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1. FLAC, ICCL and IPRT host ICCPR follow-up conference 
In July 2008, Ireland was reviewed by the UN Human Rights Committee under the UN International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR). As a result, the Committee produced its observations and recommendations as to how Ireland should best progress the developments already made to further the civil and political rights agenda in the State.

Together with the Irish Council for Civil Liberties and the Irish Penal Reform Trust, FLAC hosted a conference entitled Implementing Human Rights in a Time of Change: Facing Up to Challenges under the UN International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, the aim of which was to ensure that the ICCPR process is not forgotten with the issuance of the Committee's recommendations; focus must be maintained on the implementation of the recommendations and in raising awareness of both the process and the recommendations in Ireland. The conference was very well attended with almost 150 attendees.
Keynote speakers at the event were UN Human Rights Committee members:

· Judge Elisabeth Palm, Rapporteur on Ireland and former judge of the Swedish courts and former Vice-President of the European Court of Human Rights and 

· Professor Michael O'Flaherty, Co-Director of the Centre for Human Rights at the University of Nottingham and the Irish elected member of the UN Human Rights Committee

The morning session of the conference was chaired by Dr. Maurice Hayes, Chairman of the National Forum on Europe. Tanya Ward, Deputy Director of the Irish Council for Civil Liberties provided an overview of the involvement of the three host organisations with the shadow reporting process and James McIntyre of the Dept. of Foreign Affairs delivered a brief statement from the Human Rights Unit.

At the afternoon session, chaired by incoming Director of the National Women's Council of Ireland, Susan McKay, there was a panel of three speakers followed by an open discussion forum. The panel of speakers included Éamonn MacAodha, Chief Executive of the Irish Human Rights Commission and Michael Farrell, Senior Solicitor at FLAC and Dr. Siobhan Mullally of UCC. They were joined by the speakers from the morning session for an engaging open forum where a wide range of interested groups gave their views.

Please see www.rightsmonitor.org for conference documentation.
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2. Courts Service produce DVD for young people

The Courts Service has launched a DVD which demystifies the Irish court process to young people.  The DVD, entitled, Going to Court, is aimed at young witnesses in court cases.  

The DVD and its explanatory booklet provide a guide as to what happens in court, who are the people in the courtroom and the roles they play, how video link operates, what the oath is, where a young person will sit and their job as a witness.  It provides an opportunity for young people who are going into a courtroom for the first time to familiarise themselves with the process.  Young people are invited to arrange a visit to the court in advance and to see how the video link operates so they are aware of what they might expect on their day in court.  

A part from criminal reasons, children could be in court for a range of reasons from a very young age such as cases involving child abduction, custody of and access to children and child trafficking which are all dealt with through the High Court.

The DVD will be uploaded onto Youtube as well as the Courts Service pages on Facebook and Bebo and will be distributed by Barnardos who assisted in its preparation. 
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3. Independent report states that State-run centre for housing asylum seekers operates in an “inhumane environment”
A report has been launched by the University of Limerick’s Centre for Peace and Development Studies focusing on a State-run centre which houses 233 asylum seekers in Knockalisheen, Co. Clare under the state’s “direct provision” system.  
The report entitled Needs of Migrants, Refugees and Asylum Seekers in Co. Clare, has found that families that are required to remain in the centre long-term are being accommodated in “an inhuman environment”.  The report says that “there can be no doubt that the policy of accommodating families for long periods at Knockalisheen is inappropriate”.  The research found some residents had been there for five years.
At the launch of the report and the Integrated Strategy for the Co-ordination of Services to Immigrant Communities in Co. Clare 2009-2012, the Minister of State for Integration Conor Lenihan was questioned over the length of time that asylum seekers are made to stay at the Knockalisheen centre.    Mr. Lenihan stated that the main cause of delays in the asylum process was “the whole collection of lawyers and barristers in this country who are entertaining and promoting the concept o judicial review for people who fail in the asylum process.”  He went on to say that many judicial cases were being taken in order to prolong “the stay of the person who clearly and demonstrably has not achieved refugee status.”
According to the Irish Times (6 April 2009), the Reception and Integration Agency (RIA) commented that the “direct provision” system was the only one that could fulfill Ireland’s humanitarian and international obligations without leading to “an economic pull factor for economic migrants using the asylum system to enter the State.”  It also said that the claim that Knockalisheen did not represent appropriate long term accommodation for asylum seekers was “an arguable point”.  RIA is responsible for coordinating the “direct provision” services to both asylum seekers and refugees and is attached to the Department of Justice, Equality and Law Reform.
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4. Taoiseach winds up the National Forum on Europe
On April 7, the Taoiseach, Brian Cowen, wrote to the Chairman of the National Forum on Europe to advise him of its impending abolishment.  In doing so the Taoiseach recognised the “immense contribution” that the neutral setting of the forum provided for public debate but cited as his reason that the “Oireachtas once again assume its role as the primary forum for national debate on issues related to our membership of the EU.”

Concern has been expressed by groups such as the European Anti-Poverty Network, that this decision is another in a long line of decisions that undermine the quality of Irish democratic debate.  The decision is particularly worrying in a year in which the European elections and the second referendum on the Lisbon Treaty are due to take place. 

The National Forum on Europe was established in October 2001 by the then Taoiseach Mr. Bertie Ahern.  It provided a setting for public debate on issues relating to Ireland’s relationship with the European Union without advocating any particular argument or course of action.  Its aim was to allow all Irish people to have a say whether personally or through a public representative or organisation.
To view the Taoiseach’s letter to the Chairman of the National Forum on Europe, please see: 

http://www.forumoneurope.ie/
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5. Public Interest Law in China
The Public Interest Law Initiative (PILI) organisation has been working to develop and contribute to public interest advocacy in China.  In order to inform this objective, PILI recently held a meeting in New York with experts working in the area both in China and internationally.  
The situation regarding legal aid in China was described as follows:  “Although the legal aid system in China has been established and has developed very rapidly in the past decade, it faces many difficulties.  One is the shortage of legal aid funds.  In spite of being increased greatly year-by-year, funds are still in shortage compared to needs.  And unlike in the U.S., China does not have a culture of pro bono and philanthropy.  The other challenge is the lack of experienced lawyers.  We still need time to build our own team of experienced professional lawyers.”  

The meeting learned that a lawsuit in the public interest is becoming more popular in Chinese society, but legislation does not yet recognise the work of public interest and legal aid lawyers.  Speakers at the event agreed that the work of these lawyers is making a different.  PILI hopes to assist the lawyers in the development of a larger public interest network by engaging in major reforms of Chinese legal education and promoting the practice of pro bono work in China.  
Information on PILI’s China programme can be downloaded from their website: http://www.pili.org/en/component/option,com_frontpage/Itemid,1/
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6. UN Anti-Racism Conference adopts final outcome document, 22 April 2009
The Durban Review Conference was hosted by the United Nations in Geneva this week.  The purpose of the conference is to review and evaluate the progress made towards the anti-racism goals established by the World Conference against Racism, Racial Discrimination, Xenophobia and Related Intolerance in Durban, South Africa, in 2001. 
The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, Ms. Navi Pillay, was happy to announce that the outcome document was adopted by consensus.  It was said that a adoption of the document by consensus is more meaningful given the misinformation and disinformation that plagued the preparatory process of the document.  While challenges such as increased and complex migration movements, poverty, terrorism and some of the measures used to counter terrorism hindered the full realisation of the landmark 2001 Durban Declaration and Programme of Action (DDPA), it is hoped that the outcome document address some of these issues.  
The document includes a reinvigoration “of the political commitment to the implementation of the DDPA and highlights the increased suffering, since 2001, of many different sorts of victims of racism, racial discrimination, xenophobia and similar forms of intolerance.  It identifie[s], share[s] and disseminate[s] some best practices in the fight against racism; it unequivocally reaffirme[s] the positive role of freedom of expression in the fight against racism, while also deploring derogatory stereotyping and stigmatization of people based on their religion or belief; and it launche[s] a process that will examine how the prohibition of incitement to hatred, as reflected in Article 20 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, has been implemented in various parts of the world.”
Controversy surrounded the second day of the conference when the Iranian president, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, delivered a speech in which he questioned the reality of the holocaust and accused Israel of genocide.  A number of protesters interrupted his speech by chanting “shame” and were removed from the hall. The US and Germany had boycotted the delivery of the speech while countries such as the UK, France and Spain walked out in protest at his comments.
The outcome document can be downloaded here: http://www.un.org/durbanreview2009/pdf/Draft_outcome_document_Rev.2.pdf
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7. Privacy and Discrimination conference, Belfast, 25 April 2009

Queen’s University Belfast School of Law Human Rights Centre and the Bar Council of Northern Ireland are teaming up to present a conference called Privacy and Discrimination: Recent Developments in Domestic and European Convention Law.  The conference will be addressed by the Honourable Mr. Justice Eady of the High Court of England and Wales.  Michael O’Boyle, Deputy Registrar of the European Court of Human Rights will also deliver a keynote speech.

The event will take place from 9.30am-3.30pm on Saturday 25 April at the BT Studio at the Waterfront Hall in Belfast.  The cost of the event is £80 for general admission.  A lesser charge of £50 will apply to academics and barristers and solicitors who have been qualified for less than 7 years.  Students will be charged £25.  Lunch and refreshments will be provided.

To register contact Deaglan Coyle, School of Law, Queen’s University Belfast, BT7 1NN or visit the website of the Human Rights Centre at http://www.law.qub.ac.uk/schools/SchoolofLaw/NewsandEvents/Events/
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8. 40 Years of FLAC, we celebrate with a poetry reading, 26 April 2009

FLAC is marking the 40th anniversary of its founding with a poetry reading which takes place at the James Joyce House, 15 Ushers Island, Dublin on Sunday 26 April at 7pm.

Irish poets Dennis O'Driscoll and John O'Donnell and US poet Jane Hirshfield will read.  While the poetry on the evening will appeal to a wide variety of poetry lovers, FLAC is fortunate enough to be able to present poetry from three poets with connections to the law and justice.  It will also be an opportunity for those who did not make it to Cúirt International Festival of Literature in Galway this year to hear Jane Hirshfield, a featured poet at the Galway event.

FLAC is honoured to host three esteemed poets and hopes that the audience will reflect on the shared aspirations of giving a voice to law and bringing compassion to the pursuit of justice.
In order to ensure your place at the reading, we advise that you e-mail (info@flac.ie) or phone FLAC (01 8745690) to reserve a seat.  There is no cover charge.  Please note that 24-hour Parking is available at Ushers Quay.
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9. NUIG hosts conference on Alternatives to Prison, 1 May 2009
The NUIG Irish Centre for Human Rights together with the MA in Public Advocacy & Activism at the Huston School of Film & Digital Media, is presenting a conference on the current prison system and alternatives to prison.  It is entitled Pushing for Policy Change.  The conference will explore the potential for alternatives to the current system of incarceration in Ireland in line with the Concluding Observations of the Un Human Rights Committee on the Third Periodic Review of Ireland under the UN International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights.
Topics for discussion include:

· The issue of drugs and lack of rehabilitation;

· Alternatives to incarceration;

· Juvenile justice;

· Restorative Justice initiatives.
Speakers at the one-day event will include, Dr. Paul O’Mahony of Trinity College Dublin, Liam Herrick, Director of the Irish Penal Reform Trust, Dr. Ursula Kilkelly of UCC, Charlie Flanagan from Fine Gael, Peter McVerry, SJ, Peter McVerry Trust and Diarmuid Griffin of NUIG.  

There is no fee for attendance but places should be booked by email to Andrea Breslin at andrea.breslin@nuigalway.ie.
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10. Marriage Matters for Lesbian and Gay People in Ireland: Social and Legal Perspectives – A National Symposium, 7 May 2009
This National Symposium is a follow-up activity to the European year of Equal Opportunities for All (2007), and is being organised by the National Lesbian and Gay Federation (NLGF), with the support of the Equality Authority. Programme details will be circulated shortly.  It will be held in the Westbury Hotel on Grafton Street, Dublin 2 from 10am-4pm on Thursday, 7 May.

For further information, please contact Ailbhe Smyth at ailbhe.smyth@ucd.ie.
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11. Irish Mental Health Campaign conference, 18 May 2009

The Irish Mental Health Campaign (IMHC) will host a one-day conference entitled Mental Health: Human Rights and Legislation.  What’s Possible in Ireland?  The conference will aim to explore how legislation can be used to ensure quality in Ireland’s mental health services while upholding international human rights standards and realising the ambitions of A Vision for Change, the Government’s mental health policy.  Keynote speakers at the event include the Minister for State for Disability, Mental Health and Equality, Mr. John Moloney, T.D. and the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Health, Mr. Anand Grover.
The IMHC is made up of a group of organisations including Amnesty International Irish Section, Bodywhys – The Eating Disorders Association of Ireland, GROW, the Irish Advocacy Network and Shine.  It campaigns for the improvement of the lives of people with mental health difficulties by advocating for people’s rights to the highest attainable standard of mental health and mental healthcare.

The conference will take place from 9.30am-4.10pm on Monday 18 May 2009 at the Radisson SAS Hotel, Golden Lane, Dublin 8.  The costs to attend are €30: non-NGO attendees, €20: NGO attendees and €10: individual attendees.  To register your attendance, contact conference@imhc.ie.
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