MINUTES OF THE 45th ORDINARY MEETING OF THE HUMAN RIGHTS COMMISSION
Thursday, 24th February 2005, 10.30 a.m.
Board Room, Commission Premises, Jervis House, Dublin 1
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1.0       Minutes of the 44th Ordinary Meeting of the Human Rights Commission

1.1
In relation to Item 3.4 the following sentence was to be added at the end of the paragraph:
‘It was agreed that the Chief Executive would examine the possibility of having an internship programme.’

1.2
In relation to Item 7.2 the following sentence was to be added at the end of the paragraph:

‘It was also agreed that the Casework Committee would revert to Plenary with proposals for a substantive discussion on the issue.’

2.0
Matters Arising from the Minutes
2.1
There were no matters arising.
3.0
Report of the Chief Executive
3.1
The Chief Executive presented her written report.

Commissioner Michael Farrell left the meeting at this point.
3.2
The Administrator (Finance and Human Resources) joined the meeting at this stage.  He presented a draft staff policy document on grievance and disciplinary procedures.  One concern was raised in relation to the requirement in Stage I for a complainant to outline the complaint in writing to the staff member complained of and to send a copy to the staff member’s line manager.  It was agreed that the need for a copy to be sent to the staff member’s line manager should be removed.  The procedure was agreed subject to this amendment.  The Administrator (Finance and Human Resources) left the meeting at this point.
3.3
The Chief Executive drew the attention of Commissioners to the recent staff shortage as a result of sick leave, annual leave and staff training and thanked Commissioners for their understanding and acknowledged the flexibility of all staff members during this period.  

3.4
In relation to the vacant Clerical Officer position, it was noted that no person deemed appointable by the interview board had accepted the position.  It was agreed that two of the candidates who has refused an offer of appointment should be contacted and asked whether they would be willing to remain on a panel pending negotiations with the Departments of Justice, Equality and Law Reform and of Finance regarding flexibility as to the appointment level on the relevant salary scale.   It was further agreed that a meeting be sought with the relevant senior official in the Department of Finance, and the President offered to meet with the Minister for Finance should this be considered helpful. 
3.5
In relation to the Away Day scheduled for 31st March and 1st April, it was noted that transport would be arranged from Dublin for any Commissioner who would require it.  It was further noted that the facilitator (Tom Murray) would make contact with Commissioners during the week of 7th to 11th March in advance of the Away Day.  

3.6
It was noted that the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform had forwarded to the Commission a report on extending employment equality legislation and had asked that the views of the Commission in relation thereto be forwarded to it by 31st March 2005.  It was further noted that plenary would not be in a position to approve a finalised document as it would not be meeting prior to this.  It was agreed that the draft reply would be sent to all Commissioners for their consideration and that any Commissioner interested in so doing could join the Gender and Equality Committee when it considered this document.  
4.0
Matters for Mention by the President
4.1
The President informed plenary that he had travelled to Omagh to meet with the Omagh Support and Self Help Group (OSSHG) on 3rd February at their request.  He proposed that the Committee on the Administration of Justice meet with the Group and this was agreed.
4.2
The President informed the plenary that he had attended a meeting in Paris of the European Coordinating Committee of National Human Rights Institutions and that he would circulate the draft minutes of the meeting to all Commissioners.  It was noted that this Committee intended to meet three times this year with venues being rotated and that the President had suggested that Dublin be the location of the third meeting for 2005.
4.3
The President informed plenary that he had appeared before the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Foreign Affairs Sub-Committee on Human Rights on Wednesday, 23rd February at 12.00pm on the subject of the Strategic Plan.  He had been accompanied by Commissioner William Binchy and the Chief Executive, whom he thanked for their contributions.  
4.4
The President informed plenary that he had received a request from the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Justice, Defence and Women’s Rights on the matter of the Criminal Justice Bill 2004 and the Garda Síochána Bill 2004.  The President sought the approval of plenary to appear before the Committee accompanied by Commissioner William Binchy and the Assistant Legislation and Policy Review Officer.

4.5
The President informed plenary that he had chaired a public meeting on the  Disability Bill 2004 in the RDS on 9th February 2005, which had received some media coverage.
4.6
It was noted that the term of office of the current Commissioners in the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission was due to end on Monday, 28th February 2005 and that a reception was being held in Belfast for the outgoing Commissioners.  This reception was to be attended by Commissioner Clodach McGrory and the Chief Executive.  The President sought the approval of plenary to send a letter of thanks and good wishes to Brice Dickson.  This was approved.

4.7
It was noted that a report written by Dr Rachel Murray and Professor Stephen Livingstone on the Northern Ireland Commission had been circulated.  The President sought the approval of plenary to invite Dr Murray to give a talk to the Commission on this report.  This was approved.
4.8
The President informed plenary that he had received an invitation from the South African Human Rights Commission to spend a week with them and sought the approval of plenary to accept this offer.  This was approved.  

5.0
Reports from Committees
(i) Committee on the Administration of Justice
5.1
The Committee met on 23rd February 2005.  It was noted that this Committee had considered the Draft Observations on the General Scheme of the Criminal Justice (International Co-operation) Bill in some detail.  It was further noted that an amended version, incorporating the changes suggested by the Committee at its meeting would be circulated to all Commissioners in due course with a timescale in which to make observations.  It was agreed that if there were no problems with the document that the Committee be in a position to sign off on the final version.
5.2
In relation to the Memorandum from Peter Newell on the matter of corporal punishment of children referred to this Committee at the last plenary meeting, it was agreed that the President should meet with Mr Newell to discuss the matter with him.  

Commissioner Michael Farrell returned to the meeting at this point.
(ii) Casework Committee

5.3
The Senior Caseworker joined the meeting at this point.  The Committee had met on 22nd February 2005 and had considered an amicus curiae proposal, namely that the Commission apply to the Supreme Court for liberty to appear before it in a Consultative Case Stated from the Circuit Court, further to section 8(h) of the Human Rights Commission Act, 2000 and that it so appear, on foot of such liberty being granted. The Committee had decided to make a positive recommendation in this regard to plenary. 

5.4
Having carefully considered the proposal against the Commission’s Amicus Curiae Guidelines, the Commission decided to so apply to the Supreme Court for liberty to appear before it and to so appear, on foot of such liberty being granted. The Senior Caseworker indicated that he would brief Counsel on the matter on foot of the Commission’s decision.  The Senior Caseworker left the meeting at this point.
Commissioner Robert Daly left the meeting at this point.
(iii) Disability Committee

5.5
The Committee met on 23rd February 2005.  Commissioner Gerard Quinn informed plenary that the Senior Legislation and Policy Review Officer had drafted a memo for the Committee on the Oireachtas debate relating to the Disability Bill and references made by members of the Oireachtas to the recommendations of the Commission on this matter.
5.6
Commissioner Quinn informed plenary that the UN Monitoring Project was currently a work in progress and that he was coordinating with Lars Lööw, the Swedish Disability Ombudsman on the matter.  
5.7
In relation to the Disability Conference on 12th April, it was noted that a finalised list of speakers had yet to be confirmed.


(iv)
Racism Committee 

5.8
This Committee was non quorate when it met on 15th February.  It was noted that the seminar planned for 15th March had been postponed as it clashed with a major conference being hosted by the NCCRI on the same day.  It was now hoped that this seminar would take place in June.  
5.9
Commissioner Nuala Kelly informed plenary that she and the Assistant Legislation and Policy Review Officer had, jointly with two officials of the NCCRI, met with a Principal Officer of the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment as a follow-up to the joint publication on migrant workers and their families.  The Principal Officer suggested that the Commission and the NCCRI write a joint letter to the Minister for Enterprise, Trade and Employment to highlight the concerns raised in the meeting.

Commissioners Clodach McGrory and Fionnuala Ní Aoláin left the meeting at this point.
5.10
It was noted that the NCCRI had forwarded a note to the Assistant Legislation and Policy Review Officer which raised the issues which they felt should be highlighted and a memo was circulated in this regard.  It was further noted that while the issues highlighted by the NCCRI were not confined to those raised in the joint publication, they were in accordance with the Commission’s policy as previously stated.  It was decided that the Director of the NCCRI and the Chief Executive would send a joint letter to the Principal Officer in the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment and that the President would write a letter directly to the Minister on this matter.  
5.11
Commissioner Martin Collins drew attention to the fact that the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform had announced that a new policy would be established to encourage the recruitment of persons from ethnic minorities to the Garda Síochána.  It was decided that the President should write to the Minister to seek details of this policy.  


(v)
Finance and Audit Committee
5.12
The Committee met on 8th February.  It was noted that the accounts for 2003 were signed off on in 2004 without qualification and that only minor issues had been raised by the Comptroller and Auditor General.  
5.13
A revised budget for 2005 was tabled.  This was approved.

5.14
The Committee recommended that the Commission acquire additional premises on the 2nd floor in Jervis House.  It was noted that this would entail a once-off cost of approximately €250,000, and this, together with the additional annual costs, would be sought from the Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform.   However, since there was an urgency about the matter and in light of the financial resources available at present to the Commission, it was agreed that the Commission should go ahead with the acquisition of the additional premises from its own resources, if need be.  
5.15
It was noted that new guidelines from the Department of Finance and the Revenue Commissioners had been received regarding Commissioners’ fees and that these would now be subject to PAYE and PRSI.  It was noted that this would be costly to the Commission as it would have to absorb the administrative cost of this policy and pay employer’s PRSI for all Commissioners.

(vi)
Joint Committee Sub-Committee on the Charter of Rights

5.16
The Sub-Committee met on 24th February.  The purpose of this meeting was to take stock of the work done thus far by this Sub-Committee and to agree on a finalised document to be handed over to the new Joint Committee.  Commissioner Nuala Kelly agreed to circulate this document to all Commissioners for their information.
6.0
Reports from Meetings and Conferences
6.1
Commissioner Gerard Quinn informed plenary that he had attended a seminar in Brussels on the European Commission’s plans to increase the mandate of the European Monitoring Centre for Racism and Xenophobia to a broader human rights base, but that as yet the European Commission was not forthcoming regarding its plans.   
7.0
AOB
7.1
There was no other business.
There being no further business, the meeting ended at approximately 1.00pm
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