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It is a great pleasure for me to jointly open this, the 5th joint Irish Human Rights Commission/Law Society of Ireland Conference here today.  We in the Human Rights Commission greatly value our association with the Law Society of Ireland.  We very much appreciate the high importance that the Law Society of Ireland gives to human rights issues and the very dedicated and innovative work done by its Human Rights Committee over the years.  We value too the sense of partnership this conference provides in seeking to explore the human rights dimension to a range of contemporary issues.
In previous years this conference has looked at issues such as the European Convention on Human Rights – which has been incorporated without the skies falling in as some of the speakers at the 2004 conference seemed to fear.  Over the years the conference has looked at New Human Rights Legislation, Human Rights in Committed Relationships, Migrant Workers and Human Rights Law, and Achieving Rights Based Child Law.
Today’s topic is if anything even more controversial, certainly most timely – Human Rights and Criminal Justice.
Yes, there is a problem of criminality, of violent criminality.  Yes, there are more arms about than ever before and there is a frightening level of ruthlessness; there is the spill-over from the northern troubles and there is an international aspect as criminals train abroad in ever more lethal use of arms.  And of course drugs from abroad offer huge financial dividends.
There is a problem and it frightens very many people.  But it is precisely at a time like this that we need a calm, focused and informed approach.  Hysterical headlines, populist posturing, demands for more and more legislation and sound bite solutions are not the way to go.  It should be obvious that we need a holistic, community based-approach backed up by effective and well resourced policing and a fair judicial process.  And we, of all people should be very alive to the danger that in times like this, human rights can be especially vulnerable.
We have to be careful, indeed vigilant that human rights do not become a needless casualty.  We in the Human Rights Commission and I’m sure in the Law Society also make no apology for asserting that a human rights perspective be applied, even in difficult times to criminal justice policy and legislation in this State.  Like Chris Patten, we believe that human rights should be at the heart of policing and I know that this conference today in all its various facets will vindicate this view.
May I make one other brief observation. I address it to my former colleagues in Oireachtas Éireann.  Far reaching legislative changes, especially changes which may affect rights and liberties should receive the most searching parliamentary scrutiny.  That’s what parliament is for.

Yet the fact is that a great deal of recent and not so recent Criminal Justice legislation was rushed through the Dáil, often guillotined with no adequate, indeed sometimes with no discussion at all.  As my colleague Des Hogan points out in his paper “this is deeply problematic given the potential repercussions for individual liberties and for the structure of the criminal justice system as a whole”.
There is an onus on the Dáil to get its act together on the way in which it deals with the detail of legislation.  Now at the beginning of a new Dáil is probably the time to address this particular question.  There is no shortage of solutions.  All that is required is the will on the part of the individual members of the Dáil to do what needs to be done.

Finally, then it is my great pleasure to jointly open this conference along with James MacGuill, Senior Vice-President of the Law Society of Ireland, somebody who has shown a life long commitment to human rights and has played a major part in ensuring that the mind and the focus of the Law Society never moves away from this concern.
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