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The Human Rights Consortium is a membership-based organisation focused on progressing human rights in Northern Ireland. We provide a coherent, unified, non-party political coalition for civic society groups to campaign together for the recognition, protection and implementation of human rights standards in Northern Ireland. We work together to achieve this through collaboration across different sectors and issues - from grass roots community and neighbourhood associations, representative bodies and issue based sectoral organisations, right through to trade unions and charities of all sizes.

Governance in Northern Ireland

The Assembly and Executive has experienced instability during the reporting period. The collapse of the institutions in 2016 led to a legislative hiatus which further complicated the challenges within the region associated with the legacy of the recent conflict. Northern Ireland as a region continues to experience significant challenges due to underfunding and the complexity associated with addressing legislative gaps and deficits which exist in the absence of agreement for a Single Equality Act and the Bill of Rights.  
The institutions became operational again in early 2020 but faced ongoing challenges in the context of the Covid-19 crisis and the implications of Brexit. A political crisis emerged when the Assembly and Executive collapses again on 3 February 2022 following political disagreements on negotiations between the UK Government and the EU with respect to the Northern Ireland Protocol. 
Northern Ireland has made extremely limited progress on outstanding policy concerns since this point, and has been governed by a mix of high-ranking ‘caretaker’ civil servants tasked with keeping Departments and statutory services operational, and the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland appointed by an increasingly detached UK Government. 
Following intensive negotiations on the implementation of the Windsor Framework a deal was reached between the UK Government and the DUP and the Assembly and Executive were recently restored on 3rd February 2024. 



Northern Ireland Bill of Rights
The Belfast/Good Friday Agreement committed the UK Government to delivering a Northern Ireland Bill of Rights[footnoteRef:2], designed in recognition of the particular circumstances and political context in the region, through Westminster legislation. The intention was for this Bill of Rights to complement, copper-fasten and build upon the rights afforded through the Human Rights Act and the European Convention on Human Rights, including through incorporation of international standards. In the 25 years since, several processes for creating a Bill of Rights have been established, however none of these have resulted in its delivery.  [2:  UK Government, 1998 - Belfast/Good Friday Agreement (accessed 19/01/24) - Rights, Safeguards & Equality of Opportunity (4): “The new Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission will be invited to consult and to advice on the scope for defining, in Westminster legislation, rights supplementary to those in the European Convention on Human Rights, to reflect the particular circumstances of Northern Ireland, drawing as appropriate on international instruments and expertise. These additional rights to reflect the principles of mutual respect for the identity and ethos of both communities and parity of esteem, and - taken together with the ECHR - to constitute a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland.”] 

A revised Bill of Rights process was included in the New Decade, New Approach Agreement[footnoteRef:3] in January 2020 as part of a wider set of measures to re-establish the Northern Ireland Assembly and Executive. The Ad Hoc Committee’s own survey published in March 2021[footnoteRef:4] found that 80% of respondents across all communities were in favour of a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland and that 82% felt it should contain a spectrum of rights reflective of international standards. The Ad-Hoc Committee published its report in February 2022[footnoteRef:5]. While there was no political consensus on a detailed set of proposals for a Bill of Rights in the report, the Ad-Hoc Committee process successfully created the conditions in which majority political support for a Bill of Rights was achieved for the first time in many years[footnoteRef:6].  [3:  UK Government, 2020 - New Decade New Approach (accessed 19/01/24) - P 5.26 - 5.29]  [4:  NI Assembly Research and Information Service, March 2021 - NI Bill of Rights Survey Report]  [5:  NI Assembly, February 2022 - Report of the Ad Hoc Committee on a Bill of Rights (accessed 19/01/22)]  [6:  Ibid - Report of the Ad Hoc Committee on a Bill of Rights (accessed 19/01/24) - Four of the five main political parties in Northern Ireland support the development of a Bill of Rights as evidenced in the Ad-Hoc Committee’s report. ] 

Four out of the five parties (SDLP, UUP, Sinn Fein & Alliance) have stated their support for a new Bill of Rights with additional rights for people in Northern Ireland. This is in parallel with the broad-based cross community support that exists at a public level (for a Bill of Rights including social and economic rights) in every main party voter base[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  Human Rights Consortium, Queen’s University Belfast & Ulster University, June 2021 - Polling shows public demand stronger rights protections following Covid-19 (accessed 19/01/24) - The Consortium, Ulster University and Queen’s University jointly commissioned polling that evidenced 80%+ support from the public and across political party voters for social and economic rights in a Bill of Rights and for those same rights to be enforceable by law. ] 

Yet following the report the UK government continues to insist on the concept of ‘political consensus’ in order to progress legislation for a Bill of Rights[footnoteRef:8]. The requirement for consensus has been accurately highlighted by other political parties as providing an unacceptable veto on rights progression[footnoteRef:9] and in the context of ICCPR once again denies the possibility of developing legislation that could incorporate the Covenant rights into domestic law. [8:  Irish News, February 2022 - No Bill of Rights until Stormont Consensus says British Government (accessed 19/01/24)]  [9:  NI Assembly Hansard, February 2022 - Official Hansard Report, Assembly Plenary Session, 14th Feb 2022 (accessed 19/01/24) - ‘If you go with consensus, at a certain point it becomes a veto, and no party in the House should have a veto.’ – Mike Nesbitt, UUP MLA speaking in the Assembly plenary debate on the Ad-Hoc Committees report. ] 

Possible Question – Will the UK Government fulfil the commitment in the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement to deliver a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland via Westminster legislation. 
Human Rights Act
Despite the clear and consistent appetite for increased rights protections in Northern Ireland the UK Government has been moving in the opposite direction by pursuing attempts to scrap or significantly undermine the Human Rights Act (HRA). The HRA is a foundational and constitutionally significant piece of legislation which fulfils commitments made in the ‘Rights, Safeguards and Equality of Opportunity’ chapter of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement to incorporate the European Convention on Human Rights into domestic law[footnoteRef:10]. [10:  Ibid pt 2 - Belfast/Good Friday Agreement] 

Within the reporting period, the UK Government has made several attempts to rewrite and drastically undermine the HRA, including through the Independent Human Rights Act Review[footnoteRef:11], the HRA reform public consultation[footnoteRef:12] and the eventual publication of the Bill of Rights Bill[footnoteRef:13], referred to by civil society as the “Rights Removal Bill”[footnoteRef:14]. Despite the subsequent shelving of this Bill, the appetite amongst the UK Government for a regression of human rights protections has not been stifled. Instead, the Government has attempted to undermine the Act and its protections in more targeted ways. [11:  Human Rights Consortium, March 2021 (accessed 22/01/24) - Independent Human Rights Act Review (IHRAR) – Human Rights Consortium Submission to call for evidence]  [12:  UK Government, December 2021 (accessed 22/01/24) - Human Rights Act Reform: A Modern Bill of Rights]  [13:  UK Government, June 2022 (accessed 22/01/24) - Bill of Rights Bill]  [14:  Human Rights Consortium, June 2022 (accessed 22/01/24) - UK Legislation Condemned as Rights Removal Bill] 

Refugees and asylum seekers have been the specific target of this attempted regression in rights, particularly through the Illegal Migration Act[footnoteRef:15] which passed into law last year and the Safety of Rwanda Bill[footnoteRef:16] currently progressing through Parliament. This legislation attempts to limit access to the courts and due process for those who are attempting to claim asylum in the UK, undermining their ability to bring a human rights or trafficking claim to delay their deportation while replacing these claims with inadequate and extremely stringent ‘suspensive claims’ for halting a removal. On the whole, these pieces of legislation attempt to remove the ability to claim asylum in the UK, but for a number of extremely limited country-specific programmes.  [15:  Human Rights Consortium and PILS Project, March 2023 (accessed 22/01/24) - Illegal Migration Bill Joint Briefing]  [16:  Human Rights Consortium, December 2023 (accessed 22/01/24) - Rwanda Bill: An Attack on Fundamental Rights] 

Possible Question – Will the UK Government commit to ensuring full access to rights in the European Convention of Human Rights (ECHR) and protection of the Human Rights Act for everyone in Northern Ireland, in line with its commitments under the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement? 
Windsor Framework Article 2
Article 2 of the Windsor Framework, formerly the Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland, contains important, if limited, non-diminution protections to mitigate against the loss of rights which has occurred following the UK’s exit from the EU. We remain highly concerned at the UK Government’s ongoing disregard for these important protections in its legislative outputs[footnoteRef:17]. This includes the aforementioned Illegal Migration Act[footnoteRef:18], the ‘Safety of Rwanda’ Bill[footnoteRef:19] and previous pieces of legislation identified by civil society and by the Dedicated Mechanism established to monitor the Government’s Article 2 commitments[footnoteRef:20].  [17:  Human Rights Consortium, June 2022 (accessed 22/01/24) - Submission to the House of Lords Sub-Committee Inquiry into Ireland/Northern Ireland Protocol]  [18:  Ibid, pt 15 - Illegal Migration Bill Joint Briefing]  [19:  Ibid, pt 16 - Rwanda Bill: An Attack on Fundamental Rights]  [20:  NIHRC and ECNI, July 2023 (accessed 22/01/24) - Annual Report of the NIHRC and the ECNI on the Implementation of Article 2 of the Windsor Framework 2022–2023
] 

Possible Question – What steps have the UK Government taken to ensure that all legislative and policy initiatives applying to Northern Ireland are assessed for compatibility with the Article 2 ‘non-diminution commitments of the Windsor Framework.
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