From: c.sidoti@ishr.ch

To: jeffreydudgeon@hotmail.com

Subject: RE: Belated reply

Date: Mon, 19 Nov 2007 14:08:37 +0100

Thanks, Jeff, for the background. I found it all very helpful. I've learnt a lot already about Northern Ireland, particular circumstances and all, but still have much to learn!! I appreciate you taking the time to write to me.

Best wishes.

Chris.

Dear Chris Sidoti,

You mentioned when we met that I had not replied to your response to my email, and the question as to whether the gay community had inadequate involvement in the last Bill of Rights’ (NIHRC) consultation, given that community’s supposed “recent” state of organised activity. 

As I said, I thought it better to leave matters there, your reply being so gracious, but perhaps you did wish answers or clarification to that and other points you made, so I am at last replying. It may however be somewhat longer and wider than you might wish. 

The Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission (NIHRC):

1
The problem with NIHRC (which will not have been mentioned to you) was not that they were remiss or inadequate in relation to consulting the gay and lesbian community over their draft Bill of Rights, but that they were of no assistance when big law changes affecting gays here started at Westminster, in ensuring Northern Ireland was included in the reforms. 

2
In fact they did not know of them, as we discovered once when we asked for a meeting with Brice Dickson and he thought we were there to talk about something else entirely, nor could NIHRC conceptualise that these were key issues for gays and lesbians. Northern Ireland should wait, was what they were brought up to believe. (Brice, it must be said, in his time as NIHRC chair went out of his way to attend and speak at gay public events).

3
I refer above to the 2003 Sexual Offences Act, which equalised heterosexual and homosexual offences, and abandoned discriminatory penalties and archaic language. We in NIGRA were obliged to pursue this reform on our own, using tried and tested lobbying and communication techniques. Northern Ireland was eventually included in the Bill when we organised parliamentary support.

4
The same omission of Northern Ireland of course happened with the Civil Partnership Bill where, as before, and inevitably, the Northern Ireland Office (NIO) tried to dangle (in this case minor) concessions in front of the DUP to get then to engage in the St Andrew’s process before yielding at NIGRA’s behest to common sense and amending the Bill to include Northern Ireland. 

5
By the way, the non-gay reform aspects to that 2003 Sexual Offences Act, such as significant improvement of the rape laws might be legislated In Northern Ireland in 2008. Has any women’s group here complained about the five-year delay? Of course not. They too believe Northern Ireland has to wait (plus they rely on government funding one way or another). NIGRA does not believe in waiting and takes no money from government.

6
Trading on anti-gay prejudice to further the NIO’s essentially devolution-obsessed mindset has happened on half a dozen law reform occasions since 1974, with one exception. That was when Mo Mowlam decided after a meeting with NIGRA to include NI in the second gay age of consent reduction, bringing the age down to 17. On the first occasion, in 1995, when reducing the age of consent from 21 to 18, a London Labour MP who was born here, Kate Hoey, had after listening to NIGRA’s plea, successfully proposed a Northern Ireland amendment to the Bill which won after a late night vote in the Commons - whipped by Tony Blair!

7
Luckily most of the equalising law reform we have sought has now been passed for when criminal justice is devolved to the Assembly next year it will be impossible to make further reforms.

CoSO and the UUP

8
When CoSO came to choose its nominees for the Bill of Rights Forum, the selection process consisted of confirming the names of those who had already attended the opening meeting (before others were advised of that meeting even happening, or indeed of the NIO invitation). No other nominations were sought although CoSO is a groups’ group. I argued against this untransparent process, and said also we should consider the particular circumstance of Northern Ireland, where gays were concerned, as being, in particular, the late arrival of decriminalisation. I failed on both counts. I never wished for praise for what I had achieved (with others) but that was the one occasion I felt humbled and by my own.

9
In an odd way, when the Ulster Unionist Party asked me to represent them on the social and economic rights subgroup I have had more freedom to argue the limited case for any Bill of Rights that I prefer, than I would have if representing CoSO. But it was not my views that prevented a nomination. I doubt anyone even knew I had made a submission to the NIO on the proposed Forum. 

10
I believe in acting within the (limited) remit of the Belfast Agreement (and the consequent 1998 Northern Ireland Act) because if law is anything it is accepting that its words mean what they say, not what we might wish they say. 

11
I had hoped long ago to step aside from gay political work but find in the new Northern Ireland where so many are incorporated into the governmental system there are only a limited number of people willing to question the police, the prosecution service, and the criminal justice system in general. 

12
Last year in Belfast, two males committed suicide after being arrested for outdoor sex at the Giant’s Ring during an extensive police operation which NIGRA believes was disproportionate. One was a boy of 16. Other organisations looked away.

I hope this lengthy history explains not just what has concerned me in the past but also presently. 

Regards

Jeff Dudgeon

[Will I have to defend Brice now?]

From: "Chris Sidoti" <c.sidoti@ishr.ch>

To: "Jeff Dudgeon" <jeffreydudgeon@hotmail.com>

CC: "Gillian Preece" <gillian.preece@billofrightsforum.org>,"Chris Sidoti NI" <chris.sidoti@billofrightsforum.org>

Subject: RE: Correction

Date: Sat, 15 Sep 2007 14:48:45 +0200

Dear Mr Dudgeon

Thanks for your e-mail and for your timely correction. I appreciate it very

much. I am well aware of your case before the European Court of Human Rights

and so am honoured that you have taken the time to correct me. I have been

told that LGBT people in Northern Ireland were not adequately involved in

the Human Rights Commission's consultation on the Bill of Rights in the

2002-2004 period. I don't know whether or not that is accurate but the Forum

itself has recognised LGBT people as among those who should have particular

opportunities to contribute to the present Bill of Rights process. The

Government too seems to have recognised that in allocating a place on the

Forum to a representative of the LGBT community. My comments were an

attempt, obviously inaccurately expressed, to reflect those assessments and

decisions. I will ensure that in future I do not do so in this way.

Best wishes.

Chris Sidoti

Chair

Northern Ireland Bill of Rights Forum

-----Original Message-----

From: Jeff Dudgeon [mailto:jeffreydudgeon@hotmail.com]

Sent: 07 September 2007 17:01

To: c.sidoti@ishr.ch

Subject: Correction

Dear Mr Sidoti,

You are quoted in yesterday's Belfast News Letter over the headline 'Rights

forum to consult, unionists, migrants, gays' as saying that "people with

minority sexual orientation" had only become organised and active in recent

years.

I take it that you largely mean the gay community and wonder who has been

advising you on our history in Northern Ireland, as your statement is far

from accurate.

We have had gay organisations here for decades. Two in particular, the

Northern Ireland Gay Rights Association for which I continue to work, and

Cara-Friend (a gay information and advice agency) date back to 1974/5. Both

are still active, NIGRA working especially on police and prosecution issues.

I would not want you to accept the view that we remain oppressed victims. We

are not. We achieved our own emancipation, albeit with some outside help. My

successful case at the European Court of Human Rights at Strasbourg in

1975-81 and the consequent 1982 NI decriminalisation is an example.

Jeff Dudgeon

