Around the Table on a Bill of Rights
Human Rights Consortium, June 2006
The Human Rights Consortium (a coalition of 111 organisations) has been actively campaigning for a strong and inclusive Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland since 2000.  We have organised many events including an open discussion at Stormont between civil society and politicians and produced many publications including the very popular ‘Frequently Asked Questions about a Bill of Rights’. We also put together a case study leaflet of eight personal stories of individuals who feel a Bill of Rights would be of practical benefit to them. 
One such person is Claire Mc Cambley, a young person and a wheelchair user who says a Bill of Rights: ‘…would mean society would have to start listening to young people and listening to those with disabilities. If our voice was heard and our wishes acted on more often, our quality of life would improve hugely.’ 
We have commissioned research papers, held media launches and regularly meet with politicians, the two governments and other stakeholders to press for a strong and inclusive Bill of Rights. In the next few months we will be making some internal changes to our governance structure and more excitingly, will be hiring a full-time campaigner and part-time admin staff to fully realise our goals over the next two years.  
The Consortium has recently met with Ministers of the British and Irish Governments to push for movement on establishing the proposed Roundtable Forum of political parties and civil society to push the Bill of Rights forward.  We feel the roundtable is an essential next step in securing a strong and inclusive Bill of Rights and are delighted the NIO are finally planning to move ahead with this.
A Roundtable Forum is clearly a unique opportunity to bring political parties and civil society together to discuss the rights the Consortium would like to see protected in a Bill of Rights, and as such will also serve as an effective way of encouraging debate among wider society about this important issue.  However, there is work to be done in deciding how the Roundtable should operate.  Important questions such as how will civil society be represented? who will chair it? how will decisions be made? - will all need to be answered in the immediate future to ensure that the Roundtable operates in as effective and productive a manner as possible. 
The Consortium has developed a set of principles to inform this discussion and has distributed these widely.  In summary, these principles are:

Aims of Roundtable Forum: 

· Civil society and political parties to reach agreement on rights and values for Northern Ireland’s future.  

· Consensus among the political parties and civil society 

· Draft provisions of a Bill of Rights for NI and give to the Secretary of State.

The Roundtable Forum will:

· Engage political parties and civic society (the latter to be adequately represented)

· Have an independent chairperson. 

· Be adequately supported and resourced, with own independent secretariat.

The Chair of the Forum should:

· Have an established international reputation.

· Have knowledge and experience of human rights principles.

· Be experienced in political negotiation and the implementation of reform. 

· Be independent of both governments.
Process:

· Guided by principles of openness, transparency, inclusiveness, and accessibility.

· Hearings should be held in public, in a variety of locations – with oral testimony to help reinvigorate the debate and develop ownership of the process.

Decision-making:

· No one participant or group should be allowed to ‘veto’ proposals.

· Decisions should be made on the basis of broad agreement and on the basis of the following criteria: 

· No undermining of current international/regional protections.

· Recognisable gains, especially for the most disadvantaged.

· Effective enforcement mechanisms.

· Represent the diversity that is Northern Ireland.

· Promote equality for all.

· Move beyond the ECHR to include in particular socio-economic rights.
Role of NIHRC:

· Remain independent of the roundtable process.

· Forum builds on the work carried out by the Commission to date.

· Commission could comment on the final Roundtable proposals from a legal and technical perspective in presenting to the Secretary of State its final advice.

Role of Government:

· Listening brief.

· Provide adequate resources to the process.

· Commit themselves to implement the Forum’s proposals where these have widespread support and meet the criteria outlined above.
For a full copy of the Consortium’s roundtable principles,details of its activities or if your organisation would like to become a member, please contact info@billofrightsni.org or 02890 961128.

The Human Rights Consortium represents a variety of sectors and thousands of people across Northern Ireland:
Action on Medical Negligence Association

Advice NI

Age Concern NI

Al-Nisa Association NI (Women’s Group)

Amnesty International

Ballee Environmental Project

Barnardos

Belfast and District Trades Council

Belfast Carers’ Centre

Belfast Travellers Education and Development Group

Belfast Unemployed Resource Centre

Belfast Women’s Training Services

Carers NI

Centre for Global Education

Child Care NI

Children’s Law Centre

Chinese Welfare Association

Coalition on Sexual Orientation

Committee on the Administration of Justice

Community Change

Community Devleopment and Health Network

Community Dialogue

Confederation of Community Groups Newry

Community Restorative Justice Ireland

Conference of Religious of Ireland

Conflict Trauma Resource Centre

Corrymeela Community

Council for the Homeless NI

Democratic Dialogue

Dennett Interchange

Derry Trades Council

Disability Action

Ely Centre

Ex-Prisoners Interpretative Centre (EPIC)

Family Planning Association NI

Foyle Friend

Greater Shankill Alternatives 
Groundwork NI

Help the Aged

HIV Support Centre

Housing Rights Service

Include Youth 
Indian Community Centre

Institute for Popular Economics

Intercomm

Latinoamérica Unida

Law Centre NI

Linc Resource Centre

Low Pay Unit (Ireland)

Making Women Seen and Heard

Mencap

Multi-Cultural Resource Centre

MS Society Foyle Branch

Nexus Institute

NIACRO

NI Attention Deficit and Hyperactivity Family Support Group

NI African Cultural Centre

NI Anti-Poverty Network

NI Association of Citizens Advice Bureaux

NI Business Education Partnership

NIC – Irish Congress of Trade Unions

NI Council for Ethnic Minorities

NI Council for Voluntary Action

NI Public Service Alliance

NI Women’s Aid Federation

NI Women’s European Platform

NI Youth Forum

NUS-USI

North West Community Network

NW Consortium on Human Rights

NW  Forum of People with Disabilites

Old Warren Partnership

Omagh Forum for Rural Associations

Organsiation of the Unemployed NI

PAKT (Lurgan)

Parkanaur College

Pat Finucane Centre

Peace People

POBAL

Relate NI 

Restorative Justice NI

Rethink Severe Mental Illness

Rights in Community Care

Rural Community Network

Save the Children

Simon Community NI

Social Economy Agency

Soroptomist International
Spring board

Sth TyroneEmpowerment Programme

Springfield Inter-Community Development Project

STEER Mental Health

Traveller Movement NI

Ulster Human Rights Watch

Ulster People’s College

UNISON

Upper Springfield Development Trust

Victim Support NI

WAVE Trauma Centre

West Belfast Economic Forum

West Belfast Partnership Board

Willowbank Community Resource Centre

Women’s Information Group

Women into Politics 

Women’s Resource and Devleopment Agency

Women’s Support Network

Women Together Moving On

Workers Educational Association

Young Citizen’s in Action

Youthnet










