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I am not a national or provincial treasure and would rather not be so considered as it brings no particular advantages although I believe it does bring a degree of respect, often from those I appreciate having respect from. It also brings invitations to speak at events like these, and to meet up with other old campaigners. And that is all to the good. I also have a life beyond matters simply gay, in the political and historical fields which is moderately successful. One product of that is my book on Roger Casement, which is a gay and Ulster look at the man and the diaries, copies of which are available here today at a special price of £10.00.

I must thank Dermot Feenan for having the spirit and enterprise to put this conference together. I rather advised him to wait a few months to mark the 30th anniversary of the event following Coleraine which was held in TCD in Dublin and which I did attend. But his loyalty to the University of Ulster predominated so we are here tonight.

It may be that he found someone who was at the Coleraine event. One person I spoke to could not recall if he was or was not which is the sort of problem you encounter when doing historical research and why papers are so vital. For your information the NIGRA papers up to about 1986 are in PRONI with some others in the Linen Hall library.

The last time I met David Norris was in Dundalk at the opening of the gay centre there in Roden Street. I made quite a good historically-based speech there though I believe there was a controversy later over naming a room after me. Ailbhe Smyth and I coincided at the Rainbow awards ceremony a couple of years ago in Derry when I picked a piece of chunky glassware, and I was last with Kieran Rose heading down the Grosvenor Road at 2 in the morning trying to circumnavigate a fiendish faction fight involving 7 year-olds, as I recall, after an event at Culturlaan organised by Clar na Mban, and Mary Dorcey at the West Belfast festival’s gay event a year or two back. 

This year has been the climax of years of campaigning and arguing by many, many people throughout Ireland, Britain and Europe. It has risen to a literal crescendo of announcements in the last six weeks:

I will run through the swirl of events and decisions and discuss what has been achieved and why. I don’t wish to be seen as negative but I have to advise people of certain realities. I will therefore try and explain why I believe many have been missing out on the real debates and discussions, and why NIGRA is left to do much of the detail of lobbying and campaigning on our own. We unfortunately spend most of our time on catch-up, and thus have minimal influence on the early drafts of law change.

Only last Wednesday, on the day of the election to the Stormont Assembly, not, the Queen announced legislation to permit civil partnerships for gays and lesbians. NIGRA has already made a pitch for inclusion in the GB Bill and been given a snooty response by the NIO. We can live with that knowing they are only going through the motions. Scotland has already wisely decided to join in the Bill despite having its own Parliament as it would be a nonsense to have differing laws on this issue in the one state. Although there will be a perfunctory consultation by the NIO here I have said all along we will be included, for common sense reasons, and I do not intend to waste any further time on the matter. The existence of a working Assembly would imperil that reform.

However don’t let’s fool ourselves there are downsides, real or imagined to signing up for a civil partnership. They involve social security and alimony, and many will have to take an unromantic view of their financial arrangements before tying the knot.

The inclusion of homophobic hate crime for Northern Ireland is a first for the UK. It extends hate crime legislation to deal with crime motivated by homophobia. Many organisations worked to put pressure on the NIO Minister Des Browne, and it was successful. However the existence of section 75 with its inclusion of sexual orientation was a powerful argument for this achievement. 

However section 75 did not get a gay person on to the Equality Commission or Human Right Commission while the Secretary of State could not even bring himself to mention the word in his press statement apologising instead for bringing no ethnic or disabled person on to the Equality Commission.

EU regulations: Ireland’s exception has gone euro-versal. Ireland is not progressive where it matters backward internationally. United Nations abstention by Ireland on gay rights as human rights this year siding with the Muslim states and the Vatican. Catholic church won over the religious exemption with Protestant handmaidens like the Rev Harold Good.

EU directive extract put in by Ireland:
Provided that its provisions are otherwise complied with, this Directive shall thus not prejudice the right of churches and other public and private organisations, the ethos of which is based on religion or belief, acting in conformity with national constitutions and laws, to require individuals working for them to act in good faith and with loyalty to the organisation's ethos. 

Sexual Offences Act 2003 – gross indecency gone  -  Oscar Wilde.  

Describe process over the last 12 months.

Stonewall’s failure again. Rape laws. Westminster.

Public lavatory sex. Cottaging not many people willing to put their necks above the parapet to argue in this area. 20 men and boys arrested in Belfast only this summer for cottaging.

A police inspector advised me recently that he was aware of cases against various people charged with gross indecency being sent back by the DPP with a ‘no prosecution’ tag due to the imminent abolition of that offence in Northern Ireland.

Last November at my book launch I said: 

“ I was confirmed in my view only yesterday when the new laws on sexual offences were announced in London, laws which will at last bring gays equality under the criminal law. Northern Ireland will be excluded, as usual. Although criminal justice is not yet devolved – pray that it never is because we might well get some unity at Stormont, unity to do no reforming on gay equality issues. Even though justice is not devolved, with our separate statute book change comes very slowly, if at all. The government needs to know that we are already seven years behind here without an Order in Council on previous such reforms, while the European Court of Human Rights will loom large if people end up in court in Belfast for doing what is legal in Liverpool….If there was ever a united Ireland please don’t let there be a devolved Ulster Assembly. What divides the two ethnicities here should be understood, and the case each makes should be listened to, and addressed where possible, but allows us to breathe in an atmosphere beyond and above our differences which are of course insurmountable. And why not. The world is a better place because of difference.”

It has to be said and people reminded of it as people’s brain cells can become addled through high salaries or good intentions. If you don’t believe me audit this year’s product. I don’t expect anyone to act on the advice and knowledge, and I won’t blame them, but I and NIGRA cannot go for ever pointing out the lack of clothes on emperors and then fighting the battles alone. 

Devolution is not all it is cracked up to be – do not be misled there is no chance of getting any progressive law change through now or in the future. Resist the devolution of policing and justice.

