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This paper, prepared by the chair, raises questions and issues for consideration in relation to a public outreach strategy for the Northern Ireland Bill of Rights Forum (the Forum). It has been prepared on the basis of discussion at the second meeting of the Forum and submissions by Forum members that both make specific proposals and pose questions.

Introduction

The Forum is the latest step in a process to develop a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland that began with the 1998 Good Friday (Belfast) Agreement. It is not the first step. A great deal of work has already been done, including by non-government organisations, academics and the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission. The Human Rights Commission, for example, undertook an extensive consultation process that also involved major non-government organisations. A number of organisations also received public or philanthropic grants to promote awareness of human rights in Northern Ireland. The basic question for the Forum is

What public outreach does the Forum need to undertake to complete its terms of reference in advising the Human Rights Commission on a Bill of Rights?
The need for outreach

Both some political parties and many civic society organisations have argued that public ownership of the Bill of Rights is essential to the successful completion of the Forum’s terms of reference. They say that the process itself is critical to the product, which is a well developed, widely supported draft Bill of Rights.

Why is an outreach strategy necessary for the work of the Forum?

The aim and objectives of public outreach

Public outreach aims to enable all people in Northern Ireland to participate in shaping the advice the Forum is to provide to the Human Rights Commission on a Bill of Rights.

In support of this aim, the objectives can be to
· increase public awareness of the Forum and its role

· increase the confidence and participation of the people of Northern Ireland in the Forum’s work

· obtain and record the experiences and opinions of an increasingly diverse population in relation to human rights

· enable the Forum to listen and give due consideration to those opinions

· increase the Forum’s ability to respond to the needs and experiences of all the people of Northern Ireland in its work of developing a Bill of Rights

· fulfill the Forum’s terms of reference.

To what extent do these possible objectives match the needs of the Forum? What other objectives could underpin the Forum’s public outreach?

Principles of public outreach
The Forum’s public outreach should be based on
· integrity and honesty
· transparency
· accessibility and inclusiveness
· initiation and responsiveness
· clarity and consistency
· cost effectiveness.
To what extent do these possible principles correspond to the wishes of the Forum members? What other principles could underpin the Forum’s public outreach?

Target groups
The Forum could seek to reach
· the public generally

· those particular groups or members of the public who have not been involved in the Bill of Rights process to date or who do not already feel involved – poor people and those alienated from the political process or otherwise marginalised
· specific community sectors that have specific needs or experiences in relation to human rights – population sectors represented on the Forum, including women, children and young people, ethnic minorities, people with disabilities, gay, lesbian, bisexual and transgender people, aged persons, and groups not represented on the Forum
· the local media, including newspapers, television and radio
Who should be the specific priority targets of an outreach strategy?

Types of outreach

Outreach can be of different types with different purposes. They can be mutually reinforcing and need not be inconsistent, though they may be. Some processes can require a number of different types of outreach. At least three types of outreach may be relevant to the Forum’s work.

First, outreach can aim to raise awareness of human rights, the Bill of Rights and the work and processes of the Forum. This outreach is primarily directed towards the provision of information. It is related to the transparency and accountability of the Forum for what it does and how it does it.

Second, outreach can be consultative as part of the actual process of developing a Bill of Rights. This outreach is primarily directed towards the collection of information. It is related to the validity of the product: does the Bill of Rights truly respond to the experiences, needs and aspirations of the people of Northern Ireland and reflect its particular circumstances?

Third, outreach can aim to increase the sense of public ownership of the Bill of Rights. This outreach is primarily directed towards the political process. It seeks to build the political will and community commitment to implement the Forum’s recommendations effectively.
What type, or types, of outreach are essential to the success of the Forum’s work? What types are desirable? What are the priorities for outreach, if it is not possible to do everything that may be desirable? Are there particular points in the process when one type of outreach or another will be necessary or at least highly desirable?

The collection of information and views through outreach raises particular questions for the Forum and its secretariat. Where at least one of the objectives of an outreach activity is the collection of information and views, the activity requires specific arrangements to ensure that the information is accurately recorded, reported and analysed.
How is information best recorded and reported? What system or method of analysis is most appropriate and most useful for the Forum’s work? How can the Forum ensure that information and views collected through outreach inform its work?

Outreach activities
The Forum obviously needs a website. It is being established now: www.billofrightsforum.org. For reasons of reach and cost it should be seen as a principal means of communications between the Forum and the outside world. The website should contain all the materials relevant to the Forum’s work, including

· terms of reference

· membership, including individual members and organisations represented

· secretariat, including names, background and roles

· reports of meetings of the Forum

· reports of public and sectoral meetings organised by or for the Forum

· Forum policy and process papers

· Forum media releases

· background papers and documents, including the compilation of Bills of Rights

· submissions

· opportunities for feedback, contribution and other comment to or on the Forum’s work.
What should be on the Forum’s website? How can it be promoted?

The Forum needs a short, easy to read brochure explaining key concepts in relation to a Bill of Rights. It should be attractively designed to encourage people to take it and read it. It should provide basic information and invite comment, indicating how comments can be made.

How can the brochure be widely distributed? In what quantities?

The Forum is able to organise a limited number of public meetings in locations widely distributed across Northern Ireland. Public meetings can contribute to information provision, information collection and public ownership, provided that they are well promoted and well conducted.  They can be open to the public generally or targeted to specific groups.

What arrangements for Forum public meetings should be made? Where should public meetings be organised? To whom should they be directed? How can they be conducted and used most effectively? At what points in the Forum’s process? Who should participate in them to represent the Forum?

The Forum also needs to make use of the meetings and processes of organisations represented on it and of other organisations with good networks and an interest in the Bill of Rights. Many organisations have good consultative processes for their members or users and the Forum can seek access to them to promote the Bill of Rights work and seek comments and advice.

Which organisations represented on the Forum, and which other organisations, have relevant information and consultation processes that the Forum can seek to use?

The Forum also needs to make use of the public media. Use of the media is usually more towards information provision than information collection but Forum media work should always indicate how members of the public can contribute to the Forum’s work. Media work will generally be conducted by means of media releases, interviews and news and current affairs stories. The Forum is unlikely to be able to fund an extensive advertising campaign.

What should be the key components of a Forum media strategy? Which forms of media and media outlets are most effective to communicate with the general public in Northern Ireland, and which with specific groups?

Outreach resources

The principal resources for outreach available to the Forum are its members and the organisations they represent. The Forum brings together all the principal political parties and the key organisations of civic society with an interest in a Bill of Rights. That is why they were invited to appoint representatives to the Forum. These parties and organisations have networks far more extensive than the Forum could possibly develop in its short life. They also have regular programmes of meetings, consultations and other activities relevant to the Forum’s work that they could be prepared to open to the Forum. Many also have grants from public or philanthropic donors for the promotion of, and awareness raising about, human rights. They need to be seen, and to see themselves, as partners in the Forum’s work.
Many organisations have already invited Forum participation in their activities both to explain and promote the Forum and its work, and to hear what their members want to say about the Bill of Rights. Others have offered to include Bill of Rights issues and the Forum as part of their program of activities during the year.

How can the Forum make full use of the activities of organisations represented on it, and of other organisations, to provide information, to collect views and to build ownership? What can member organisations do to assist the Forum’s work? What other organisations should be approached to explore possibilities of collaboration? How can Forum members themselves contribute to outreach activities most effectively? How can they be assisted to feed back to the Forum as a whole the information and views they receive from their organisational members and networks?
The Forum at present has limited resources available for outreach – sufficient, for example, for establishing and maintaining a website, producing a brochure and arranging a small number of public meetings. Other organisations in Northern Ireland also have some resources for awareness raising about and promotion of human rights.

How can existing resources be mobilised and used most effectively in an outreach program? What other resources are required for a basic outreach strategy? Where might those additional resources be sourced?
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