Pushing for a Bill of Rights hits all the wrong buttons

The Human Rights Commission is following the wrong tack in trying to implement controversial legislation, says Owen Polley

Tuesday, 16 November 2010 


The Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission is an organisation in disarray. 

Established by the Belfast Agreement, it spent more than 10 years compiling recommendations for a Bill of Rights, which the last government quickly concluded were based on unrealistic expectations and wildly exceeded the NIHRC’s remit. 

Last week the quango announced that its chief executive post, currently occupied by Peter O’Neill, will be abolished. The NIHRC is reorganising management structures in the teeth of an independent review and its budget is set to be slashed by 25%. 

Quite properly, the NIO has forbidden Atlantic Philanthropies, a US charity which funds pressure groups advocating an all-singing, all-dancing Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland, from making up the shortfall. 

To add to the sense of impending crisis, the NIHRC figurehead, Monica McWilliams, will leave her chief commissioner’s role a year early, in 2011. Her stewardship has been controversial, but there are signs that she is not prepared to go quietly. 

One of the leading Northern Irish blogs, A Pint of Unionist Lite, recently highlighted a fresh bout of lobbying to resuscitate the commission’s ailing recommendations. 

Last month McWilliams paid a visit to the House of Commons, meeting Scottish Labour MP Michael Connarty, who subsequently raised the moribund Bill of Rights at Prime Minister’s Questions. Following his discussion with the outgoing commissioner, Connarty remarked, it was clear that the Government intends “to breach the spirit and the letter of the Good Friday Agreement” by failing to implement the NIHRC‘s advice. That is an assertion borrowed directly from the human rights lobby and it simply doesn’t stand up to scrutiny. If anything, it was the NIHRC which disregarded the Belfast Agreement when it concentrated its proposals on rights already secured by existing legislation and socio-economic aspirations, rather than developing rights particular to the circumstances of Northern Ireland. 

The commission’s work has been rejected by consecutive governments and picked apart by independent experts. Yet the NIHRC has intensified a campaign to force through highly controversial recommendations. 

The NIHRC’s politicking has nevertheless won it support in high places. The US Congress heard submissions from rights activists, who asked Barack Obama to lobby on their behalf. And the Dublin Government has openly advocated the commission’s proposals, making several questionable interventions. 

Unionist Lite points out that McWilliams’s own Commons visit coincided with another question in the chamber, from Margaret Ritchie, directed at NIO minister Hugo Squire, which asked about the organisation’s resources. The SDLP has persistently championed the NIHRC’s cause, broaching no discussion about its contentious definition of ‘rights’. 

Yet the NIO set out, in detail, clear, practical arguments which caused two governments to disregard the commission’s proposals. The NIHRC was asked to develop rights, specific to Northern Ireland, focussed on equality and parity of esteem. 

Instead it produced a list of universal entitlements already protected under UK law and the European Convention, supplemented by a wish list of socio-economic aspirations. It wasted a fantastic opportunity to deliver legislation which could make a difference to Northern Ireland. The NIHRC’s proposals have long since been dragged off to the knacker’s yard. It needs to stop flogging that dead horse and start making a realistic contribution to the rights debate. 


Read more: http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/opinion/news-analysis/pushing-for-a-bill-of-rights-hits-all-the-wrong-buttons-15005721.html#ixzz16IDbpkTE
COMMISSION CAN MAKE A REAL DIFFERENCE TO OUR LIVES
A Bill of Rights is only a part of work to make society fairer, says Monica McWilliams 

Belfast Telegraph

Tuesday, 23 November 2010 
The Human Rights Commission read with interest an article written by Owen Polley (November 16, 2010) on a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland. The Bill of Rights was a key commitment of the Belfast (Good Friday) Agreement 1998 and recognised as such by St Andrews. It is good to note that Mr Polley continues therefore to view the Bill as "a fantastic opportunity to deliver legislation which could make a difference to Northern Ireland".
Having human rights guaranteed and gathered together in one document, where everyone can see them, is crucial. While political agreements in Northern Ireland have determined how our elected politicians behave towards one other, they did not explain how the government ought to behave towards us, the people. 
But this is precisely what a Bill of Rights will do. It is an agreement between the people and their government listing the protections and freedoms everyone is entitled to have. It will set out how the government and public authorities should treat people in a new Northern Ireland, helping us deal with the legacy of conflict and building peace for the future by ensuring that everyone is treated fairly and guaranteeing protections that reflect the particular circumstances of our society.
Since the Hillsborough Declaration in 2003, the UK government has been tasked "to bring forward" the necessary legislation at Westminster. A forum, in 2008, on which all of our local political parties sat, recommended unanimously that a Bill of Rights "is needed to provide strong legal protection for human rights for all the people of Northern Ireland; should be in accordance with universal human rights standards, reflecting the particular circumstances ... must address the needs of the poorest and most marginalised ... should be aspirational and look to the future".
Despite this, there continues to be political disagreement on the content of a Bill of Rights; little surprise as legislation of such constitutional importance ought to be the focus of serious discussion. The continuing public interest further proves that this important part of the peace process needs to be finally resolved. 
The Human Rights Commission has recommended to the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland what rights ought to be included in a Bill of Rights and we will continue to advise government on this point.
Although Mr Polley's article referred to the Bill of Rights, it is important to note that this forms only one part of the Commission's work. We are currently investigating the rights of the elderly in nursing care homes and the findings will be presented next year. The Commission also continues to support legal cases on issues in which people's human rights have been denied. 
Similarly, significant impacts have been made on government policy. For example, the Commission's challenge to the 'earned citizenship' immigration policy has resulted in the policy being withdrawn. Our recent advice on legislation to replace the Parades Commission raised concerns that demonstrations like open-air church services would be unnecessarily included. As a result, the requirement for other assemblies to give notice was removed.
The Commission has a range of important responsibilities to protect and promote human rights which we continue to deliver. And like other public bodies, we are reviewing our organisation to ensure it is effective and efficient. In these tough economic times, we will continue to provide a strong and robust service defending the rights of people in Northern Ireland. 

Professor Monica McWilliams is the Chief Commissioner, Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission
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kilreadan 

'We are currently investigating the rights of the elderly in nursing care homes and the findings will be presented next year' -- is this the investigation that Professor McWilliams told us about in February 'The report will be published at the end of the year' http://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/opinion/the-rig... just forgot to tell us which year that would be. 




 HYPERLINK "http://intensedebate.com/people/kilreadan" kilreadan 

The Commission certainly made a real difference to the life of it's chief executive, who it has just 'let go' under the guise of a planned 'restructuring'. And a fair old difference to the life of Professor McWilliams who it has paid £72,000 a year (2009 rate) for six years of doing nothing worthwhile. She even managed to turn the Bill of Rights into dust when the previous Commission members left her a just-about workable version that might have made it on to the law books except that she decided to start all over again. 




 HYPERLINK "http://intensedebate.com/people/YordaMagic" YordaMagic 

The problem with human rights in NI is that it is seen as Catholic or Protestant human rights. Protestants see their human rights being eroded, whilst Catholics see their human rights as catching up and having their Irish/Nationalist culture accepted. 

The rest of the UK and ROI will want to help those without a voice, here we want to help our fellow Catholics or our fellow Protestants. Everything in our wee state is defined by our religion which in turn defines the parties we vote for, which in turn defines our views on determining who deserves human rights. Sad but true. 




 HYPERLINK "http://intensedebate.com/profiles/unionistlite" unionistlite 
But instead of finding some middle, workable and consensual ground with her opponents for the Bill here in NI, Prof McWilliams has instead embarked on a Uk taxpayer-funded tour outside the country and attempted to persuade outside parties to pressurise our government into introducing a dog's dinner of a measure that they would never dream of permitting to become law in their own territories. 

Thankfully, Owen Paterson delivered his verdict on those efforts at the BIC this week- basically telling Monica and the rest of the Human Rights' Industry to get back to the drawing board and come back with something which has at least an outside chance of improving the cause of human rights here. 




 HYPERLINK "http://intensedebate.com/profiles/unionistlite" unionistlite
Ms McWilliams has, of course, blissfully ignored the points made by Owen Polley's article and decided instead to remind us once again that human rights are important. This is a fact the vast majority of us know and acknowledge. 

The proposed Bill offered up was unworkable and what's more, did not keep within the boundaries designated to it by the Belfast Agreement. It was supposed to deal with rights *specific* to Northern Ireland and not such wider topics as poverty, unemployment and social deprivation, which whilst they do undoubtedly exist here can be found throughout the UK and indeed Europe. 

futility
What is the religious breakdown of employees of the Human Rights Commission? So long as N Ireland is part of the U K there is no need for this absurd entity but perhaps before its demise it could hold an inquiry into that other inept , costly body which cannot even get the balance of its workforce correct ( the Equality Commission ). Neither organisation is a-political, competent, fair or value for money. 

emmetgrogan  

And the grounds for the enquiry would be......? They do have a statutory remit, but I dont believe this extends to the grounds of 'I dont like them'. 
'Neither organisation is a-political, competent, fair or value for money' 
Any evidence, or do you just have an antipathy to equality and human rights? 
I'm particularly interested in the 'a-political' allegation. As the organisations have been roundly criticised by both SF and the DUP, I dont think that particular label stands scrutiny. On value for money, the cost per head of population for ECNI seems a little high compared to other UK bodies, but when you look at cost per employee, it does appear very competitive indeed.I suppose it all depends on how you want to assess value for money and the importance you place on making northern Ireland a fairer place. It’s not just about RCs getting jobs anymore you know. 




 HYPERLINK "http://intensedebate.com/people/TJMcClean" TJMcClean 

'Commission can make a real difference to our lives. 
A Bill of Rights is only a part of work to make society fairer, says Monica McWilliams.' 
In other words I know what's best for you peasants. Along with my elevated chums I'll decide what's fair for you or not! 
More pompous rambling pontificating from the great one herself Professor Monica McWilliams Chief Commissioner, Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission. All bow down before her mighty intellect! 
In a time of recession in a place as small as this, can we really afford this self serving quango that she heads up. Definitely not!
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