CoSO Meeting – Jnr Minister Jeffrey Donaldson & DUP Colleagues

Monday 13th October 2008

Parliament Buildings

Stormont

Remit of OFMDFM:

· Support for Executive / liaison with NI Assembly;

· North-South Ministerial Council;

· British-Irish Council;

· Civic Forum and UK Depts; International Relations;

· Prog for Govt / Exec’s economic policies;

· Promoting and monitoring implementation of equality of opportunity / good relations;

· Tackling poverty and social exclusion;

· Children and Young People / victims and survivors / sustainable dev’t;

· Review of Public Adminstration; etc. 

CoSO met with Jeffrey Donaldson at his request, following previous requests from CoSO. The meeting was attended by numerous officials within OFMDFM and DUP MLAs who are members of the OFMDFM Committee (formerly the Committee of the Centre).  

I, Theresa, James and Colin went to this meeting on behalf of CoSO.  The meeting was cordial with harder, relevant issues and perceptions of the party discussed.  It was stated that hopefully this was the beginning of a meaningful dialogue with DUP - as with all our political parties - in the interest of advancing true equality for all here.  

Issues discussed:

Commitment to Equality: 

He gave us a commitment to Equality “within the law” which is probably as positive as we can hope to achieve at this time.   We did point out that legislation only provided a baseline and it is mindsets which have to be educated and ‘opened’ to real equality for all.  
Homophobia:

We addressed the need to effectively tackle homophobia in all walks of life here in the interests of  moving NI into the 21st century and improving our ‘standing’ in the eyes of those ‘outside’ this jurisdiction.  The ‘beliefs of Christians’ was put forward as something we should consider and we highlighted that promoting equality and social inclusion for all is something we supported and hoped all – including those of ‘christian denomination’ should also uphold.  We also highlighted the imposed ‘disenfranchisement’ of those Christians from the LGBT community here by those very Christians. 
Perception of DUP by LGBT (and broader) Community:

We highlighted the perception that the ‘DUP were hostile to the LGBT Community’  and were informed about different MLAs’ work with constituents from the Sector.  They also confirmed that their own offices were open to all LGBT people and they would assist them to the best of their abilities to help solve their problems / concerns.    

Iris Robinson’s comments:

Again we had the Christian belief ‘argument’ however we highlighted that this is not a value upheld by all Christians.  We were informed that there was a lot of support for the views expressed by Iris Robinson however, we highlighted the enormous support we were shown – not only in a public meeting attended by people ‘outside’ the LGBT Community and from all walks of life, professions and backgrounds, but also since then in various avenues of the work in which we are all involved.

Hate Crime Attacks:

We highlighted that comments such as those made – while publicly stated as not wishing to cause harm – actually did create a context where homophobic attacks were, to some, ‘justified’.  That these comments were damaging, dangerous and in some cases life threatening has been our experience. 
MLA / Public Representatives’ Code of Conduct:

The issue of ‘abusing public office’ was addressed though we were told people were entitled to their beliefs etc.  While we agreed in the right to freedom of expression etc for all, we also believed that when this ‘infringes’ on the rights of others – in the interest of public safety etc – then they were unacceptable.  MLAs are in office to serve all people including the most marginalised in our society. 
Resourcing the Sector:

We highlighted the need to resource this historically under resourced sector across NI.  We also highlighted that the Sector was heavily dependant on Volunteer Workers’ skills, knowledge and expertise, therefore we had been providing value for money and we now needed resourcing to effectively address the issues, results of homophobia in NI.   The Needs Analysis was discussed though it was clear that WE don’t ‘have a home’ i.e. we do not have a designated funding stream via OFMDFM.  The comprehensive spending review similarly does not address this.  
SOSAP:

We discussed the Sexual Orientation Strategy and Action Plan and asked where it was. They told us that it is currently with Departments so that they may update their sections. The process was also questioned. JD stated that it should go to the Executive meeting. (In lieu of that an emergency order can be made by the Ministers concerned to bring it forward) Although we’ll wait and see what happens there. 

In conclusion:

A commitment was given that they would be open to having future meetings with us. 

He and the other DUP representatives did appear to listen, we will have to ensure we continue our ‘dialogues’ with all our political parties – they all have constituents from our Community.  It is incumbent on all of us to ensure we build a society where all are treated with respect, dignity and are valued equally. 
