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'PROGRESSING A BILL OF RIGHTS- AN UPDATE

RESPONSE FROM
WEST BELFAST ECONOMIC FORUM

West Belfast Economic Forum welcomed the proposal for a Bill of Rights
contained within the Good Friday Agreement and welcomes this opportunity
to comment on the progress report. Our particular interest in the Bill of
Rights focuses on social and economic rights but we would like to take this
opportunity to make general comments as well as comments on other
chapters of the document.

At the outset we would like to reiterate our support for the principles put
forward by CAJ in relation to the Bill of Rights. Those principles being:

1. The Bill of Rights must be accessible -the eventual text must be
coherent, accessible and user friendly.

2. The Bill of Rights musts secure widespread ownership and must
develop a consensus around the principles (if not all the details)
governing the eventual text.

3. The Bill of Rights should recognise the almost unanimous public
response to the idea of including enforceable socio-economic rights
and make provision accordingly.

4. The Bill of Rights must be capable of securing effective enforcement
by the Courts as well as through other programmatic provision where
appropriate.

5. The Bill of Rights should build upon- and in no instance diminish-
current protection of rights in both domestic and international law.

We would also reiterate our concern that a Bill of Rights covers and
protects as board a range of rights as is possible given the particular impact
of the conflict on groups of people, communities and individuals as well as
over a range of human rights issues. Arguments have been put forward for a
narrow Bill of Rights on the basis that the Rights enshrined in the North of
Ireland could not be any different or exceed those guaranteed in England.
We would remind the Commission of the advice given from the experts from
the Council of Europe that stated:



'The experts also underline that it is not unusual in a federal or strongly
centralised State for different Bills of Rights fo exists in different entities

of that state.’

Preamble
Para (a) should simply read that 'everyone is entitled to live free from

violence ,fear, oppression and intimidation. The remainder of the paragraph
strays into the political sphere and has no place in a Bill of Rights.
Interpretation

Para (c) we would suggest only refers to due regard to international law and
practice.

Democratic Rights

Mechanisms for elections should be a part of the political process and not
part of the Bill of Rights.

Para 2 should also include the word 'effective’. The phrase 'in a manner to
be determined by legislation’ should be deleted. It presupposes that
legislation will be introduced that will uphold this right, which in this state is
not a guarantee. It also presupposes that this right can be conditional on
changing political circumstances. The final sentence in that paragraph should
be deleted for the same reasons as for the preamble. This section should
also contain wording that that there is a duty on the state to respect the
electoral mandate of all elected representatives.

Para (4) voting rights should be extended to prisoners and ex-prisoners
should also be entitled to stand for election.

Para (5) the membership of public bodies should be 'representative’ as
opposed to 'broadly reflective’ this is open fo very wide inferprefation.

This section also needs to contain reference to the rights of individuals to
participation in public affairs and the right to participate in political, civic
and social partnerships and structures. The acknowledgement of systems
and structures of governance needs to be broad and as inclusive as possible
with a duty on those structures to ensure that barriers to participation for
i.e. Section 75 constituent groups are removed.






