[Unpublished letter to the Irish Times (unpublishable?). Since written the Minister of Justice has caved in ignominiously to the nomenklatura and added six more names from the original list to the Commission – chosen by the human rights industry dominated panel (who chose them?). 

In the north the NIO refused to balance an entirely unrepresentative commission; in the south one that appeared representative is to be given a majority of industry cronies, as Bertie’s government bends the knee.]

56 Mount Prospect Park
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Tel/fax (028) 90664111





9 December 2000

Dear Irish Times Editor,

The view of Paddy Sloan, (article by Monika Unsworth 9 December headed ‘South may learn from North’s rights body’), Chief Executive of the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission (NIHRC) that the appointment of that body’s commissioners was transparent and that it operates neutrally bears no resemblance to the reality. Indeed its membership was eventually recognised as being unbalanced by the very Minister responsible for the body. The southern government for whatever reason has wisely gone for a commission that bears some resemblance to the complexity of the population it serves even if it has met with unanimous disapproval and hostility from the self-appointed ‘human rights community’. Most rights conflict with others so the notion of such a ‘community’ just has a deadening monopolistic effect.

For those unaware, the NIHRC is entirely non-unionist despite being required by the Act to be representative of both communities. Paul Murphy MP, the then Minister in the House of Commons stated the communities so defined were to be the Unionist and Nationalist, yet in the event the membership criteria utilised was Catholic and Protestant. By religion it is neatly 60:40, as one member boasted to me. It just happens that of the six Protestants chosen a fair number are nationalist and most anti-unionist. 

Unionists need not apply as they can never meet the appointment criterion of recognised experience in the field, since access and eligibility is controlled by the human rights industry itself. Plainly this was also going to happen in the south where a largely closed-shop selection of names was proposed by the industry panel. This would have resulted in a commission unrepresentative of its own society - as has happened here, with credibility in only one of the two communities.

The NIHRC appointments were almost entirely an overlapping mixture of nationalists, radicals and religious with no liberal or unionist represented and with any secular interest subordinated to the hegemony of the triple alliance. This has resulted in an unremarked schizophrenic approach: On the one hand the NIHRC expressed concern in its annual report about the continuing exemption from the fair employment law enjoyed by church-based schools when appointing teachers. On the other, one of its commissioners, the Rev Harold Good a Methodist clergyman joined a delegation to the Taoiseach calling for religious institutions in Ireland, including schools to be exempt from the new European directive on equal treatment. This was duly granted under the (informal) Irish exception rule although with some continental dismay during the 17 October EU Employment Council. 

London then unsurprisingly asked for and received a similar exemption for Northern Irish schools. In the north the state schools have the same exemption in law, but in practice appointments are governed by Education Board procedures that require non-discrimination. Draft Article 18(2) of the directive, with breathtaking dishonesty in its preamble, will now permit continued discrimination “in order to maintain equality of opportunity in employment for teachers and reconcile the historical divisions between the two main religious communities”! The effect is and will be the precise opposite of this outrageous statement in relation to both issues. As has also been noted, particularly in the gay press the exclusions north and south have other unstated consequences. Teachers who are openly lesbian or gay or who are not committed to religion will just not get appointed or promoted. 

I wish the new southern commission well and knowing that rights are not easily won hope it will show the northern body that free debate is healthy, and also by example that the human rights struggle should not become a matter of politics by other means. 

Yours faithfully

Jeff Dudgeon

