POBAL — the umbrella group for the Irish Language community

POBAL’s Submission in response to
Progressing A Bill Of Rights in Northern Ireland

July 2004

POBAL
Cultirlann MeAdam O Fiaich
216 Falls Road
Belfast BT12 6AH
Tel. 028 90 438132

e-mail: eolas@pobal.org



POBAL — the umbrella group for the Irish Language community

In 2002, POBAL made a comprehensive submission to the Human Rights
Commission regarding proposals for a Bill of Rights which were presented to the
public for consultation in the document, Making a Bill of Rights for Northern freland.

It is clear from the document released by the Commission in July 2003, 4 Summary of
Submissions on a Bill of Rights, that there was broad acceptance of our view that
further protection is required for the Irish Langauge.

‘Of the 340 submissions received to date, over 21% write specifically on the subject
of language rights ... Of these submissions, 76% express support for strengthening
the Commission’s current proposals ... The majority of those ... do so on behalf of
the rights of Irish speakers in particular.’

Therefore, the Commission’s new proposals, published in April 2004, are welcomed
as they add to the debate on a Bill of Rights. However, POBAL do not hold the view
that the document Progressing a Bill of Rights in Northern Ireland is sufficiently
adequate to advise the UK government on the matter.

The Proposals Contained in Progressing a Bill of Rights in Northern Ireland

This document makes reference to elements of the public debate pertaining to a Bill
Of Rights. Clearly, the process has been dogged by acute problems. With this in mind,
however, we are somewhat surprised by some of the decisions reached by the
Commission in relation to this debate.

The Commission states that any proposal deemed as not being in line with
international laws and practices will not be endorsed and reference 1s made to recent
developments in the international arena. It appears to be the case, however, that only
selective references have been offered by the Commission as there is no evidence of
positive references to language rights. This position is most surprising given the fact
that the Irish Language. a language of the North of Ireland, as well as Ulster Scots, is
now protected by international legislation, including the European Charter for
Regional or Lesser Used Languages. Rather than recognising this, a less than positive
stance on language rights is evident, namely, that the individual’s rights are not
potected as part of a specific linguistic grouping. It may well be the case that this is an
important right when aligned to language rights. However, where this isn’t the case, it
is indeed of negative emphasis.

In the same part of the document, the Commission acknowledges that it didn’t accept
the incorporation of the proposals in international law except in two areas: in the case
of Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities and The UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child. Of the United Nations Convention, the
Comimissions says,

‘the UN Convention Standards are recent and comprehensive enough to deserve to be
incorporated into the law of Northern Ireland en bloc except where local standards are

higher”'

" NIHRC Progressing a Bill of Rights for NI, p63






