What do we mean by a strong and inclusive Bill of Rights?  

As the Bill of Rights consultation process developed, there was a recognition that the consortium needed to move beyond encouraging participation to actively promoting the Bill of Rights.  At that time, in recognition of the diversity of the membership and their various issues, it was decided that we would campaign for a “strong and inclusive Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland”.

We have developed this concept further, recognising that the membership of the Consortium is very wide and diverse.  The Consortium produced a number of key principles that the membership could share.

Strong:

· No diminution of current international/regional protections;

· International human rights law sets minimal standards that the Northern Ireland Bill of Rights should build upon.  These are standards that are designed to apply in countries as varied as Canada and Chad, so a developed region like Northern Ireland should aspire to improve upon rather than in any sense undermine these standards.

· Recognisable gains, especially for the most disadvantaged;

· While a Bill of Rights is in some respects an aspirational document, setting out the vision of a peaceful and just society, there is no point in having a Bill of Rights that does not have an actual impact on people’s lives. The Bill of Rights should generate better outcomes for people.  The Bill of Rights must result in an improvement in the lives of the most disadvantaged in society, not merely those who can afford access to justice.  

· Effective enforcement mechanisms.

· Any Bill of Rights needs an enforcement system that is transparent and accessible.  Taking a valid case to protect your rights should be simple and affordable. The general public needs to be educated on what their rights are and how they can have them protected in the courts.  The language in the Bill of Rights must be clear and accessible.  Representative groups should be supported to provide advocacy, advice and support for potential litigants.  Legal aid should be provided for potential litigants.

Inclusive:

· Represents the diversity that is Northern Ireland;

· Members of the Consortium represent all sorts of people, including but not limited to, older people, people with dependents, minority ethnic communities and people with disabilities.  The Bill of Rights must address the rights of everyone in Northern Ireland as well as the various human rights issues that have fed and fuelled the conflict here.  

· Promotes equality for all; 

· The Bill of Rights should enforce equality between all citizens.  While other equality legislation such as Section 75 and the proposed Single Equality Bill will be more detailed pieces of legislation, the role of the Bill of Rights is to ensure people’s right to full and effective equality.  A Bill of Rights should generate equality of outcome as well as equality of opportunity and confirm that different measures can be used to remedy inequality for different sets of people.

· Moves beyond the ECHR to include in particular socio-economic rights.

· The ECHR is an important document but is over fifty years old and was designed with a particular post-WWII context in mind.  A Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland needs to reflect more recent developments and as such should incorporate social and economic rights including the right to education, the right to housing, the right to food etc.  These rights are about guaranteeing a basic standard of living for everyone that is consistent and fair, providing protection for the most marginalized in society, and giving them dignity and respect.  Social and economic rights are concerns that are shared across the community divide, and protecting then in a Bill of Rights would contribute greatly to a shared vision of the future.

