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1. Introduction

Congress is the single umbrella organisation for trade unions in Ireland representing a wide range of interests of almost 734,842 working people, both in the Republic and in Northern Ireland. In 2002 there are 64 unions affiliated to Congress, 48 unions with 543,882 members in the Republic of Ireland and 36 unions with 215,478 members in Northern Ireland. As the numbers of women members continue to grow they currently account for 44% of the total membership. 

Objectives and Role of Congress
The objectives of Congress are set down in our Constitution. In summary, these are concerned with: 

· DEMOCRACY i.e. protecting your right to be a member of a trade union and to the negotiation of your working and living standards. 

· EQUALITY i.e. protecting your right to be treated equally in all aspects of employment opportunity and to create a working environment with no barriers based on colour, ethnic or national origins, politics, race, religion, sex or age. 

· NEGOTIATION and PROMOTION of social and economic policies and programmes reflecting the needs and interests of workers and people who are unemployed in Ireland

· PARTICIPATION i.e. establishing your rights to have a say in how your work is done and to influence decisions regarding the future of your company or service organisation.

· PROMOTION of co-operative relations with trade unions and trade union federations and congresses in other countries. 

· CO-OPERATION with other types of trade union congresses and democratic organisations in supporting these aims and other actions and policies intended to safeguard and strengthen justice, peace and freedom. 

NIC-ICTU has made both written and oral submissions during previous examinations of the UK by the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (in 1994, 1997, and 2002).  In the run-up to the Committee’s May 2008 pre-sessional Working Group meeting, we participated with other different civil society groups working on a range of socio-economic issues in Northern Ireland to discuss the current government report and making submissions.  NIC-ICTU is supportive of the submissions the Committee may receive from other civil society groups from Northern Ireland.  Our comments below relate to the specific economic, social, and cultural rights issues which we work on directly, and we hope they will help the Committee in drawing up the essential questions to put to the government.  

We will be focusing our attention on issues relating to the workplace and the working lives of people in Northern Ireland, and related economic and social concerns.

2. Article 6

NIC-ICTU is concerned that certain sections of society are not able to fully avail of the rights herein.

Specifically, 

· The “right to the opportunity to gain her/his living by work which s/he chooses freely or accepts” is compromised by inadequate childcare provisions and lack of opportunities for other carers, especially women. 

· This involves a substantial part of Northern Ireland’s ‘economically inactive’ population, currently 287,000 of the working age population.

· We are also concerned about migrant workers employed through employment agencies, some of which have complusion to use accommodation which restricts the right of their employees to freely leave and move to other employment. 

· The NI Assembly has recently moved to redress this situation, which the NIC-ICTU welcome, yet we are concerned that equal opportunities for agency workers do not apply for the first six weeks of employment.

3. Article 7

(a) NIC ICTU have raised with the Committee before the issue of the UK’s minimum wage legislation. From October 2007, the minimum wage has been set at £5.52 per hour for over-22 year old workers, £4.60 for those aged 18-21 inclusive and £3.40 for those aged 16 and 17. 

The Committee’s previously stated concerns that this is “discriminatory on the basis of age” has not been resolved.

Nor has the concern voiced by the Committee that the minimum wage “is not set at a level that provides all workers with an adequate standard of living” been resolved.

NIC-ICTU are concerned that agency workers are not receiving the same pay and conditions as full-time employees in the same businesses, including government agencies which use agency workers. Equal pay for equal work is not a fact in those situations.

(b) Safe and healthy working conditions are compromised by the under-resourcing of the inspectorate of the Health and Safety Executive, a government agency. Fewer than ten inspectors are employed to cover over 115,000 businesses.

Further, despite the recent and welcome passing of legislation concerning ‘gangmasters’, there are a total of two gangmaster inspectors in Northern Ireland.

We are concerned that this is inadequate to the task of ensuring safer workplaces.

(c) NIC-ICTU is concerned that women are not being proportionately “promoted in their employment to an appropriate higher level”, and that this is reflected in the disproportionate number of men in senior management positions in both the public and private sectors.

4. Article 8

NIC-ICTU regrets to inform the Committee that its concerns about the Right to Strike have still not been addressed by the UK government.

In fact, the UK government secured an ‘opt-out’ of the EU Charter for Fundamental Rights during its negotiations on the Lisbon Treaty, publicly citing its opposition to Article 28 (“Workers have the right to take collective action to defend their interests, including strike action.”).

Again, agency workers are a cause of concern. Many agencies enforce contracts on their employees which include a commitment not to join a trade union.

In other companies, joining a trade union can lead to bullying, harassment or dismissal. This is not acceptable under Article 8 of the ICESC.

5. A Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland 

NIC-ICTU participated in the Bill of Rights Forum, and concurs with the summary and conclusions reached by the Committee on the Administration of Justice, whose submission is being sent separately to OHCHR.

The Committee will also receive a more detailed submission on the process of developing a Bill of Rights in Northern Ireland from the Human Rights Consortium, an umbrella group made up of over 120 non-governmental organisations, trade unions and community groups across Northern Ireland campaigning for widespread public participation in the Bill of Rights process.  As a member of the Consortium, NIC-ICTU fully endorses and supports the Consortium’s submission.  
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