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The basic premise of any discussion of rights is that rights inhere to us by virtue of our humanity.  Accordingly, rights have existed throughout the ages and everywhere – even though we see them violated through the ages and everywhere - whether it be slaves in ancient Rome, Jews in Nazi Germany or women under the Taliban administration in Afghanistan.  The question is therefore more about how and when we give the expression of those rights some reality in practice.  

Realising rights in practice has two pre-requisites:

· disciplining those in power (and this has been extensively discussed in the conference by way of treaty bodies, reporting systems, creation of normative frameworks with the Optional Protocol and so on)

· empowering those who do not have power (to effectively hold the decision makers to account) and this is the focus for my paper.

The exercise of socio-economic rights can be an enormous force for social change in a number of ways and for a number of reasons:

· socio-economic rights engage a much wider number of people than would most campaigns to assert civil or political rights, since while relatively few are touched by the criminal justice system, everyone has (positive and negative) experience of the importance of education, health, housing….

· the engagement in socio-economic rights also tends to be qualitatively different - trade unionists, community activists, anti-poverty campaigners, and others, joining the legal and academic fraternity that is more often associated with the defence of civil and political rights

· socio-economic rights are often rights that have to be expressed in common and therefore elicit bonds of solidarity that is not so obvious in the defence of an individual’s right to privacy or due process

· the assertion of socio-economic rights requires the assertion of positive, pro-active measures and, in its demand for resourcing, elicits wider public and political debate and serves an important social educational function (the Bill of Rights debate in NI is emblematic of this)

Work is being done on the ground in many places to give practical expression to this growing campaign for social change and many examples can be cited.  For example, CAJ (local human rights NGO in Northern Ireland) works in a broad coalition of NGOs in the Equality Coalition with a view to mainstreaming equality into everyday governmental decision making.  We also work as part of a Human Rights Consortium (to create a cross-cutting alliance to develop a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland), and both of these initiatives contribute in different ways to the practical realisation of socio-economic rights.  In a politically divided society like NI, it is interesting how important socio-economic rights have been in emphasising people’s common struggles and aspirations, and in brokering effective cross-cutting campaigns for change.

The specific project that most gives expression to this attempt at realising rights at the local level is a project we are involved in entitled Participation and the Practice of Rights Project (PPR).

· It was initiated by the trade union movement, by traditional human rights groups north and south, and anti-poverty groups north and south.

· It developed a broad network including - 

· An international pool of experts

· Academics and legal practitioners

· Social policy activists

· Cross-cutting sectoral groups – those working on Travellers, racism, disability, gender, sexual orientation….

· Community development workers and local communities

· Economists, human rights experts……….

· It organised a number of conferences and seminars for the exchange of ideas 

· It generated a great deal of excitement as traditional human rights people started to see the practical implications for their work in giving real effect to the principle of the “inter-dependence” of civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights; and as community activists began to see the ‘value added’ of human rights concepts and advocacy.

· Several concrete examples can be cited:

· A group of young loyalists on a housing estate outside Belfast who took on board to such an extent discussions about their own rights that they ran a successful campaign on behalf of local residents to insist that the residents be involved in decisions affecting their lives (decisions that were otherwise being arbitrarily taken on their behalf by the social housing provider)

· Groups in loyalist and republican north Belfast (one of the most deprived areas in NI) working on issues of housing rights, street cleaning and a disability audit – learning about their rights, collecting data, turning the data into a “rights demand” for decision makers and sitting down at the table to assert those rights’ demands  Instead of being seen as part of the problem, they began to be seen and see themselves as part of the solution and become part of the problem-solving process….agents of their own change process.

· Groups in North Dublin carrying out housing provision assessments and developing a plan of action with methadone users to focus on their rights

The project is working at local level but is intent on developing benchmarks and indicators just as the UN Economic and Social Rights Committee requests governments to do, and as Maurice Manning alluded to at the very beginning of the conference.  

When it comes to the next round of international scrutiny of the UK and the Irish governmental records in response to the Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, local projects will have developed their own benchmarks and their own measures for assessing compliance or not.  

We want these findings to feed into the cycle of international, national and local oversight and accountability that is required if socio-economic rights are to be realised on the ground.  We think we are doing something very new, very difficult and very exciting.  We need all the advice, help and support that we can garner from the kind of expertise gathered together in this room, and we will certainly keep people apprised of developments, since we intend that our “learning by doing” will create effective and eminently transferable models of a “human rights based approach” to social change.

Thank you. 

