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campaigning for a strong & inclusive bill of rights




Roundtable Forum on the proposed Bill of Rights –
General Principles 
The Human Rights Consortium is a coalition of over one hundred community groups, non-governmental organisations and trade unions who together campaign for a strong and inclusive Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland.  Over the last four years, the Consortium has sought to raise awareness of and participation in the Bill of Rights process among churches, political parties and civil society more generally.  More recently, there has been a proposal that a Roundtable Forum comprising politicians and civil society be established to move the Bill of Rights debate ahead.  The Consortium warmly welcomes this proposal, and urges the government to establish it as soon as possible.  With this in mind, the Consortium has agreed a number of general principles which may help inform the establishment and operation of this Forum, as follows:

Aims of Roundtable Forum: 

· Provide the opportunity for civil society and political parties to reach agreement on the rights and values that we wish to see carried forward into Northern Ireland’s future.  

· Develop a consensus among the political parties and wider civil society on the Bill of Rights.

· Agree and draft provisions of a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland and present these to the Secretary of State.

The Roundtable Forum will:

· Engage political parties and civic society in the debate on the Bill of Rights.

· Have an independent chairperson. 

· Be adequately supported and resourced, including by its own independent secretariat.

The Consortium believes that the Chair of the Forum:

· Should be a person of established international reputation.

· Have knowledge and experience of human rights principles.

· Should be experienced in political negotiation and the implementation of reform. 

· Should be independent of both governments.
Process:

· The Roundtable Forum must be guided by principles of openness, transparency, inclusiveness and accessibility.

· Hearings should be held in public, in a variety of locations – with oral testimony to help reinvigorate the debate and develop ownership of the process.

The Roundtable Forum will be adequately supported and resourced so that it has/can:

· An independent and fully supported secretariat.

· Appoint experts, advisers or technical drafters as necessary.

· Set up a base for meetings in Belfast.

· Travel around Northern Ireland to hold meetings.

· Facilitate participation of interested groups in the process.

· Produce and widely disseminate information on the Bill of Rights debate. 

· Engage in publicity (TV, radio and media) on the process.

· Publish and disseminate its findings.

Civic society representation:

· Representation should be drawn equally from elected politicians and civil society and be fully reflective of society, including but not limited to gender, race, disability, sexual orientation, age, religious belief and political opinion.

· There must be an opportunity for all sectors of civil society to participate.  

· There must be a number of seats available to groups who have a particular expertise in human rights more generally.

· Where ‘umbrella groups’ are appointed to represent a variety of interests on the Forum, they should set up a system of communication with their broader membership bases to ensure that their contribution does routinely reflect those wider perspectives.

Decision-making:

· No one participant or group should be allowed to ‘veto’ proposals.

· Decisions should be made on the basis of broad agreement.

· Decisions should be made on the basis of the following criteria: 

· No undermining of current international/regional protections.

· Recognisable gains, especially for the most disadvantaged.

· Effective enforcement mechanisms.

· Represent the diversity that is Northern Ireland.

· Promote equality for all.

· Move beyond the ECHR to include in particular socio-economic rights.

Role of NIHRC:

· Should remain independent of the roundtable process.

· Forum should build on the work carried out by the Commission to date.

· Commission could comment on the final Roundtable proposals from a legal and technical perspective in presenting to the Sec of State its final advice.

Role of government:

· Listening brief.

· Provide adequate resources to the process.

· Commit themselves to implement the Forum’s proposals where these have widespread support and meet the criteria outlined above.
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