‘PROGRESSING A BILL OF RIGHTS FOR NORTHERN
IRELAND’

COMMENTS ON THE UPDATE, JULY 2004

Democratic Dialogue

1. Discussion on a specific chapter on women’s rights as suggested by the
original proposal for a Bill of Rights

Chapter five ‘the rights of women’

In the initial consultation on a Bill of Rights, feedback from women’s conferences,
women's organisations, the Irish Congress of Trade Unions-NIC and others was
unanimous in the need for women’s rights to be identified as a specific sub-set of human
rights, in recognition of the disadvantaged position of women in society, relative to men.
This was recognised in the Commission’s Consultation Document, ‘Making a Bill of
Rights for Northern Ireland’ (September 2001) in Chapter 5 “The rights of women’. That
section drew attention to the necessity for clauses on equality between women and men;
the right to reproductive health; freedom from gender-based violence; the right to full,
fair and effective participation.

The specific discrimination sutfered by women in Northern Ireland includes a significant
gender pay gap that is exacerbated by 49% of female jobs being part-time, as compared
to 18% of male jobs. The right to equal pay is an important human right, but this is not
included within the proposed bill of rights. We believe that only a separate section
devoted to women’s rights will do justice to the complexity of women’s needs in terms of
their right to access work and their right to receive an equal wage for the work they do.

The Commission, acknowledging the inequities experienced by women in Northern
Ireland, concluded that its approach was ‘to incorporate (gender specific) rights in the
related chapters but also to include a chapter of commentary at this point...to explain the
approach and the origin of each provision.” (p.36). This was followed by Question 14:

Where would the rights of women be best placed in the Bill of Rights — within a
specific chapter on women’s rights on allocated as appropriate to relevant chapters in
the Bill?

Summary of Submissions on a Bill of Rights

The NIHRC Summary of Submissions on a Bill of Rights (July 2003), in its discussion
on the Rights of Women (Section 6), provided evidence that there was substantial support
for a separate section on women’s rights: 17% of submissions favoured the case for
mainstreaming of rights; 14% supported a separate chapter for women’s rights; 9% of
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submissions favoured both mainstreaming and the retention of a separate chapter relating
to women’s rights. It could be argued that these figures underestimate the degree of
support for the final option of a separate chapter on women combined with
mainstreaming of women's rights. The percentage of respondents favouring the last
option is wider than would appear because conference decisions in support of such an
option were agreed by participants who could be taken as representing a wide
constituency of organisations. In addition, the Women’s Support Network and Women’s
Aid are umbrella organisations that also speak for considerable numbers of women.

The decision to disregard this considerable body of opinion is regrettable. Given the
disadvantages suffered by women in Northern Ireland in terms of public and political
representation, social and economic rights, gender-based violence and lack of
reproductive rights, the approach taken to mainstream women’s rights alone is not
sufficient. Professor Ivana Bacik of Trinity College Dublin, in an address to the
conference Making a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland: making human rights work for
women, Grosvenor Hall, Belfast, September 2001, (contained in the conference report
submitted to the NIHRC) had argued strongly that:

...it i5 symbaolically very important that women’s rights also appear under a separate
heading, as a designated chapter...this could have a significant practical impact for
women, as enforceable obligations could then be imposed on the state.

The particular circumstances of Northern Ireland

The Commission acknowledges a number of international conventions in setting a
standard for human rights for particular groups, such as the Convention on the Rights of
the Child. We wonder why there is no acknowledgment that such a convention exists for
women - the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW). The proposed Bill of Rights in its current form departs from
international standards relating to women and is also deficient in the extent to which it
acknowledges the particular circumstances of Northern Ireland in terms of the material
reality of women’s lives,

The NIHRC, in its preparations for developing a bill of rights, consulted with experts in
the Council of Europe. While the report of the Council of Europe experts (3 February
2003) did not favour the inclusion of rights for specific categories of people (para 29),
they did agree that certain rights could be formulated ‘in unusual detail, because they are
felt to be important in view of the particular history and situation of the society
concerned.’ (para 19). We would argue that the particular history and the current situation
of Northern Irish society has seriously disadvantaged women and that a separate heading
for women within a bill of rights would serve as a baseline with which to begin to redress
the multiple disadvantages experienced by all women, regardless of class, ethnic
background, sexual orientation, age or disability.

We welcome the statement that the Commission ‘remains open to different approaches in
the light of further discussion and debate” and hope that this will result in the insertion of
a robust assertion of women’s specific human rights.
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