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Northern Ireland ‘in dark ages’ in terms of equality laws

Serious risk of falling behind to being ‘not a developed country’, equality body chief says
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‘Itis, | think, to our shame that we haven't updated our legislation’. File photograph: iStock
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Northern Ireland is in the “dark ages” when it comes to equality laws, MPs have been warned.

Geraldine McGahey, chief commissioner at the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland, said the North
was falling so far behind legislative changes made elsewhere in the United Kingdom it was in danger of no

longer being viewed as a developed country.
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Ms McGahey claimed political disagreements and a fixation on “orange and green issues” had resulted in a
two-decade long failure to enhance legal protections for minority groups.

The chief commissioner was giving evidence to the Northern Ireland Affairs Committee on the
experiences of minority ethnic and migrant people in the region.

READ MORE

People with disabilities faced ‘traumatising, life-changing experiences’ in
pandemic

Catholic Primate says he raised concerns about focus of Armagh event

Pandemic left abuse survivors with ‘too much time’ to think about past -
One in Four

Defence Forces chief of staff to apologise to Women of Honour group

She said her claims of political inaction applied to all aspects of equality legislation.

“Bearing in mind that we are all part of the United Kingdom we are in the dark ages currently with the
legislative framework that we have,” she said.
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“We are in the dark ages in comparison to what is being operated in GB across the entire equality
legislative framework, not just in terms of race.

“It is, I think, to our shame that we haven't updated our legislation. To have been calling for strengthening
of legislation and legal reforms since 2008 to 2021 without any movement is absolutely shameful,” Ms
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McGahey said.

“We are so caught up in orange and green issues and trying to maintain peace in line with the Good Friday
Agreement that the focus does not spread out over other issues in our society.

“We get to a certain point in terms of consultation or promoting legislative reform and then our parties
can't agree and it gets put on the back burner”

The chief commissioner added: “As a society, we need to sit back and take a look at where we are and what
really needs to be done to bring us up into the modern age.

“Northern Ireland had a long history of being at the forefront in terms of its equality framework and its
legislative basis.

“We have lost that position and we are at serious risk of falling way behind, to being not a developed
country,” she said.

The chief commissioner told MPs she had witnessed some “green shoots” of attitudinal changes at the
Stormont Assembly.

She said the impact of the Black Lives Movement last year had generated some momentum in regards to
taking action on equality issues.

During the evidence session, MPs were told that Northern Ireland was also lagging behind the rest of the
UK in the terms of the data it collected on its migrant population.

Ms McGabhey said a failure to gather detailed data on the region’s minority communities was having
significant consequences. - PA
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