NORTHERN IRELAND HUMAN RIGHTS COMMISSION

2nd Commissioners meeting

The second meeting of the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission took place on 8 March 1999 at 2.00pm in Temple Court.

PRESENT were;
Brice Dickson- Chair




Christine Bell






Margaret-Ann Dinsmore




Tom Donnelly




Harold Good




Tom Hadden




Angela Hegarty




Patricia Kelly




Inez McCormack




Francis McGuiness

IN ATTENDANCE:
Dominic McGoran(Secretary)




Denise Magill (Research Officer)

The Chair welcomed Rev Harold Good to the Commission.

1. Matters arising:

a) The Chairman reported that he had been in touch with the Secretary of  State’s diary secretary about arranging a meeting. So far there had been no response. 

He asked if Commissioners wished to receive papers such as those on the Irish Bill and the Human Rights Task Force which had been circulated. All agreed it would be useful. 

On the matter of the Irish Bill, discussion followed on its progress to date and on whether it would be appropriate for NIHRC to offer its views on it to the Irish Government. The Chair summarised the main differences between the Commission proposed for the Republic and the NIHRC. These were:
i) Larger budget of £1m




ii) It was to be chaired by a Judge




iii) It would have powers to compel attendance by witnesses and to 


obtain documents




iv) It would be by appointment rather than advertisement.

In addition, the definition of human rights was very narrow and there was no parallel obligation to consult on a Joint Committee with the NIHRC.

The Chair pointed out that the papers had not been sent officially for comment. It was decided that Commissioners should have the opportunity to examine the papers in detail before the next Commission meeting and a decision would be taken then on whether or not to send a response to the Dublin government.

b) The Chair indicated that he would be attending the second meeting of the Task Force on 9 March and that the Home Office would be meeting his expenses. He said that £100,000 had been allocated to train Civil Servants in human rights and he would check how much was being earmarked for Northern Ireland.

2. Draft Standing Orders
After discussion of  paper 2.1 the following amendments were made to the draft Standing Orders:


Attendance: insert at end ‘or part thereof’

Committees: insert at end of 1st sentence ‘ non-voting’. The Standing Orders should also refer to the need for committees to report back their recommendation to the Commission for final action.


Members interests - Insert ‘a register of members interests’ should be kept.


delete ‘in furtherance .... purposes of the Commission’, ‘exceptionally’ (line 4) and delete ‘who will...assent’ and insert ‘Such communication will be reported’


Annual reports - Insert ‘calendar’ before ‘year’ in 3rd line.

In addition, attention was drawn to the conflict between the reference to public inspection of  ‘Minutes’ at 3 under ‘minutes’ and paragraph 1 of ‘Confidentiality’. It was agreed that confidences would have to be protected and that this went further than individual cases. However, as much openness as possible was desirable. The Chair said that he would look at the obligations, legal and otherwise, in regard to the keeping of minutes and report back.

3. Report by the Chief Commissioner

a) Launch
The Chair reported that the launch of the new Commission had gone very well. It was agreed that there was nothing to be gained by responding to what criticism there had been of the representativeness of the Commission, even though some of it was offensive and misinformed. The Chair expressed his belief that there was a need for a PR firm to handle some NIHRC business. It was pointed out that such a course would be expensive and that the Commission needed to be clear about what it wanted. A tendering process would have to be gone through. More information on this matter would be available for the meeting on 22 March. The Chair was congratulated on his handling of the launch. The matter of creating a website was raised and Ms Hegarty and Ms Bell volunteered to help.

b) St Patrick’s Day Carnival

The Chair reported that a request had been received from the organisers of the St Patrick’s Day parade in Belfast, to have the NIHRC act as monitors of the Parade. This was to ensure that the Parade complied with the organisers’ guidelines. It appeared that allegations about the nature of last year’s parade had led to Belfast City Council withdrawing financial support. The consensus in the discussion which followed was that the NIHRC did not at present have the trained personnel to undertake such a monitoring exercise. The Commission had also not yet had an opportunity to devise its general policy on the monitoring of parades. The Chief Commissioner said he would write to the organisers accordingly.

c) Premises
Mr McGoran outlined the action which had been taken towards obtaining premises. A schedule of buildings visited and the corresponding costs was tabled. Commissioners indicated that they were content that the possibility of obtaining Avenue House or a suitable building in a similar location should be pursued. The Commission agreed that the Valuation and Lands Agency be retained to advise further on Avenue House or possibly New Cathedral Buildings.

d) Meetings

The Chair and seven Commissioners had met representatives of FAIR (Families Acting for Innocent Relatives) that morning. It was decided not to issue a press statement on the visit. The Chair should write to the Group saying that the Commission appreciated hearing their views and asking for more information in writing. He would copy this letter for Commissioners. Clearly the Commission would have to consider how to help groups like FAIR.

It was agreed that a set of general rules was needed on how to respond to approaches from such groups and that there were questions of resources and priorities. The matter of the NIHRC’s role vis-à-vis non-state bodies would have to be resolved and there is a challenge here for human rights education. The Chair would give consideration as to how to progress this matter.

e) Other

The Chair had written to the Equality Commission Working Group suggesting that they meet with NIHRC to discuss the respective remits of the Equality Commission and NIHRC.  An RUC working group on implementation of the Human Rights Act 1998 would be meeting the Chair on 19 March at 11.00 to discuss human rights. Professor Hadden, Ms Hegarty and Mr McGuiness agreed to attend.

4.Agenda Items 5, 6, 7, & 8

It was agreed that the Commission meeting on 22 March should focus on discussing the following items:


Draft Mission Statement


Draft Action Plan


Staffing Options


Committee structure and membership

A short paper would be issued before that meeting proposing working definitions of common human rights terms and an information pack would be prepared for Commissioners on international human rights instruments.

5. Consultation Paper  on ‘Legislation against Terrorism’

The response drafted by the Chair was tabled at the meeting. Commissioners were requested to let the Chair know if they have any amendments by Monday 15 March.

6. Response to Government Review of International Instruments 
The Review was tabled and Commissioners were asked to consider the Chief Commissioner’s covering memorandum on whether, and how, the Commission should respond.

The meeting concluded at 5.00pm.
