


400 students gave their views to Amnesty International between
September 2001 and January 2002 about what they want in a Bill of
Rights.  The survey took place in controlled, maintained and integrated
schools.  Students aged between 11-18 years took part.  The top three
rights identified by young people were the right to protection from
bullying, the right to be taught human rights education in all schools and
the right to free university education.

Brook Belfast surveyed its clients on their views on a Bill of Rights. 137
young people completed a questionnaire over a two week period in
January 2002.  A young volunteer was involved in the design,
dissemination and collation of the questionnaire. There was
overwhelming support for young people s right to access free information,
advice and services regarding sexual health.  The young people also
believed that they should be able to get this service without their parent s
permission.  Having sex education on the school curriculum was also one
of the top rights identified by the young people.

Survey Sources



The Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission would like to thank all
of you who took part in our consultation on Making a Bill of Rights for
Northern Ireland. We are very happy with both the numbers and
quality of submissions (submissions are suggestions given to the
Commission in different ways, in writing, artwork, video). Over 1,350
children and young people from very different backgrounds took part.

We promise you that the Human Rights Commissioners will think very
seriously about what you have said to us.  You make up almost one
third of people here and you are a very important group of people in the
Bill of Rights consultation process.  The Commission is also committed
to consulting young people under its Section 75 equality duty.

A Bill of Rights offers a wonderful chance to strengthen the rights
children and young people already have under the UN s Convention of
the Rights of the Child.  This Convention was signed over ten years
ago.  However the Commission is still concerned about the lack of
rights for young people here.  One in three children live in poverty.  The
education system discriminates against huge numbers of young people.
The age of criminal responsibility has not yet been raised.

However there are some good things happening too.  There will soon
be a Children s Commissioner in Northern Ireland.  This shows how
serious the government is about young people s rights. They will need
powers, money and independence to do this.  We think it will be
important to have young people s rights clearly listed in a Bill of Rights.
It will also be important that something can be done if these rights are
broken.

Finally, we look forward to working with you in the future.  We can work
together to make sure all young people in Northern Ireland have the
rights they need.

Brice Dickson
Chief Commissioner

Foreword



This booklet is about hearing the voices of young people.  We have
quoted directly from young people who took part in the consultation
(consultation means talking to people to find out what they think
about something).  We have not listed the names of people or
groups beside the quotes.  This is to make sure we respect their
privacy.  You will find a list of the groups and people at the back of
the booklet.
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People in Northern Ireland have been
talking about a Bill of Rights for a long
time but what is it?  A Bill of Rights is

simply a list of all the basic rights that everyone in the state is
entitled to enjoy.  It sets a standard against which people can judge
how they are treated by their government.  Other countries that
have a Bill of Rights include the United States of America and
South Africa.

It s in the Belfast ( Good Friday) Agreement 1998.  A Bill of Rights
was seen as very important in helping peace to last.  It should help
to make sure that everybody has the same rights.  Everybody will
know what their rights are and that people s rights must be
respected.  All communities and groups of people living her need
this, including unionists and nationalists, Protestants and Catholics,
ethnic minorities, people with disabilities, the gay community, older
people, women, children and young people.  

After the Belfast (Good Friday) Agreement was signed the
Secretary of State asked the Northern Ireland Human Rights
Commission to give advice on the scope for a Bill of Rights for
Northern Ireland.  The Commission knew that for it to come up with
the best advice it needed to talk to and listen to as many people as
possible. After all, a Bill of Rights will be for everybody living in
Northern Ireland. That includes young people!

What is a Bill of Rights?

Why a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland?



What We Did 

Does it Matter What Young
People Think?

Yes! You make up one third of the
population here.  You are the experts on
your own lives.  Young people are also the

future for Northern Ireland.  It s a very important human right to
have the chance to say what you think and to be involved in
decisions that affect your life. In fact, under equality legislation all
public bodies must consult with young people. For all of these
reasons the Commission wants to involve you in coming up with
ideas and advice on a Bill of Rights that would be for everyone in
Northern Ireland.

We knew that we needed to make our Bill of Rights consultation
document easy to follow.  We produced a specially designed version
for children and young people.  We also knew that you needed help
to take part in the consultation.  We employed a person to help you
do this.  We got in contact with lots of you through schools or youth
clubs. However, we realised that to hear about the kind of things that
were affecting your lives and the sorts of rights you need we had to
go beyond schools and youth clubs.  We really wanted to hear from
young people who rarely if ever get a chance to be heard — such as
young Travellers, young people with disabilities, young people in
rural areas, young gay men and lesbians, young workers and young
people directly affected by the conflict.



WeÕve Been Listening to You

Who You Think a Bill of Rights Should be For ?

"There needs to be an
acknowledgement of
the different
communities with
different needs e.g.
people with
disabilities."

"The Bill of Rights is about
human rights - everyone is
human and should be
included."

"We feel that the Bill of
Rig hts should be for
everyone regardless of their
backg rounds or
circumstances as everyone
should have the same rig hts
and there are other types of
people in Northern Ireland
who need the same things."

We asked you to answer some important
questions about young people s rights within
a Bill of Rights.   A huge number of you did
this.  This booklet brings together all your

ideas and recommendations. We can t reproduce every single idea or
comment but we have tried to include as many of them as possible. 

Young people clearly believe that a Bill of Rights should be for
everybody living in Northern Ireland.  In particular you talked about
rights for groups of people who experience discrimination and
inequality.  None of the submissions was in favour of limiting the
Bill of Rights to the two larger unionist/nationalist communities
alone. Young people felt that it was very important that a Bill of
Rights should include specific rights for children and young people.



Everyone has Equal Rights

A right to equality was the number one
named right.  It was raised in lots of different
ways — equality between boys and girls, for
young Travellers, for young people with
disabilities, for young people from the two

main communities and for individuals as well as groups. It is something
that you obviously feel very strongly about and see as a basic human
right.  For many of you a right to equality is very simple All human — all
equal .  You talked about how equality can help people.  It leads to less
disagreement, greater fairness and integration for all communities.

"Girls in all schools
should be allowed to
wear trousers."

"If we didnÕt have equality
we may be treated
different because people
may judge us by our colour,
race, gender, language,
religion, politics, disability,
nationality or our
relationship status."
"If everybody is equal
there will be less
disagreement and more
fairness."

"There should be a
community centre
for the Chinese
community which
would have shops,
particularly for
specific food which
canÕt be bought in
local shops, sports
facilities and other
services."

"ItÕs a fundamental right
for everybody to speak the
language of their choice,
whether it be Ulster Scots
or Irish."

" (Rig ht to) be treated
equally no matter what
football tops we wear."

"The recognition of British Sign
Language and Irish Sign
Language will help to
integ rate the deaf society
into the hearing world,
preventing the deaf from
feeling like second class
citizens."

"Disabled people are only
getting half of what they
are supposed to be
getting, whether itÕs to do
with buildings or buses."



You were asked where would the rights of
young people (and children) would work
best in a Bill of Rights - in a special

chapter on their own or mixed in throughout the Bill?

All of you who answered this question felt that there should be a
separate chapter for young people s rights.  You gave very clear
reasons for this choice.

Where Should Your Rights Go
In a Bill of Rights?

"If there is not a separate
section then children and
young peopleÕs rights will be
overlooked and forgotten about."

"There definitely should be a section on
children and young people in the Bill of
Rig hts. This would show young people
that they are respected."



A Right to Know

You talked about both your need for and
right to information in lots of different
areas of your lives — at home, in school, in
the care system, in dealings with public
bodies.  

You also talked about the different kinds of information you felt you
should have a right to — career guidance, sex education and sexual
health, youth issues and personal information kept on files by
public bodies.   

You felt very strongly that rights alone, without information about
them would be of very little use to you.  You said that the
Commission needed to make it easier for young people to get
information on their rights. You made suggestions about how this
could be done including through producing a children s newspaper.

"Young people should
have the rig ht to se e
all of the information
held about them Ð this
is especially
important to young
people in the care
system."

"If you donÕt
understand
your rights now
you canÕt take
action.  So
young people
should have the
right to have help
to understand
rights."



100% of young people surveyed by Brook Belfast believed that young people
should have a right to access free information, advice and services regarding
sexual health.

"The rights of children and young people should be
listed in a book, telling them where to go if their
rights are violated."



A BETTER TOMORROW

Catholic or Protestant, woman or man,

We have our rights, which we demand

The Bill of Rights helps us to see

That the following things are not to be

Bullying, violence and racism too

People from Northern Ireland are not to do

For this will cause us great pain and sorrow

So let the Bill of Rights give us a better

tomorrow

Without this help our world will be

Remaining in violence and unhappy

Do you dream of a future to come

Where you can be free from all harm

Give the Bill of Rights a future so that we can

have one!

Samantha Brown



“If everybody looked the same we’d get tired of
looking at each other”

(Groove Armada)

Congratulations and well done to everyone who has taken part in
the consultation. Young people living in Northern Ireland live in a
mult-cultural and diverse society. You are better placed than any
generation that has gone before you to say what is needed to
secure equal treatment and equal rights for everybody. This is
reflected by your wide ranging viewpoints and your genuine desire
for change.

We are not all the same. In fact we are all very different, that s what
makes each of us special. We also all have different needs. It s

important that these needs are met
and that our basic rights are
protected. It s not only necessary to
protect our rights but the rights of
others. We must always keep in our
minds that if we expect to be
accepted then we need to accept.

A Bill of Rights will give us the chance to declare our worth as
individuals. It will also help to make sure that our individuality is
protected. It is vitally important that we embrace this opportunity
with open arms and help to shape your future in Northern Ireland.

Carolyn Stewart
DJ, Cool FM



Education rights were the second most
often raised set of rights.  The importance
of education in your lives was very evident
from the types of things you said about it.
In your comments you talked about an

education system that is for everybody.  You named lot of subjects
that should be on the curriculum. These included dealing with
bereavement, sex education, equality and human rights.  The
young people with disabilities amongst you said that you wanted to
have a real choice in relation to mainstream versus special needs
education.

93% of students surveyed by Amnesty International wanted a right to human
rights education in school. Young people felt that it is vitally important to be
taught about human rights to learn to respect each other and celebrate
differences.

97% of clients surveyed by Brook
Belfast believed that sex education
should be provided as an essential
part of the education curriculum.

A Right to Education

"Young people should be taug ht
by teachers not to be
discriminatory."

"A rig ht to be respected by teachers."



"Things I need every
day Ð teacher and
school."

"Right to participate
in an independent
appeals procedure
if expelled from
school."

"Facilities for disabled
pupils Ð disabled pupils
have equal rights."

"Young people have
the right to financial
support to allow those
who wish to follow
their chosen
educational path."

95% of students surveyed by Amnesty International felt that young people
should have the right to a free university education. It was pointed out that many
young people in Northern Ireland could not afford to go to university because of
the introduction of fees.

Your Rights as Workers

Most of you knew that there is no minimum wage for under 18s.
Many of you said that you saw this as discrimination on the basis of
age.  You sent out a very strong message that the Bill of Rights
must include rights and protections for young people who are
working. 

"Minimum wage for
children working should
apply to sixteen year
olds plus."

" The minimum wage should
be at least £3.00 per hour."

" The Bill of Rig hts should offer protection
against dismissal on the g rounds of sexual
orientation. It should also include 
protection in the private enterprise as well as
government/public bodies."



A Right to Have Your Say and
Take Part in Decisions

This was one right that you linked to
almost every other right you discussed.
For example when talking about rights for

young people with disabilities you also talked about the right to be
consulted in relation to choice of school. When you talked about
rights to a family you also talked about the child s right to be
consulted in relation to fostering decisions.

You gave a very sensible view of how this would happen.  You
believed that the most important thing was to consult a child or
young person on any decision being made.  No lower age limit
should be placed on consulting with children. The views of the child
or young person should then influence but not totally determine any
decision being made.

"We should have our
voices heard in all things
that affect us.  People
should listen to what we
have to say as we are
the experts in being
young in Northern
Ireland."

"A right to say what colour your
walls are in the hostel."

(residential accommodation)

"Young people should
have a right to take
part in family
decisions."

"Young people have a rig ht
not to be treated as an
afterthoug ht when
consultation exercises are
carried out."
"Young people should have a
rig ht to have a say in
decision making in schools."

"Young people should have a
right to youth
representatives on decision
making bodies."



What Kind of Protection do
You Need?

You spoke a lot about the different kinds of
harassment, threat, violence and abuse
that happen to you.  They included racist,

sectarian and homophobic harassment and violence. Some of you
felt that living with the threat of violence was as bad as the violence
itself. You also named the different places where this treatment can
occur.  It happens in the family, in school, on the bus, on the street,
in the town. A strong message came from you that all young people
should have a right to protection in all instances.  You wanted to
see serious measures being taken by schools, councils and the
police among others to tackle bullying.  

98% of students surveyed by Amnesty International identified protection against
bullying as the top right they wanted included in a Bill of Rights. 

" It should state that a child has the right
against any form of abuse or harassment
in the family."

"Something should be added
about the right to protection
from sectarian abuse."

"There shouldnÕt be any bullies at school or on the stre ets."



"Age of criminal
responsibility
should be raised
from 10 to 12
years of age."

"Being allowed to vote at
17 is important because it
shows that the government
values your opinion and
that your thoug hts are
actually valid and can
make a difference in
society."

"More political
education is needed
before being allowed
to vote."

"The age for a driving
licence should be raised
to 18 years as this would
help people to be more
careful on the roads and
prevent accidents."

"Since Northern Ireland is
constitutionally within the UK,
the age of consent in
Northern Ireland for gay
relationships should be the
same as the current age of
consent for England, Scotland
and Wales."

At What AgeÉ?

Matters linked to age that you brought up
included the age of criminal responsibility, voting
age, age for drinking, smoking, driving a car,
consent to heterosexual and homosexual

relationships and minimum wage. Most of you didn t know that the age of
criminal responsibility was 10 years.  Almost all of you felt strongly that it
should be raised.   You also felt strongly that there should be a minimum
wage for under 18s.  You said that the lack of a minimum wage
discriminated against you.  Most of you felt that the age for voting should be
brought down to 17 years.  However some of you believed it should remain
at 18 years. You felt that young people didn t have the necessary
experience or political education to vote at 17.  You didn t all agree either on
the age for things like sexual consent, smoking, drinking and driving a car.  

66% of clients surveyed by Brook Belfast felt that the age of consent for
heterosexual relationships should be 16 years while 23% felt that it should remain at
17 years.



A Decent Standard of Living

There was a high level of support for rights
that give people a decent standard of
living.  You wanted rights to things like
accommodation, basic facilities and

enough money to live on. You wanted everybody to have these
things.  

You showed an awareness of the levels of poverty in society here
as well as people s right not to have to live like that.  You felt it s
especially important for young Travellers and young disabled
people to have these rights.  One interesting suggestion made by a
number of you was the right to money of your own.

Things we need every day -
"Food, drink, house, bus, clothes, a
bed, a toilet, occupational
therapist, speech and language
therapist, physiotherapist."

"We should support the homeless, sick or
unemployed to give people a chance to live life to
the full and to enjoy healthy dignified lives."



Right to a Healthy Life

Your health and a decent standard of living
was raised by so many of you that it was
felt that it needed to be highlighted
separately.  The high level of concern you

expressed in relation to the need for healthy living would indicate a
desire to have the right to health care recognised as a core right. 

"Children have the right to all sorts of health care
including psychiatric services designed for children.  For
children who have been traumatised as a result of the
conflict this is an urgent need."

99% of clients surveyed by Brook Belfast believed that young people should
have a right to avail of sexual health care service without their parent’s
knowledge or consent.

"The halting site is a
very unhealthy
environment, the children
are just sitting in muck,
and the young children
are vomiting and have
diarrhoea."

"We have a right to a
better health service."

" People with disabilities
are not g iven any choice
as to what kind of
wheelchair they want
from the NHS, you are
just thrown into it."



Right to Play and Leisure

You were very clear about the importance
of play and leisure for young people
growing up.  You thought that all children
and young people should have this as a

right.  You wanted the right to have places to play.  You needed to
be able to get into these places.  You also wanted more free time.
Over and over again you said to us that there are no places for you
to play.  You told us that the facilities that exist are often unsafe and
that the equipment doesn t work. The young people with disabilities
said you had huge problems getting into buildings.  This stopped
you taking part in social and leisure activities.

"Right to expend
our energy in a
profitable way."

"Rig ht to develop social
skills throug h interaction
with other children."

"There is no place for the
young ones to play Ð we
need a playground."

"Parks that are clean with
play equipment that actually
works and is well kept."

Things we enjoy -
"Music, friends, dogs, cinema, wrestling,
cats, bowling, TV, stories, boxing, watching
football, sleepovers, outings."



Right to a Family

Families were very important to you.  You
believe that the government should help
families to be able to care for their
children.  This meant help with physical
care and comfort.  It also meant supporting

parents to give their children love and affection.  You knew that it
was not always possible for all young people to live with their
families.  You said the government should sort out fostering or
other care arrangements for these young people.

If it is not possible to have a family for whatever reason then young
people should have the following rights.

"Parents need to be helped
to do their job."

"The state should support families the
whole way and not as far as
possible."

"Young people need parents or
guardians until they are able to
stand on their own two feet."

"A fixed age shouldnÕt be
set for young people
becoming independent of
their parents, it kind of
depends on the child."



VictimsÕ Rights

You wanted the rights of victims to be
properly recognised in a Bill of Rights. You
pointed out that young people can also be
victims.

Rights for Young People in Conflict with the Law

You recognised the need for special treatment for young people
who come into conflict with the law.  The need to raise the age of
criminal responsibility from 10 years of age is discussed in the
section called At what age.  

You believed also that any decisions about detention of young
people need to take their age into account.  You said that the
government should be thinking of other ways to deal with young
people instead of just locking them up.

"Victims rights should be put
before villainsÕ (rights)."

"Victims should have the rig ht

to access social workers in

their schools and youth clubs

fre e of charge."

" Detention centres up to the age
of 21 years, then adult prison."

"Young people have the
rig ht not to be locked up."
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Belfast Travellers Education and
Development Group
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Armagh and Dungannon Adolescent
Partnership
Newry Adolescent Partnership
Chinese Welfare Association
Youth@clc
Newtownabbey High School
Education and Welfare Services, WELB,
Enniskillen
North and West Health and Social Services
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