MINUTES OF THE 35th ORDINARY MEETING OF THE HUMAN RIGHTS COMMISSION
Thursday, 26th February 2004, 10. 30 a.m.
Board Room, Commission Premises, Jervis House, Dublin 1
PRESENT
Commissioners

Maurice Manning (President)

Jane Liddy

Nuala Kelly

William Binchy

Olive Braiden

Michael Farrell

Tom O’Higgins

Robert Daly

Gerard Quinn

Mervyn Taylor

Suzanne Egan

Clodach McGrory

Staff
Gavin McSpadden (General Administrator)

Liam Herrick (Senior Policy and Legislation Review Officer) – Part of item 4 only
Mary Ruddy (Senior Human Rights Awareness Officer) – Item 6 only
Des Hogan (Senior Caseworker) – Item 7 only

Apologies
Fionnuala Ní Aoláin

Martin Collins

Katherine Zappone

The President opened proceedings by congratulating Fionnuala Ní Aoláin on her being short-listed for the position of Judge of the European Court of Human Rights.
He also congratulated Suzanne Egan on her contribution to a new publication “Sanctuary in Ireland” which he had launched the previous Monday afternoon.

1.0        Minutes of the 34th Ordinary Meeting of the Human Rights Commission

1.1
The Minutes were approved subject to the following amendments.
(i)
in paragraph 5.13 the phrase “ the exclusion of the Traveller community as an ethnic minority” to be replaced by “denial that Travellers constitute an ethnic minority”.

(ii)
in paragraph 5.14 , first line, by the addition of the words “at the request of the President” after the word “attended”.

2.0
Matters Arising from the Minutes
2.1
In relation to paragraph 5.17, Michael Farrell indicate that he would, at the next plenary meeting, circulate a note on the priority areas being worked on in relation to the Commission’s shadow report on CERD.
3.0
Matters for Mention by the General Administrator.
3.1
In the absence of the Chief Executive on leave the General Administrator brought to the Commission’s attention the following requests/invitations:
(1) A request that the Commission participate in a human rights seminar being organised as part of the Belfast Film Festival.

(2) A request that the Commission participate in a working group being organised by Age and Opportunity in order to assist them in exploring the findings of a piece of exploratory research and in planning a round table on promoting quality of life for older people in care settings. The General Administrator spoke to the matter and it was agreed that the Senior Legislation and Policy Review Officer or the Assistant Legislation and Policy Review Officer would participate on behalf of the Commission.

(3) The General Administrator spoke to the paper previously circulated by the Senior Human Rights Awareness Officer in relation to her participation in the Cross Border Human Rights Awareness Project. It was agreed that the Senior Human Rights Awareness Officer would represent the Commission on this project.
Copies of papers in relation to all the above matters are available from the General Office.
4.0        Matters for Mention by the President
4.1
The President indicated that he intended to write to Louise Arbour, the newly appointed United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, to congratulate her on her appointment and to invite her to speak in Ireland at some stage in the future. This was agreed.
4.2
The President indicated that he has acceded to a request the previous Thursday from the Department of Foreign Affairs to meet a delegation of the Chinese Government who are in Dublin as part of the continuing EU dialogue with China on human rights issues. He indicated that the meeting was to be held on the Commission’s premises the following day, Friday the 27th of February and further informed the meeting that he had told the Director of the Human Rights Unit in the Department of Foreign Affairs that he would be taking the opportunity to criticise the human rights record of the Peoples Republic of China. Gerard Quinn and William Binchy had agreed to attend with the President.
4.3
The President requested of the Commission that they consider whether they wished to mark international women’s day on the 8th of March in any particular way. It was agreed that he would contact Katherine Zappone on the matter.
4.4
The Senior Legislation and Policy Review Officer jointed the meeting at this stage and spoke to the draft observations on the Garda Siochana Bill 2004. The matter was discussed and it was agreed that the draft would be amended in light of comments received and also in light of comments received from Jane Liddy by the following Monday lunchtime. It was further agreed that the President could then sign off on the final observations and that they would be sent to the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform and released to the media and interested parties in the normal manner. 
5.5
The Commission thanked the Senior Legislation and Policy Review Officer at this stage in relation to work on the Immigration Bill. 
5.0
Reports from Committees

(i) Committee on the Administration of Justice
5.1
The President informed the meeting that the Committee had not met.
(ii) Casework Committee
5.2
The President informed the meeting that the Committee had met on the 13th of February and had decided negatively in the case of three outstanding cases. He indicated that in one case matters were complicated by a serious mental health issue. He also indicated that three cases had lapsed. The Committee had also noted the extent of the backlog of cases building up. He indicated that the Committee were still looking at their criteria and that the interim counsel’s opinion was inconclusive on the matter and that they awaited a conclusive opinion. He indicated that there were three options being considered in regard to the preferred model of enquiry but that it was not really possible to advance matters until such time as advice was received and criteria finally decided.

(iii)
Committee on Gender and Women’s Rights
5.3
The President circulated and spoke to a note drafted by Katherine Zappone as she was unable to attend the meeting.

(iv)      Committee on Economic Cultural and Social Rights

5.4
The President reported, in Katherine Zappone’s absence, that this Committee had not met.

(v)
Racism Committee
5.5
Michael Farrell reported that the Committee had met the previous day. 

5.6
In relation to the Government’s CERD report and the denial that travellers constitute an ethnic minority it was agreed that Michael Farrell would draft a letter of reply to the Minister’s letter received in response to our initial correspondence. It was agreed that the President would then send the letter to the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform.
5.7
He informed the meeting that the Commission and the Equality Authority was to receive, in the short term, the Government’s draft National Action Plan Against Racism (NAPAR) for our observations thereon. He reported that the draft would then receive wider circulation.

5.8
He reported that the date of the joint conference with Amnesty International had been set for the 27th March in Trinity College. He further informed the Commission as to the programme for the day.

5.9
In relation to the Immigration Act, Michael Farrell congratulated the Senior Policy and Legislation Review Officer on the quality and speed of his work. He informed the meeting that the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform had admitted that the legislation was rushed.

5.10
He informed the meeting that Nuala Kelly had attended a roundtable meeting as Commission representative in Belfast in relation to migration.


He also noted that there was a further meeting of the Migration Policy Group on the 3rd of March and sought approval for the continued involvement of Nuala Kelly as Commission representative. This was agreed.

5.11
In relation to the joint publication on migration with the NCCRI he reported that matters were progressing and that it was hoped that the document would be published sometime in March.

5.12
He informed the meeting that Des Hogan had attended the Racism Committee meeting and spoke to them in relation to the follow up meeting to Durban he had attended prior to Christmas.


(vi)
Ad Hoc Committee on Amicus Curiae
5.13
Jane Liddy reported that William Binchy was drafting refined proposals which would then come to plenary.
6.0
Reports from Meetings and Conferences
6.1
There were no reports.
7.0
Policy on the Organisation of Conferences and Similar Events

7.1
The Senior Human Rights Awareness Officer spoke to her paper which had been previously circulated. The draft was amended in light of observations made and approved.

8.0
Humanitarian Requests to the Commission
8.1
The Senior Caseworker spoke to a paper previously circulated. It was agreed that no decision would be taken and the matter referred to the Casework Committee for its consideration. The General Administrator requested that the Commission keep in mind that all requests to the Commission, whether under the Act or of a more general nature, were processed by only two members of staff, namely, the Senior and Assistant Caseworker.
9.0
Register of Commissioners’ Interests
9.1
The General Administrator spoke to the draft register previously circulated and reminded Commissioners of their obligations both by virtue of Department of Finance Guidelines and their own Standing Orders which stipulate that the Commission maintain such a register. There followed a discussion of the document and it was agreed that Jane Liddy and William Binchy would consult and arrive at a form of words that, in their view, would satisfy any requirements, as it was felt that a register of interests  as circulated was not appropriate for the Commission.
10.0
Update on Progress on the Paper “Committed Relationships, Society and Human Rights Law.
10.1
William Binchy informed the meeting that a paper would be available for the May meeting.
11.0     Travellers as an Ethnic Minority
11.1
Michael Farrell spoke to his paper which had been previously circulated. It was agreed that in addition to writing to the Minister, as previously indicated, the President would speak to Barbara Nolan in order to get an EU perspective.

It was further agreed that the Racism Committee would discuss the matter further with a view to suggesting to plenary methods in which the matter can be advanced.

12.0
Items for Inclusion on the Agenda of the Next Meeting
12.1 The following items were agreed;
(i) Register of Commissioners’ Interests

(ii) Servicing Committees of the Joint Committee

13.0 AOB.
13.1
There being no further business the meeting ended at 1.35pm approximately.
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