Letters to the News Letter Editor
Reflecting Unionist Concerns
Tuesday 24th May 2005
The Human Rights Commission welcomes advice from the general public on how to carry out its difficult remit and we are pleased that 'Monitor' took the time to comment on our work (letters, May 17).

Many readers will be aware that the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission has, for many years, consistently condemned paramilitary violence and other human rights abuses carried out by non-state agents.

For example, on the first page of our most recent annual report, former Chief Commissioner Brice Dickson states: "The most serious and systematic violations of human rights occurring in Northern Ireland continue to be perpetrated by unlawful paramilitary organisations. Such attacks need to be repeatedly and roundly condemned and all parts of society need to do their utmost to ensure that the phenomenon is brought to an end." More recently at a meeting of the UN Human Rights Commission in Geneva, I highlighted the continuing level of violence and systemic violations of human rights in Northern Ireland perpetrated by paramilitary organisations and referred to the campaign by the McCartney family in challenging the culture of violence that still pervades our society.

It is therefore rather disappointing that 'Monitor' should criticise this record and go on to claim that we are not reflective of the community, and, in particular, unionists. The Commission has benefited from the representation of the unionist community on its board and looks forward to the appointment of new Commissioners, which we are confident will represent a wide range of political opinion in Northern Ireland.

As we embark on a new era in the development of the Human Rights Commission, we hope that your readers will support us on working towards a just and peaceful society in Northern Ireland.

Mrs Paddy Sloan, Chief Executive Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission
Dear Editor, [published 17 May 2005]

The Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission (NIHRC) has been without a chairman for four months and is currently reduced to two members from its original ten. This laughable situation is the sole responsibility of the Northern Ireland Office and reveals its priorities where human rights are concerned. 

What we have is a body which is literally a headless chicken instead of being the single most effective champion in the country for human rights.

Many now fear that NIHRC’s future membership and direction will be cynically decided by the NIO only in terms of how the issue can be utilised as a potential concession in future deals to bring Sinn Fein and the DUP into government, not because human rights are in daily jeopardy here.

The Commission’s history to date has been woeful. It started by having a membership which was entirely non-Unionist despite the Good Friday Agreement’s promise that it would be “reflective of the community balance”. It then launched itself into an inflated notion of drafting a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland rather than advise on supplementary rights “to reflect the particular circumstances of Northern Ireland” as it was tasked in the Agreement. 

In its first six years it expressed little or no interest in the activities of non-state forces, such as paramilitaries, beyond ritual condemnation. It devoted all its attentions instead to the relatively less numerous abuses by the state. Latterly it was riven with resignations over whether rights belonged to individuals or communities, and then proceeded to fall apart. 

Every elector knows that since the Agreement was signed in 1998 there have been hundreds of significant abuses of human rights by Republican and Loyalist paramilitaries. And probably only a handful of such incidents perpetrated by the security forces. 

Any future Commission has to change its priorities and by imaginative efforts address this greater number of paramilitary abuses. They unfortunately are the “particular circumstances of Northern Ireland” that the Agreement spoke of. 

The next chair of the Commission and its new members not be diminished by becoming part of the government’s concessions operation. NIHRC must also become representative of the wide range of communities in Northern Ireland so the human rights industry which currently monopolises the appointments system must make way for others. The impending, delayed, appointments which are doomed to be more of the same should therefore be set aside and a radical alternative contemplated.

Yours faithfully

Monitor

[Please omit name and address; Jeffrey Dudgeon, 56 Mount Prospect Park, Belfast]

Note:
[EXTRACT FROM THE HUMAN RIGHTS SECTION OF THE BELFAST AGREEMENT 

“A new Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission, with membership from Northern Ireland reflecting the community balance, will be established by Westminster legislation, independent of Government, with an extended and enhanced role beyond that currently exercised by the Standing Advisory Commission on Human Rights, to include keeping under review the adequacy and effectiveness of laws and practices, making recommendations to Government as necessary; providing information and promoting awareness of human rights; considering draft legislation referred to them by the new Assembly; and, in appropriate cases, bringing court proceedings or providing assistance to individuals doing so. 

The new Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission will be invited to consult and to advise on the scope for defining, in Westminster legislation, rights supplementary to those in the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR), to reflect the particular circumstances of Northern Ireland, drawing as appropriate on international instruments and experience. These additional rights to reflect the principles of mutual respect for the identity and ethos of both communities and parity of esteem, and - taken together with the ECHR - to constitute a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland. Among the issues for consideration by the Commission will be: 

· the formulation of a general obligation on government and public bodies fully to respect, on the basis of equality of treatment, the identity and ethos of both communities in Northern Ireland; and 

· a clear formulation of the rights not to be discriminated against and to equality of opportunity in both the public and private sectors. ]

