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BILL OF RIGHTS FORUM
COMPOSITION OF THE FORUM
Paper by the Northern Ireland Office 
In the consultation paper issued on 14 November 2006, the Government proposed that the Forum should be reflective of a broad range of political opinion and sections of civic society.  We also suggested that it should have a maximum size of 27, plus the chairperson. This would be made up of 14 political representatives, allocated in accordance with the structure of the Preparation for Government sub-committee, and 13 civic society representatives.  

2.
In response, consultees largely agreed with the number of political representatives and the method for choosing them. However, many consultees argued that political parties and civic society should be equally represented, with some believing that it was important that the make-up of the Forum signalled that the Bill of Rights debate was for politicians and civic society to enter into equally. The Government therefore concluded that civic society representation should be increased to 14. 

3.
Government also invited views on who the civic society representatives should be.  While there were a number of endorsements for individual groups or sectors to be selected, and a number of consultees argued that those most vulnerable in society must be represented, there were few detailed suggestions on how the civic society element overall should be composed.  Several consultees called for churches to be represented. Some consultees proposed that Forum members should not be representative of particular groups, but a larger number of consultees disagreed and believed that Forum members should represent particular sectors. Several consultees proposed that there should be a representative from the Human Rights NGO sector, to ensure that there is specific human rights knowledge and expertise on the Forum. Taking account of the views received, the Government decided upon the following allocation of places:

Sector





Places

Trade unions





2

Employers





2

Churches





2

Human rights NGO sector



1

Community / voluntary sector 


7

4.
Within the community/voluntary sector, Government made clear that it intended to allocate the seven places to representatives who could, as far as possible, bring perspectives from the following sectors:

Children and young people

People with disabilities

Ethnic minorities

Older people

People of different sexual orientations

Women

The community / voluntary sector as a whole

5.
The Government undertook to contact the main representative groups for each sector to ask them to agree a representative who could reflect views from that sector.  The Government would only select a representative from a sector in the event that the sector was not able to agree on a single representative
.  

6.
The Government also made clear that representatives will be expected to consult widely within their own sector on all issues discussed at the Forum. We would also expect that the Forum will take steps to allow anyone not represented to put forward proposals. 

7.
The Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission, the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland and the Human Rights Consortium all asked to be given observer status at the Forum. The Government recognises the reasons for these requests.  We believe that this should be a matter for the Forum to determine, in deciding how it will operate. The Government hopes, however, that the Forum will conduct itself in an open manner and will be accommodating to those organisations not represented on the Forum but which have a real interest in its deliberations.  In that spirit, the Government has decided that those organisations should be able to attend the first meeting on 18 December to observe proceedings, but that the decision on whether they should be granted observer status for the future should be for the Forum to decide.
8.
David Hanson will give a brief oral update at the meeting on the position on which parties and sectors have nominated individuals to attend the Forum.


The Forum is invited to note this paper.
Northern Ireland Office
15 December 2006
� The Government ‘s position is that in that event - and in so far as is practicable given the commitment made by the Government at St Andrews that the Forum should meet during December 2006 - any such decisions would be made on the basis of human rights expertise and standing within the sector. At the same time, we acknowledge that given the Government’s stated intention that the Forum should be of a manageable size, there could be instances where individual groups are disappointed with the outcome. �
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