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EQUALITY COMMISSION FOR NORTHERN IRELAND 
 

ONE HUNDRED AND SEVENTIETH MEETING HELD 
ON WEDNESDAY 25 MARCH 2020 AT 1.30 PM 

BY TELECONFERENCE 
 

   
 PRESENT 
 
 Geraldine McGahey  Chief Commissioner 

Neil Anderson   Deputy Chief Commissioner 
June Best 
Theresa Donaldson 

 Duane Farrell     
 Helen Ferguson 
 Hazel Francey 
 Deepa Mann-Kler 

Stephen Mathews 
Carmel McKinney 
Joe McVey 

 Dawn Purvis 
Katy Radford   

   
 APOLOGIES 
  

Jarlath Kearney 
  
       
 IN ATTENDANCE 

 
Evelyn Collins             Chief Executive 

 Darren McKinstry  Director, Policy and Strategic Engagement 
Roisin Mallon   Senior Policy Officer 
Louise Conlon   Manager, Secretariat   
 
 

1. Introduction 
 
The Chief Commissioner welcomed everyone to the Commission meeting, 
which was taking place by teleconference call due to Government guidance 
on the Coronavirus pandemic.   
 
The Chief Commissioner welcomed Deepa Mann-Kler and Carmel McKinney, 
appointed as Commissioners on 1 March 2020, to their first meeting.   
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The Chief Commissioner explained that the Head of the Civil Service, who 
had been due to meet the Commission at this meeting, had postponed his 
visit until a future meeting given the current situation regarding the 
Coronavirus pandemic.  

 
Minutes of the one hundred and sixty ninth meeting held on  
26 February 2020.                           EC/20/03/01

            
The minutes of the one hundred and sixty ninth meeting held on 
Wednesday 26 February 2020 were signed as a true and accurate 
record.  
 

2. Matters Arising  
  
Pg 2 IMNI Disability Forum: the establishment of the Forum was 
announced on 4 March 2020.   

 
Commissioners June Best and Stephen Mathews noted that the launch of  
this Forum had been well received by representatives of disabled people’s 
organisations.  The ongoing engagement with stakeholders was welcomed.   
 

3. Conflict of Interest           
 
No conflicts of interest were declared. 
 

4. Policy Issues 
 
- Hate Crime Law Reform: Proposed Additional Policy Positions  

          EC/20/03/02 
 
The Chief Commissioner explained that this paper followed earlier 
considerations relating to Hate Crime Law Reform at the Commission in 
October 2019 and January 2020.  If agreed, the policy position would be 
included in the Commission’s response to the consultation on the hate crime 
law review. 
 
Roisin Mallon, Senior Policy Officer, presented an updated proposed policy 
recommendation in relation to defences to Public Order offences, following 
initial discussion at the last meeting.  She updated Commissioners on 
discussions with officers in the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission 
and on recent discussions with stakeholders on the matter.  She also noted 
that the consultation deadline had been extended to the end of April 2020.   
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Commissioners welcomed the high-level approach set out in the revised 
policy recommendation, which reflected the issues raised by Commissioners 
at the previous meeting. They also welcomed the update on discussions with 
stakeholders including the NI Human Rights Commission.  
 
Commissioners gave detailed consideration to the proposed defences to the 
public order provision on incitement to hatred offences, on   the grounds of 
sexual orientation and religion.   There were concerns that this approach, on 
two grounds, may lead to a hierarchy of defences developing. There was also 
concern that any recommendation by the Commission should not impact 
unduly to restrict freedom of expression.  
 
Following discussion, it was agreed that the Commission’s response should 
make clear that the Commission was not convinced that the suggested 
defences to public order offences were necessary.     
 
It was also agreed that, if any defences to the Public Order incitement to 
hatred offences are to be included, then Government should ensure that they 
are available for all grounds and that they should be narrowly defined and 
objectively justifiable, and comply with human rights and equality law. 
 
Subject to above, the updated policy recommendation was agreed and this 

will be included in the response to the hate crime law review consultation.  

- New Decade, New Approach: Rights, language and identity: Briefing 
note          EC/20/03/03 

 
The Chief Executive presented this briefing on draft legislation to implement 
the commitments made in the New Decade, New Approach document in 
respect of making provision for an Office of Identity and Cultural Expression, 
and provisions on the Irish Language and on Ulster Scots and Ulster British 
tradition.  
 
It had been anticipated that the NI Assembly would consider this draft 
legislation over the coming months, although there was uncertainty about this 
now given the current context.  There would be ongoing discussion with 
senior officials within The Executive Office over the next period and it would 
be important for the Commission to give this matter consideration, given the 
potential overlap with the work of the Commission.  
 
The Chief Commissioner welcomed the briefing, and indicated that it would 
be important that the Commission give time and space to consider this 
matter. She sought initial views from Commissioners.  
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Commissioners expressed a range of views on the proposed Office of Identity 
and Cultural Expression.  This included noting the potential overlap with the 
role and remit of the new Office and the Commission; the potential confusion 
for public authorities on the relationship between the good relations duty set 
out in s75(2) of the Northern Ireland Act 1998 and the proposed new duty to 
be included in the Northern Ireland Act; and funding of the three additional 
bodies given the demands on public sector finances and the significant 
cumulative reduction of the Commission’s resources over the last 10 years.  
 
Commissioners noted the briefing and agreed to email the Chief Executive 
with any further views after the meeting. Further opportunity to discuss would 
be identified. 
 

5. Business Reporting  
 
There were no matters for decision. 
 

6. Other Matters for Commission Decision  
 
There were no other matters for decision. 
 

7. Chief Commissioner’s Business         EC/20/03/04 
 

The Chief Commissioner was keen to meet Commissioners individually over the 
next while to discuss, amongst other things, plans for a Commissioner “away 
day” and for Strategic Discussion Sessions but the social distance 
arrangements made it difficult to plan any of this currently. There had been 
good feedback on the session led by Professor Stephen Whittle and his 
presentation would be circulated. 

  
The Chief Commissioner would look at Committee membership when the 
induction for Deepa Mann-Kler and Carmel McKinney was completed.  The next 
few Committee meetings – Legal Funding Committee and Statutory Duty 
Investigations Committee – would be held via teleconference calls. 
 
She updated on a number of engagements including participating on a panel at 
the Alliance party conference on 7 March 2020 and speaking at the 
Commission’s International Women’s Days event on encouraging women to 
participate in public and political life.  
 
She thanked Dawn Purvis for her great input at this event, at which the Minister 
for Communities, Deirdre Hargey MLA, also spoke.  
 
     



  EC/20/04/01 

5 
 

 

8. Chief Executive’s Report       EC/20/01/07 
  

The Chief Executive added detail to her previously circulated report.   She 
updated Commissioners on how remote working had been rolled out to staff 
over a very short timeframe the previous week, noting that within 24 hours 
over 90% of Commission staff had access to their work through the 
Commission’s Virtual Private Network (VPN) and were working from home.  
 
A Commissioner noted that seeking to safeguard the health and wellbeing of 
staff was important and asked about costs to the Commission in dealing with 
the pandemic. The Chief Executive indicated that this would be monitored, 
the effects on the Commission’s work may be on issues like timescales for 
responses, for submission of monitoring returns and this was being kept 
under review.  
 
The Executive Office anticipated that the Commission should receive 
notification of its budget for 2020/21 at the start of April 2020.   
 
The Chief Executive would be in touch with the two new Commissioners 
about arrangements for their induction training.  
 

She highlighted changes to the Ministerial Code of Conduct and 
Guidance for Ministers, which makes clear that Departmental Accounting 
Officers are responsible for compliance with Section 75.  
 
A Commissioner congratulated the Chief Executive on the recent work 
with the various Departmental Boards in respect to Section 75 
compliance.   
 
Commissioners noted the report. 
 

9. Matters for Information    
 
      No matters for information were considered. 

   
10. Minutes of Committee Meetings     

  
No matters for information were considered. 
 

11. Any Other Business 
 

A Commissioner raised concerns about the potential healthcare treatment of 
older people during the Coronavirus crisis.  The Chief Executive explained 
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that staff had looked at the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence 
(NICE) ‘COVID-19 rapid guideline: critical care [NG159]’; and also at any 
relevant comments previously made by the Commission, for example in 
calling for the introduction of legislation to protect people from age 
discrimination in the provision of goods, facilities and services.  
 
Consideration was being given to how best to communicate the 
Commission’s views on this issue, potentially through a Blog from the Chief 
Commissioner.  
 

12. Date of next meeting 
  
 One hundred and seventy first Commission Meeting on Wednesday, 29 

April 2020, at 1.30 pm. 
 

 
 

Signed: ____________________ Date: _______________________ 

https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng159

