged and constructive role CAJ has
sought to play in the Bill of Rights debate to date. However, in considering how to
respond to the Commission’s latest Progress Report, we have drawn a number of
conclusions:

1. Under the Agreement, the NI Human Rights Commission was “invited to
consult and advise on the scope for defining, in Westminster legislation....a
Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland™. In practice, this means that the NIHRC is
expected to submit final advice to the Secretary of State, with a view to him or
her bringing forward legislation thereafter. The Commission is required to
consult on the matter before advising the Secretary of State, and it has been
widely accepted (and indeed indicated by the Northern Ireland Office) that any
proposals for Westminster legislation are unlikely to be successful unless
some level of cross-community support has been secured. Accordingly, the
NIHRC has sought at different times to engage with a wide range of political
parties, as well as the broader civil society. However, we take the view,
supported by others in civil society, that for a variety of reasons — including
the continued political stalemate — it has proved impossible for the
Commission to secure sufficient political support for their current proposals.
CAJ believes that it would accordingly be wrong both in principle, and on the
basis of its mandate as outlined above, for the outgoing Commission to
finalise and submit final advice to the Secretary of State.

2. CAJ believes that the current consultation around the Bill of Rights has lost a
great deal of its impetus — in comparison to the earlier stages of the debate, too
few people are actively and enthusiastically involved, and the wider general
public have little, if any, knowledge or ownership of the debate. CAJ has
always felt very strongly that any Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland must
have broad public ownership if it is going to really make an impact.
Unfortunately this is simply not the case at present, and for that reason we feel
it would be wrong to try and come to conclusions at this stage and finalise the
debate.






