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Dr JohnR.eid "MP 
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland 
:House ofCoJUroons 
West1,1ioster 
London 
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22 Lawrence Hill 
BT48 7NJ 

9 September 2002 

I am w1 iting to notify you fo1 cnally that I am resigning as 
Commissioner from the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission with effect from 
to-day. The }3elfast Agreex;;;.ent stated that a new Northern Ireland Human Rights 
Commission would be established 'independent of govenunem:, with an extended and 
enhanced role beyond that currently exercised by the Standing Advisory Commission 
on Human Rights ... ' I was immensely honoured when I was chosen to be a 
Commissioner on the new body. How'ever, Jam resigning as 1 believe that the 
Commission is not the body descn'bed in the Agre-<1nent. I understand that Inez 
McCor11iaok is also resigning with similar concerns • 

• 
First, the powers and resources given to the Con1mission are inadequate to its task, 
compromising the Commi~sion's independence and effectiveness, as the CoJJJillission 
comprehensively docum~nted as far back as its review of powers report in February 
2001. The government's tardy consultation dOl"JJment responding to the Commission's 
recommendations is essentially dismissive and this does not augur well for the future 
of the Commission. 

The evolving mechanisms for granting additional funding further compromise the 
independence and effectiveness of the Commission. The need to negotiate a 
supplewentaiy bid for most Commission proja:ts aod engage in discussion with the 
Northern Ireland Office around whether our Qhoice of work is apprc,priate and how 
we should approach our work, clearly undei ruines the Commissi"11's independence as 
we have recorded at Commission meetings:;. in letters and in comn1ents on powers .. 
The Commission has clearly failed to secure a serious government commitment to 
remedy this situation. 

I have also been con1,,erned for some tllne as to whether the Commission,, even within 
its limited powers and resources. was developing a sufficiently strategic a:od organi~ 
approach to enable it to carve out a positive role for itself in protecting and promoting 
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an rights. I endeavoured to raise thesie concerns da1ring my time on the • 

mroission, but rightly or wrongly:. I have come to the conclusion that there is not 
the required shared degree of concern to address the 11, . l am t10w e<mvinced that the 
failure to address these matters is compound;og the original failure to resource and 
empower the Commission adequately. Accordingly a.flee giving it tnuch thought and 
with reg~ I have decided to resign from the Commission. 

I still believe that an effective Commission. as envisioned in the Belfast Agreement 
could make a profound contribution to buildUJg peace and it is ITlY sincere hope that 
rbis is achieved. I also hope to conti:n11e myself to coorribute in whatever way I can to 
promote -and advance human rights and building peaoe-

y ours sincerely, 

Professor Christine Bell 

• 
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Dr John Reid MP 
Secretary of Stare for Nonbe11l Ireland 
Westminster 
London 

Inez ·Mccu11 ,,ack 
14 Toalstown Meadows 

Gloveistawn Road 
T oomebridge 

BT4l 3PG 

9lh Septeoiber2002 

Dear Secretaiy of State, 

I am writing to you, ~ considerable regret, to tender my 
resignation frorn the Northern Ireland Htiman Rjgbts Commission with effect from 
today. I do so because I believe the present Commission c.annot deliver its reooit 
tinder the Good Friday Agicement. I Wlderstand that my colleague on the 
Commission, Christine B~ is writing in similar vein. 

It was obvious to me that when the Comc11ission was established it was not provided 
-with either the powers or the resources to meet the requ.iretrtents set out in the 
international standards for human rights ~ommissions on indepei1dence and etfeetive 
action. 

However, I felt that the Commission could still achieve clear objectives in promoting 
and protecting human rights. I have now been concerned for some considerable time 
that what I see as a lack of direction in the strategies, policies and practices of the 
Commission, means that it cannot_ 

I considered initially that these problems were merely the problems of any newly 
established organisation l engaged fully with the Chair and other members of the 
Commission in atte,,,pting to remedy these problems. When it beca,tae apparent that 
the pr.oblems were more fundamental I consistently expressed internally my profound 
disagree•nem with several aspectS of the policy and practice of the Commi~sion 

In particular I have been concerned by the Commission's activities in relation to the 
Bill of Rights. I campaigned for a Bill of Rights for c,ver thirty years_ I believe that it 
bas the potential to help make real the ethos of rn1Jtual respect thclt 11uderlies the Good 
Friday Agreement. 

There was a huge response from constituencies to the initial consultation This 
response provided the oppozcunity for the Cotw11oission to engage positively with those 
constituencies and use the oppornm.ity for consensus building across all communities .. 
However, often in into oal debate this opportunity was greatly diminished by the 
Commission taking an approach which in my view had the effect of undermining key 
aspects of the Agreement. 

' . . -·. 

~ V V'i 

© PRONI OFMDFM/3/11/3



· ·••~"· ......... -..... -.. ·-. 

still believe that an effective Human Rights Commission such as that contemplated 
by the Good Friday Agreement, is vital to protecting the rights oJ· all, and that by so 
doing it could create values and practices of a-oss con1munity wtdeistanrong which 
are key to a peaccfuJ future. Political parties aod civil society are just at the beginning 
of an expl01miou on how best to engage in the debate on a Bill af Rights. This 
difficuh, serious process needs time and space. The Commission, however, in my 
view still is purs,1ins an approach to this debate that risks polarisu1g it and rushing it., 
thereby closing its pote11tial as a process that can assist in building peace. 

I came to the work of the Commission with a long track record in 
relation ro issues of eq,iality and rights, believing that the H,,rnan Rights Coolatlssion 
envisaged by the agree,nem mJJst be able to work for the most roa1ginalized and 
vulnerable in society and, by doing S07 cieate cross comrn,inity consensus that will 
assist in building a peaceful future, 

Correctly or not, I believe that the Commission has been ineffective in the past and 
will contlm•e to be in future without submaotive change. Consequently:1 I am unable 
in good conscience to contimle to serve on it. I DOW' feel that my energies in relation 
to furthering the practice of that vision c.an best be pursued outside the Commission. 

Yours sincerely, 

'-
.. 

~UU5 
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FROM: 

N ORTI-!ERN 
IRELAND 

HUMAN 
RIGHTS 
CO .M .M.ISSI()N 

TO:02890528474 

PRESS STATEMENT - Tuesday 10 September 2002 

For immediate release 

RESIGNATION OF TWO COMMISSIONERS 

Tl1c Northern Ireland I·I1.iman Rights Commissioners and staff very much regret the 

resignation yesterday of two of tl1e founding Commissioners. I.nez McCo, .1.,,a.ck a.nd 

Christine Bell, Bott, l1ave made a sig.nificant contribution to tl1e estabJishment and ea.rl.y 

dcve.lopmcnt of the Commission an.d their htlman righ1~i:, knowledge and experience wi 11 

be g.t ently mi~sed. 
• 

The remain.ing Commissioners slia.re tl,e frt1stration expressed by Dr McC011.11ack and 

Professor Bell at tl1e lack of powers and reso1Jrces that have been made avaiJable to the 

Commission sinco its incept.ion in 1.999. The Commission l,as had to ta.ke a. c~t'3C to the 

Hot1se of Lords to estabJ1sl1 its riglit to intervene in the co,irts on 11uman rigl1ts issues and, 

a dossier of recom.menda.tions for cha.nges to its powers l1as been with the Northern 

.Tre.1.a.nd Office since March 2001. Tl1e Commission now calls on the Nortl1ern Ireland 

Office to demonstra.te its st1pport. for tl,e Commissio11 by responding pos itivel.y to tJ,ose 
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recommendations. The Commission mt1st be given tl1e powers and. resources that it needs 

to ens1.Jre the effective protect.ion a.nd promotion of huma.n rigl1ts in Northern Ireland, 

As rega.rd.s its stra.tegic direction the Commission acknowledges tl1at it l1as been 

a.mbitious in wl1at it 11.as set Ottt to achieve. But it is still a. young organization operating 

in a. contro,rersia.l a.nd complex field ► It is currently workin.g on a Strategic PI.an for 2002-

2006 wl1ich wit I al low Commissioners to refine thei.r focus in light of tl1e first three 

yoa.rs' cx.pcrjencc a.nd of any improvements t.1,at may be made to its po,vers and. 

resources. An evaluation report compiled by an intcrnatjonal expert recommended. by the 

UN is a.lso 1Jn.d.er consideration, Tl,is is a critical time of change \Vithin the Commission 

and the concerns of Christjnc Bell and ln.ez McCo,~:r,ack ,vill be given ft1ll consideration 

durin.g tl1at process, 

Chjef Commissioner Brice Dickson said: 

··over tlie pa."t t/1.ree year ... r-:, the N[HRC has been extreme[v productive. We have 

investigate4, commented on and pul,li"-~hed exten.si,,el.J, on a wide range of h11.man 

righ.t"'~ issues and have made ,.r::uh.~tantial prog,·e . .'.li on de,)eloplng proposaLc: for a 

Bill of Rig/1.ts. I 1i1erJJ much regret t/1at we are mo,)in.g into t/1.e next p/an.n.ing 

period withoµ.t t/1.e expertise of C/1.ristr.'ne a.n.d ln.ez. , •• 

Notes for editors; 

1. The Nonhern Ireland Iiuma.n Rigl1ts Commission was esr.ab-lished in March 1999 
to protect and promote tl1e huma.n rights of everyone in Nortl1em Ireland. It has a 
range of dt1ties and powers, including the duty to keep u.ndcr review law and 
pra.ctice relating to the protection of l1uman rigJ1t.s~ the d.uty to promote 
understanding an awareness of hu.ma.n rights and. the power to give assistance to 
individu.als with co1J.rt proceedings invoJving the protection of h.u.ma.n rights, 

2. Br.ice Dickson or Pa.ddy Sloan (Cl1ief Executive) can be contacted on 07901 
853005 or (at the office) on 028 9024 3987_ 
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