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Beyond 2015: Shaping the future of equality, human rights and social 

justice (12 and 13 February 2015) 

Session 1: Progress on equality, human rights and social justice: 

official perspectives 

Presentation by Evelyn Collins, Chief Executive of the Equality 

Commission for Northern Ireland 

Thank you for the invitation to participate in this important event, I welcome 

the opportunity to do so and offer some reflections from Northern Ireland. 

Thinking about progress and achievements first, it is worth noting that the 

fair employment legislation in Northern Ireland has had considerable 

success in tackling discrimination on grounds of religion and political belief 

and addressing underrepresentation in the labour market and in individual 

workplaces. The monitored workforce is broadly representative of those 

available for work in Northern Ireland - comprising 53% Protestant and 47% 

Roman Catholic, with data showing a gradual upward trend in the Roman 

Catholic share of the monitored workforce since monitoring was introduced 

by the 1989 Fair Employment Act. There is evidence of fair employment 

practices and a greater preponderance of integrated workforces than when 

the legislation was introduced. 

It is also worth noting that the legal framework has been augmented in 

recent years to provide additional protections from discrimination – on 

sexual orientation and employment in 2003; on age and employment and 

sexual orientation and goods, facilities and services in 2006. Additional 

disability duties were created in 2006, and sit alongside the equality and 

good relations duties established by the Northern Ireland Act 1998. 

There are some signs too that the public sector duties are becoming 

embedded in the way public authorities are approaching their work – and 

positive signs of a shift of focus by public authorities to actions and 

outcomes since the Commission’s Effectiveness Review 2008 reported that 

the focus to that point had been too much on process.  
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It is also important to note the ongoing existence of independent equality 

and human rights Commissions - and NICCY and COPNI now – which form 

a crucial part of the institutional architecture for equality and human rights 

in NI as an achievement. This independence should not be underestimated 

in the political context in which we work.  

It is also to be welcomed that the Executive’s Programme for Government 

2011 – 2015 expressly states that it is underpinned by the principle of 

equality and it contains an overarching commitment that all of 

Government’s policies and programmes will be built on the values of 

equality and fairness and the ethics of inclusion and good relations  

The priority objective is growing the economy but the Programme for 

Government recognises that equality is an important issue for society and 

for the NI Executive, that inequalities exist in NI and it commits to working 

hard to eliminate these. 

A number of specific actions are identified – including the introduction of 

legislation to protect people from age discrimination in respect of goods, 

facilities and services; the development of a childcare strategy; the 

introduction or revisions of the gender equality strategy, disability strategy, 

race equality strategy, older person’s strategy; and an action plan on 

sexual orientation.  

The Programme for Government also highlights a Delivering Social Change 

programme to tackle poverty and social exclusion in a cross-cutting way. 

And it included a commitment to bring forward a strategy for a shared 

future in NI, a strategy on good relations, which was published as Together: 

Building a United Community in May 2013. This set out a framework for 

tackling sectarianism, racism and other forms of intolerance while seeking 

to address diversity, hate and separation, with the express aim to build a 

united community based on equality of opportunity, the desirability of good 

relations and reconcilition, one strengthened by its diversity and where 

cultural expression is celebrated and where everyone can live, work and 

socialise free from hate and intolerance. 
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Specific actions are detailed in the strategy – relating to children and young 

people; shared communities; and safe communities. Issues relating to 

cultural expression in Northern Ireland, including on flags and emblems; 

parades; and dealing with the past were to be considered by a Panel of 

Parties (the NI political parties) and to report in December 2013.  

The strategy also included reference to transforming the Equality 

Commission into an Equality and Good Relations Commission – to perform 

an advice and a challenge function in respect of the Executive’s progress 

on good relations. 

I also believe that progress is evidenced by the increasing diversity of the 

population in Northern Ireland – it is very positive that people from across 

European Union once expanded in 2003, as well as beyond, have come to 

live and work in Northern Ireland joining Chinese and Asian people from 

earlier periods of migration. This is an important addition to the richness of 

our communities 

Challenges 

We are all aware of importance of a strong, clear legislative framework to 

tackle discrimination – and, regrettably in Northern Ireland, despite working 

on progressing towards a Single Equality Bill a decade ago, there is no 

single equality legislation, unlike in Great Britain, and there are significant 

gaps in the framework in place.  No protection against discrimination on 

grounds of age in respect of goods, facilities and services is the most 

significant; there has been much debate within OFMDFM regarding the 

scope of such legislation, specifically on whether to include children and 

young people under 18 or not. It looked like there was going to be no 

progress on this during the current Executive’s mandate (until May 2016) 

but there have been some signs of progress on this recently. 

There are other issues with the anti-discrimination legislation also – the 

disability discrimination legislation needs to be amended to address the 

issues addressed by the 2010 Equality Act; likewise the race discrimination 

legislation; and a range of other measures to strenthen protections as well 

as harmonise and simplify the legislative protections are necessary. 
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More generally, making progress on equality and good relations issues in 

Northern Ireland is difficult.  The political context is such that, while at a 

high level the Programme for Government is strong on its commitments to 

addressing inequalities, making clear and sustained progress is difficult. 

The age discrimination legislation is one example and progress on bringing 

forward some of the strategies specified in the Programme for Government 

is slow – including on gender, childcare, race and sexual orientation – all 

areas where there is a pressing need to make progress. Equality remains 

contested at the political level. 

Progress is also slow on the plans to transform the Equality Commission 

into an Equality and Good Relations Commission - draft legislation has 

been under consideration within the OFMDFM since before last summer, 

and there is no sign of public consultation on it yet.  It is noted that there 

has been further political agreement between the political parties in 

Northern Ireland in December 2014 on a number of key issues – the 

Stormont House Agreement – and this commits to full implementation of 

the Together: Building a United Community strategy. 

The Stormont House Agreement also addresses culture and identity issues 

– a Commission on Flags, Identity, Culture and Tradition is to be 

established by June to address these issues, report within 18 months 

This Agreement also covered welfare reform, with a commitment to bring 

forward legislation to give effect to welfare changes. This had been delayed 

for considerable time, amidst great concerns about the likely impact of the 

proposed reforms – these concerns remain and we will need to monitor the 

impacts closely, particularly on the most vulnerable people in society.  

There is also a very lively public debate at present on the intersection 

between religion and belief and sexual orientation in Northern Ireland.  The 

Commission’s support of a case by an individual against a bakery in NI has 

led to much political and public commentary on this intersection – with 

some saying that equality laws are anti-Christian - and a Private Member’s 

Bill has been brought forward to introduce a ‘conscience clause’ into the 
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Sexual Orientation Regulations. It appears unlikely to become law but the 

issues are likely to continue to be debated. 

There is also a public consultation at present by the Department of Justice 

on amending the criminal law in respect of abortion on a number of specific 

grounds; this is being considered as part of a Judicial Review challenge by 

the NIHRC on the incompatibility of the current legislation with international 

human rights standards. 

Unlike the rest of the UK, no provision is being brought forward to allow for 

same sex marriage, although there have been 2 Assembly debates on 

motions calling for extending marriage rights to same sex couples. The 

motion was not passed on either occasion and there appears little sign of 

change on the horizon. 

And, while I indicated that there are positive signs of the embedding of the 

equality and good relations duties by public authorities, there is also the 

need for ongoing vigilance to ensure that due regard is being paid to the 

need to promote equality of opportunity and regard to the desirability of 

promoting good relations, including through the effective use of equality 

impact assessments by public authorities. 

Finally, there is no doubt that challenges remain as result of the economic 

downturn and reductions in public expenditure generally. I appreciate that 

this is common across the UK – it is imperative that we find ways to ensure 

that work to address inequalities, including the work of NGOs in this field, is 

not undermined by financial pressures.   

I look forward to the rest of this conference and its generation of ideas for 

2015 and beyond as we seek collectively to address the challenges across 

the UK.  

 


