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Introduction

NICEM is an umbrella organisation representing the interests of black and minority
ethnic groups in Northern Ireland. Currently we have 23 affiliated black and minority
ethnic groups as our full member, which represents most of the black and minority
ethnic communities in Northern Ireland. Our vision is of a society where differences
are recognised, respected and valued, a society free from all forms of racism and
discrimination, where human rights are guaranteed. NICEM works in partnership, to
bring about social change, by achieving equality of outcome and full participation in
society.

General overview of the Progress Report

NICEM has been deeply involved in the debate around a Bill of Rights for Northern
Ireland. We are committed to a strong and inclusive Bill of Rights, which can form
the basis of a fair and just society founded on respect for fundamental human rights.
The Bill of Rights can play a crucial role in tackling racism within Northern Ireland,
and in ensuring and protecting the human rights of members of black and minority
ethnic groups. In this context, we have grave concerns regarding the content of the
Commission document ‘Progressing a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland’, the
decision to produce it at this time, and the process by which it has been produced.

Regarding the process and the decision to produce the document, NICEM has clearly
expressed our concerns that further work needed to be done regarding consensus
building and debate, particularly around the ‘identity and community’ rights
proposals, and particularly with political parties. This needed to be done before any
further publication of proposals was produced. We are still of this view.

Building consensus on a Bill of Rights cannot be done quickly, and the production of
final advice to the Secretary of State which does not have such consensus can only
undermine the possibility of a Bill of Rights that can achieve it’s objectives of
protection of fundamental human rights. We have made it clear to the Commission,
including through participation in the Human Rights Consortium meetings with the
Commission, that the production of a document, whatever it’s title, in advance of the
proposed roundtable process would be a mistake, and would be interpreted as an
attempt to pre-empt those discussions. This is particularly so in the current political
climate, and with the difficulties facing the current Human Rights Commission. It is
ironic that in the one area where there is clear societal consensus, namely the need to
include strong social and economic rights, the Commission continues to put forward
restrictive and highly limited proposals.

The current proposals do nothing to address the concerns of ‘those who have
expressed doubts™ about the Commission’s initial proposals. NICEM is particularly
concerned regarding the use of the advice from the external experts provided by the
Council of Europe. We were clear at the time and subsequently that we felt the timing
of the delegations’ visit was problematic, coming at a time when there was (and still
is) considerable political uncertainty as well as a lack of confidence in the Human
Rights Commission itself. NICEM feared that the delegation’s visit would be seen as
an attempt to pre-empt discussions at the political level, and only serve to exacerbate






