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Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission: Strategic Plan 2006 – 2009

A response from Evangelical Alliance Northern Ireland

Introduction

The Evangelical Alliance, which was founded in 1846, is the umbrella body which brings together Britain’s one million plus Evangelicals. Included in Alliance membership across the UK are over 700 organisations and over 3000 churches. The office in Northern Ireland was established in 1987 and presently has three full-time members of staff and others who volunteer. Evangelical Alliance exists to promote unity and truth among these churches, individuals and evangelical organisations, and to promote their concerns to the wider world of the Church, State and Society. 

Evangelical Alliance has had a working relationship with the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission since its creation. We are pleased to have this opportunity to further contribute to the work of the Commission in responding to its Strategic Plan 2006 – 2009. 
Through human dignity, equality and responsibility, we affirm a Biblical basis for human rights – not because they are bestowed on us by law, but because we are made in the image of a loving God.
Aim 1:
Building a Human Rights culture in Northern Ireland

We welcome efforts made by Chief Commissioner Monica McWilliams to meet with stakeholders and look forward to meeting with her in the future. We also look forward to further constructive engagement and open debate with the Chief Commissioner and her staff during the period of this strategic plan. 

In building a human rights culture we hope that the Commission will allow differing perspectives to be heard and where those perspectives validly question human rights principles they will not automatically be deemed to be anti-human rights. Also in building such a culture we would ask that the acceptance of responsibility also be given prominence. 

We would also ask that the Commission take steps to educate the public over what a ‘human rights culture’ can realistically achieve. For example such a culture incorporating a Bill of Rights might underpin a process of healing between and within our communities but cannot achieve healing in and of itself. Furthermore the temptation to see a human rights culture as a moral framework that can provide a comprehensive basis for relationships in our society must also resisted. 

Aim 2: Challenging and preventing human rights abuses

We note the investigations which the Commission has undertaken including those concerning difficult issues like the imprisonment of women and girls in Northern Ireland. In relation to its casework we welcome the Commission’s commitment within this strategic plan to manage and invest in relationships with other key agencies and stakeholders in the field. We would hope that this would facilitate the sharing of information and expertise and prevent duplication of resources. 
Aim 3: Building support for a Bill of Rights and working in partnership with others for its implementation

We welcome the Commission’s acknowledgement within its Strategic Plan that achieving popular and political consensus on its advice regarding a Bill of Rights will be a core challenge. We note the continued debate and difficulty (again evident at the NIHRC conference in December 2005) surrounding the interpretation of ‘the particular circumstances of Northern Ireland’ to which the commission must pay attention in constructing this Bill. 
Evangelical Alliance would favour a minimalist document balanced with reference to responsibilities. The individualistic language of rights is inadequate to define and mediate our complex relationships.

We welcome the Commission’s proposal to create a Round Table of political parties and civil society as a means of communicating with key stakeholders. We would ask that this Round Table would also include representation from a faith perspective. 
Aim 4:
A strong and effective Human Rights Commission

We welcome the new Commissioners with their mix of expertise and range of backgrounds. However we note that there is still a lack of representation from minority ethnic communities in Northern Ireland. 
With a view to the wise stewardship of public monies we welcome moves to make the Commission more efficient and effective in its task. 
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