Community Arts Forum response to the consultation on the 
Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland

1. Background to the Community Arts Forum
1.1 Formed in 1993, the Community Arts Forum (CAF) is the umbrella and networking organisation for community arts in Northern Ireland. CAF aims to support the community arts sector through a programme of: information; publications; training; development; seminars; conferences; advocacy; lobbying and networking.
2. Bill of Rights consultation

2.1 CAF believes that a robust Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland is essential as it allows a safe and secure society to evolve within a post conflict framework. It ensures that consecutive governments must respect the rights of everyone living in the region - a Bill of Rights lays down guidelines for how a government should behave towards the people it governs. It provides necessary rights protection for people who do not identify as coming from the two main communities.

2.2 CAF hosted a workshop to consult its members on the Northern Ireland Office’s (NIO) Bill of Rights consultation on Thursday 28th January 2010.

2.3 Participants at the workshop developed a mobile which reflected their desires for a Bill of Rights. It is in the shape of an hour glass to reflect the fact that time is running out for a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland. People expressed a desire for a range of rights including:

· Increased funding for the arts 
· The right to marriage and civil partnership

· The right to access creativity

· The right to dance

· The right to housing and

· Rights for wheelchair users

2.4 At the consultation, participants expressed disappointment that the document published by the NIO will fail to deliver human rights protection of any meaningful depth for the local population. 
2.5 Participants were dismayed that the two rights proposed in the NIO document:
· A right freely to vote in and be elected at genuine periodic elections held by secret ballot (subject to reasonable restrictions) and

· The right of the people of Northern Ireland to identify themselves and be accepted as Irish or British or both

fall far short of the conclusion from the Human Rights Forum that a Bill of Rights ‘…is needed to provide strong legal protection for human rights for all the people of Northern Ireland; should be in accordance with universal human rights standards, reflecting the particular circumstances… must be effective, realistic and implementable; must address the needs of the poorest and most marginalised…. should be aspirational and look to the future’.
2.6 Participants endorsed the six principles for a strong and inclusive Bill of Rights as developed by the Human Rights Consortium of which CAF is a member – namely:

· No decrease of current international/regional human rights protections;

· Recognisable gains, especially for the most disadvantaged;

· Effective enforcement mechanisms;
· To represent the diversity that is Northern Ireland;

· To promote equality for all;

· To move beyond the European Convention on Human Rights to include, in particular cultural and socio-economic rights.

3. CAF recommendations

3.1 CAF recommends that the government uses the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission’s (NIHRC) recommendations which were presented on 10th December 2009 as a starting point for what could be included in a Bill of Rights.

3.2 CAF recommends that a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland includes the right to access creativity. CAF believes that the current point within the NIHRC recommendations:

the right to identity and culture including a choice to be Irish or British or both without discrimination. Public authorities should treat the identity and ethos of both main communities equally and encourage mutual respect, understanding and co-operation. Minorities should be able to enjoy their culture, practice their religion and use their language, in private and public. No one should be made to take an oath in Northern Ireland contrary to their religion or belief.

This is too broad and a point needs to be developed which deals specifically with access to creativity and the arts. 
3.3 CAF recommends that access to the arts is an important part of any Bill of Rights. Participation in the arts has a positive impact on health, community cohesion, community development, regeneration and education.

3.4 CAF believes that a form of wording reflecting Article 27 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights should be included in a local Bill of Rights:
‘Everyone has the right freely to participate in the cultural life of the community, to enjoy the arts and to share in the scientific advancement and its benefits’

This has been CAF’s guiding principle since its inception.
3.5 CAF urges the government not to attempt to legislate on current proposals but to redraft proposals immediately to progress a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland in line with the NIHRC principles and the clear wishes of the people of Northern Ireland.

3.6 CAF recommends that government insures that any plans for a United Kingdom Bill of Rights do not interfere with the delivery of a separate Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland as proposed in the Good Friday Agreement (1998) and confirmed in the St. Andrew’s Agreement (2006). It is essential that the particular circumstances of Northern Ireland, as a society emerging from conflict where the legacy of that conflict continues to be sharply felt, are recognised in a separate Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland. It is also important to acknowledge Northern Ireland as a region of the UK which has had serious infringements of human rights in the past. A Bill of Rights for the UK will have no understanding of the history, meaning, context or relevance of a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland.
3.7 CAF contests that government is clearly in breach of its equality obligations through its failure to screen and carry out an EQIA of proposals, in addition to a wholly inadequate consultation.

4. Conclusion

4.1 CAF rejects the current NIO consultation paper in its entirety. It fails to advance human rights protection or the right to access the arts. CAF urges the NIO to implement a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland which the vast majority of local people have overwhelmingly expressed a desire for.

4.2 The current publication by the NIO undermines the purpose of a Bill of Rights. CAF supports a Bill of Rights, but only one which protects a range of cultural, social and economic rights of the people in the region.

4.3 CAF looks forward to seeing the drafting and implementation of a fully inclusive Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland which protects the cultural, social and economic rights of all Northern Ireland’s citizens and recognises the complex identities of people living and working in the region. 
4.4 The case for a vibrant, robust Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland, particular to local needs, has been well recorded by substantive debate over the years which led to the advice of the NIHRC referenced earlier in this document. Failing to do this could put the development of a peaceful, fair, equitable and just society at severe risk. The development of a meaningful Bill of Rights is an opportunity which simply cannot be missed.
� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.cdhn.org/projects/viewdetails.asp?projectID=4" ��http://www.cdhn.org/projects/viewdetails.asp?projectID=4� for research on arts and health carried out by Dr. Katrina Collins on behalf of the Community Development and Health Network which found that 98% of participants had increased self-esteem after being involved in the arts activities. The impact on participants’ health was multiplied by the combined outcomes of improved self-esteem, friendship formation and increased social networks. 


2 See � HYPERLINK "http://billofrights:ridgedev.co.uk/MayPolling.ppt" ��http://billofrights:ridgedev.co.uk/MayPolling.ppt� for research carried out by independent market research agency, Millward Brown Ulster, which indicated that 83% of local people believe that it is important for Northern Ireland to have a local Bill of Rights. This was commissioned by the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission.








