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Chairperson,

It gives me great pleasure to address you today on behalf of the Irish Human Rights Commission.  The Commission is a relatively new body and has only acquired staff and permanent premises within the last year.  Nevertheless members of the Commission have been very active in pursuit of the wide-ranging mandate conferred on them.

A key development last year was the adoption by the Commission of a strategic plan.  In this plan, the Commission identifies those areas of work on which it intends to focus over the next 3 years.  The areas are (i) civil and political rights, in particular the administration of justice, (ii) economic, social and cultural rights, and (iii) what the Commission has called cross-cutting issues, that is, matters which do not fall exclusively into the traditional categories of civil and political rights on the one hand and economic, social and cultural rights on the other, but rather span both categories.  In the cross-cutting area, the Commission has in particular targeted for its attention racism, gender and persons with disabilities.
With respect to the administration of justice, one of the challenges has been, as it is in other countries, to try to ensure a fair balance between the freedom of the individual and the public interest in counter-terrorist measures.  The Commission has been critical of the method of adoption and implementation in Ireland of a Framework Decision of the Council of the European Union taken in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001 in the U.S.A.  The implementing legislation dealt with the rights of persons subject to transfer between criminal jurisdictions in the European Union and had the general effect of reducing judicial scrutiny of such transfers.  The Commission voiced concern about the lack of effective systems of democratic scrutiny, the lack of transparency and the inadequate consideration of human rights standards in the process leading to such EU decisions.  It also voiced concern that the Framework Decision was based on the questionable presumption that there is effective and equivalent protection of the rights of accused persons in all member States of the EU, whereas there are significant differences in the protection of these rights across the EU.
With respect to economic, social and cultural rights, the Commission has decided to undertake a major study, exploring the nature of these rights and a range of enforcement mechanisms that are appropriate to an Irish context and to lay the groundwork for the holding of a major international conference on economic, social and cultural rights in 2005.  Many would argue that the political climate in Ireland at present is not conducive to the furtherance of these rights.  Certainly it is true that many officials and others involved in the formulation and execution of social and economic policies are not aware of the rights dimension to their work, and a heightening of the appreciation of the relevance of these rights is another significant challenge for the Commission.

The transition of Ireland from a country of emigration to one of immigration has been accompanied by the ugly face of racism; and to its shame, only in December 2000, did Ireland become party to the International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination.  Working with the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission, the Commission prepared and, in September 2003, jointly published a User’s Guide to the Convention.  The purpose of the Guide is to help NGOs, black and ethnic minority groups, community organisations, pressure groups and others to use the CERD mechanisms in the fight against racism in both parts of Ireland.  The Commission also intends to draw up its own report, distinct from that submitted by the Government on behalf of the State to the CERD Committee, on the extent to which Ireland is complying with its obligations under the Convention.  Furthermore, the Commission has, together with the Irish Section of Amnesty International, held a seminar on racism and the media and an international conference on combating racism and promoting racial equality through legislation.  It has also, together with the National Consultative Committee on Racism and Interculturalism, published a review of EU and international standards relating to migrant workers, and has exhorted the Government to accede, on behalf of the State, to the International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of their Families.
In the field of gender, the Commission has already started drafting a separate report to shadow the combined 4th and 5th reports submitted by the Government to the Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women.  It is also undertaking research on the law and practice relating to prostitution in Ireland.

With respect to persons with disabilities, a major piece of legislation dealing with the provision of services and the rights of these persons has been promised by the Government, and the Commission will be closely scrutinising the proposed legislation from a human rights perspective.  The Commission has already commented on a separate piece of legislation dealing specifically with the education of persons with disabilities, and stated that there should be a right to services based on educational need and that the right should be enforceable by recourse to judicial remedies.  The Commission is also honoured to have been entrusted with the co-ordination of the input of the European group of national human rights institutions into the drafting of an International Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Rights and Dignity of Persons with Disabilities.

This is but a brief description of some of the work of the Irish Human Rights Commission, but I hope it gives you an insight into human rights concerns in Ireland at the present time.
Finally, I cannot end without again mentioning the work of the Joint Committee of representatives of the Commission and of the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission.  The Committee owes its existence to an international agreement of 1998 between Ireland and the United Kingdom, colloquially known as the Belfast or Good Friday Agreement.  It serves as a forum for consideration of human rights issues in the island of Ireland, and has been expressly mandated by the Agreement to consider the possibility of establishing a charter, open to signature by all democratic political parties, reflecting and endorsing agreed measures for the protection of the fundamental rights of everyone living in the island of Ireland.  Consideration of such a charter may prove to be one of the greatest challenges for the Commission; but there can be no doubt that if the island is finally to leave behind a long history of political violence, agreement on measures for the protection of the fundamental rights of everyone living on the island must be part of that journey.

Thank you for your attention.
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