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Mr Bell: I think that there has been both forensic and good analysis of the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission’s advice. Some of that

advice has been found wanting in some areas because it is beyond the commission’s remit and has been correctly left out, and the areas in which the rights apply to the whole of the United Kingdom have been put into their correct and proper place.

I listened carefully to the Members who proposed the motion and the amendment, and I am concerned by what they said. Martina Anderson

set out a list reasons why the Troubles and human rights abuses came about. However,

does she accept that terrorism has been the

single greatest denier of human rights? Her

little list seemed to miss out the fact that

in west Belfast, a single mother of 10, who

was unarmed, was taken away, brutalised,

tortured and her body disappeared. Those

are not convenient issues that can be easily

looked over. I say to the Sinn Féin Member

who proposed the motion that when she points

the finger at other people for denying human

rights, she must remember that three fingers

are pointing back at her. Whenever you murder

single defenceless mothers, whenever you take

bodies and booby trap them, and whenever

you shoot judges, you are denying people the

ultimate human right — the right to life.

The British Government’s approach has essentially

been the correct one. We cannot have a situation

where democracy is diluted and where the voting

system is made subservient to some form

of unelected court. Churchill was essentially

correct when he said:

“Democracy is the worst form of Government

except all those others”.

The democratic system must not be diluted or

made the plaything of special interest groups. Is

it not the case that when the Northern Ireland

Human Rights Commission’s advice, from which

Lady Trimble and I dissented, was examined,

it was found wanting? Is it not also the case

that when that advice was weighed against

what the commission was asked to do, it was

shown to be deficient? We find ourselves here

as the result of that situation. To be fair, the

Bill of Rights Forum, under the distinguished

chairmanship of Chris Sidoti, allowed opposing

points of view to be heard in the debate and

included in the final document. Adopting that

approach would have been far better and would

have led to a better consensus.

I know the chief commissioner, and I have many

friends on the Human Rights Commission

whom I believe to be very sincere people. I

will, therefore, not get involved in any personal

attacks. That said, we could create a metaphor

for the commission’s advice: a child who

reaches for a bottle of tablets, believing them

to be sweets, ingests them and suffers fatal

consequences. The child might have been

sincere, but he was sincerely wrong. In the

same way, I have no doubt that advice from the

Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission was

sincere, but it was sincerely wrong. We should

do better by looking for a consensus approach.

The critical issue for most people is that most

of the human rights that are in the bill are

already judicable and in the system. I do not

think that we should get into a situation where

we try to reinvent the wheel or redraw the

Troubles while ignoring the roles that others

have played.

The Democratic Unionist Party will bow to

nobody in its defence of human rights. We stand

in the British tradition of the Magna Carta and

in the British tradition of William of Orange

and the Bill of Rights. We also stand in the

British tradition of the mother of Parliaments,

which has enshrined democratic rights and

freedoms here. The Member who proposed

the amendment talked about proportional

representation, yet his sister party in the United

Kingdom, the Labour Party, will not accept

proportional representation for Westminster. I

think that that stance exposes those parties.

I again invite the Member who moved the motion

to state clearly that there can be no amnesty

for those who took, brutalised and tortured a

mother of 10 and denied her the human right to

life. The Member must stand over that, accept

that those are grave and grotesque human

rights abuses and be conscious of them when

lecturing others.

Mr Elliott: Following on from Mr Bell’s comments,

I must say that it sometimes beggars belief that

some people in the Chamber can stand up and

talk about human rights when people in this

society, maybe colleagues of theirs, butchered

human beings.

There are a couple of clear indications that the

Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission’s

recommendations for a bill of rights for Northern

Ireland will not be enacted. In the first instance,
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there is not a majority in the House who consider

the proposals to be adequate.

No one should be under any illusion about

the importance that the Ulster Unionist Party

places on human rights. Members of my party

have been instrumental in the advancement of

rights and equality in Northern Ireland. We believe

in a society where citizens are equal under

the law, and we believe that equality should

be underpinned by rights and responsibilities.

However, we also believe in parliamentary

democracy and that decisions about the allocation

of scarce resources should be taken by the

people, through their elected representatives.

We do not believe that those decisions should

be made through a judicial interpretation of a

set of socio-economic rights, because that is not

democracy. Unlike the commission, we accept

the concept of a scarcity of resources and

regard its wish list to be totally unachievable.

I was quite interested to hear Mr Maginness,

in proposing his amendment, say that the

abolition of proportional representation in 1929

had increased unionist representation. My

understanding is that the number of nationalist

seats increased by four after the 1929 election.

Does that not drive a horse and cart through his

argument?

Mr A Maginness: The Nationalist Party won

one extra seat, but the aim of the abolition of

proportional representation was to eliminate

independent unionists and the Labour Party in

Northern Ireland, and that was successful.

Mr Elliott: So, the Member accepts that

the abolition of proportional representation

increased nationalist representation, which is

what I was trying to say.

It is becoming increasingly clear that the national

Government are determined to kill off the

proposals for a bill of rights. Their consultation

document points out several times that the

commission has exceeded its brief, which was

to identify Northern Ireland-specific rights. The

Government also share our concerns about

socio-economic rights, and one section of

their consultation document, ‘A Bill of Rights

for Northern Ireland: Next Steps’, is worth

highlighting:

“The national debate is also the right context

in which to consider both the opportunities

and the risks in attempting to establish legally

enforceable economic and social rights – including

the challenge of establishing with precision what

such rights would actually mean in practice; the

considerable danger that the courts could be

drawn into resource allocation decisions for which

they do not have any democratic mandate and

which cannot take account of broader public policy

considerations – including, crucially, affordability;

and the need for the democratically elected

and accountable Government and Executive to

retain full responsibility for the prioritisation of

expenditure. The Government believes that these

issues are common across the UK and should

therefore best be addressed at national level rather

than solely in relation to Northern Ireland.”

I cannot disagree with any of that, and I doubt

that anyone on this side of the House would

either.

The Government issued that document in

November last year and set the closing date as

the start of March this year. That is a particularly

long time. However, they have extended the

deadline to the end of March, and a cynic might

suggest that that was an attempt to kick the

proposals under the carpet, which is where they

truly belong.

People in Northern Ireland need a bill of rights;

they need a charter to protect them from

the state and from discrimination by others.

However, they have the European Convention

on Human Rights, which has been protecting

people across Europe for 60 years, and they

have the UK Human Rights Act 1998, which

enacts the provisions of the convention in the

United Kingdom. The 1998 Belfast Agreement,

which we have heard much about, mandated

the commission to identify those rights that

are not in the convention but that are specific

to Northern Ireland. However, it dreamed up a

set of new rights that were not in the charter

but were not specific to Northern Ireland either.

Therefore, the commission has wasted a lot of

time and resources in pursuing what appears

to many people to be primarily a political

agenda. We have wasted an opportunity to

examine in detail rights issues that are unique

to Northern Ireland and to our past. Instead, the

commission has created political division. It has

failed to respect its Belfast Agreement mandate

and to examine Northern Ireland’s specific rights

adequately. My party accepts the thrust of the

Government consultation but not the motion or

the amendment.
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