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Regional Secretary

Patricia McKeown

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

Dear Commissioners,

UNISON have long supported the need for an inclusive, cross-
community process of debate on a Bill of Rights. It is in this context that
we have made numerous submissions to the NI Human Rights

Commission and attended a number of consultative events.
The following concerns have led UNISON to a view that it would be

a mistake for the outgoing Commission to submit final advice to

the Secretary of State at this stage.

1. There remains a lack of political and cross community support

for the proposals

Despite some engagement with political parties and civil society there

remains a lack of political support for the current proposals.

General Secretary Dave Prennis Deputy General Secretary Keith Sonnet



It is widely accepted that prior to the NI Human Rights Commission
giving advice to the Secretary of State on the scope for defining a Bill of

Rights for NI, some level of cross-community support for the proposals is
necessary.

UNISON believes that despite some engagement with political parties
and broader civil society, political parties are only beginning to address
these issues within their own constituencies and have hardly begun to

engage with each other.

Cross-community support has not yet been achieved. The timetable is
too tight. Final advice should not be developed for the Secretary of
State.

2. There is a lack of public dialogue, participation and ownership of

the current debate.

Given the current lack of public knowledge and participation, there
remains an urgent need to create a cross-community, inclusive process
of dialogue on the Bill of Rights in order to unpack conflicting

perceptions on rights and to create ownership of the debate.

Further time and thought must be given on how to facilitate this debate

to ensure that the final proposals make the proper impact

3. The incoming NI Human Rights Commission has much more

work to do.

It is hoped that the new Commission will bring with it increased
legitimacy, and with it greater support for the creation of a more

extensive and inclusive debate around the Bill of Rights.



4. UNISON cannot support many of the current proposals within
the Progress report

UNISON are extremely concerned at many of the proposals within the
Progress Report. Rather than go over these concerns in detail, we have
attached detailed submissions made previously to the Commission on

these issues outlining our views on what a Bill of Rights should contain.
However we will make some initial general comment on the section on

social, economic and environmental rights.

With our colleagues in ICTU and the Human Rights Consortium UNISON
have given active priority and support to the need for comprehensive

and effective social and economic rights to be included in the Bill.

We are concerned, however:

 that only three possible models have been set out :

 that the current formulation could polarise debate around options 1
and 2;

* that even the minimum rights on offer in option 1, rather than being
‘those which are now recognised as such by the UN’s Committee on
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights” (page 72), offer in fact
extremely different weaker levels of protection. For example, the
‘right to access to healthcare” detailed in option 1, in no way
corresponds to the stronger “right to the enjoyment of the highest
attainable standard of physical and mental health” within the UN
Covenant.

e that our likely preferred option, version 3, (appearing as it does to

combine justiciable, enforceable and realisable rights to health,






