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Dia dhíbh a chairde.  
It is a pleasure to be in Maynooth for the Fundamental Rights Agency’s Irish Roundtable. I thank Anastasia Crickley, founding Chair of the Agency, for inviting me and I extend the traditional cead míle fáilte, a hundred thousand welcomes to all of you, in particular Morten Kjaerum, Director of the Fundamental Rights Agency and our other visitors from Vienna.  I hope we are making you feel welcome and at home here in Ireland. 

Our European Union was germinated in the unlikely soil of a post war Europe in which the most basic human rights  of vast swathes of European citizens had been laid waste. From the very outset the Union’s founders put the inalienable rights and dignity of each and every citizen at the very centre of the new Europe’s value system. To our human-rights educated ears today that value system is familiar and almost unremarkable until we remember that democracies infused with human rights structures and values, are in terms of human history, mere infants with a lot of growing yet to do. That is why the very creation of this Agency is such an important development within the Union for your expertise and advice will be an essential tool and resource for both Ireland and our European partners as we work to consolidate our Union and to ensure that human rights protection is a mainstreamed consideration wherever and whenever EU institutions are developing and implementing the policies that will shape our lives as European citizens.
I wish the FRA well as it evolves to play a more central role in a Union equipped to offer better, stronger protection to human rights within all twenty-seven member states.  Yours is no easy task for each Member State has its own character and identity, a unique history, culture and perspective. However not alone does our membership of the Union commit us to shared perspectives on fundamental rights but our common membership of the United Nations and the Council of Europe expresses itself in our commitment to the UN Charter of Human Rights and its Convention on the Rights of the Child as well, of course, as the European Convention on Human Rights.  Your Agency has now become an integral part of the fundamental rights architecture not merely of the European Union but plugging in as you do to those other European and global agencies, your reach is effectively world-wide.
Human rights need a local and international architecture to ensure that they are expressed, developed, embedded and vindicated through institutions, structures and laws. Without that architecture they are merely lofty words. The peace process here in Ireland culminated in the Good Friday Agreement which has a robust infrastructure based on partnership and equality underpinned by practical everyday institutions which carry the new egalitarian value system and promise of human rights right into the heart of everyday life.  One of the many success stories of the Agreement has been the establishment of Human Rights Commissions North and South and I am pleased to report that both Commissions are working well both together and individually towards the development of a peaceful future for all who share this island, founded on mutual respect, equality of citizenship, unbiased justice and the rule of good law.

At your roundtable today, you will examine how we in Ireland are ensuring the protection of human rights law in the implementation of European legislation.  One of the key pillars of the EU is the freedom of movement of persons and in May 2004, Ireland was one of the first countries to open its labour market to citizens from the then ten new Member States.  It was a time of heady economic boom and many immigrants arrived here changing us almost overnight into a multi-cultural environment. As an emigrating nation ourselves we had much direct experience of the daunting challenge of arriving as a stranger and living and working in a new country with few personal support networks. Thanks to a tradition of welcome and much investment in the strands of that welcome, not least by Anastasia and others locally and nationally, Ireland did a more than fair job and now in changed economic times our challenge is to ensure that immigrants feel like the valued, included citizens they are, for it is in how we treat the most vulnerable among us that our human rights credentials are tested. That is true for governments, policy makers, institutions and for individual citizens and so often it is in the everyday relationships, in the family, street, workplace, school, youth club, shop that people experience either the warmth of inclusion or the freeze of bigotry. 
The work you have done on homophobia across all the member States is of particular relevance and importance for despite considerable advances in legal protections and reduction of barriers to full equality for Europe’s homosexual citizens, in reality many homosexual men, women and teenagers live lives of unnecessary isolation and fear for the threat of discrimination is ever-present. In this regard I have spoken previously of the particular problems which young people who have made the discovery that they are gay face in the context of suicide prevention and I welcome the publication recently of new guidelines for schools on sexual orientation issues.  Our schools have always played an important role in transmitting our values as a society to all students but parents, peers, community and community leaders all play a role in helping to dismantle the ancient, outdated and discriminatory attitudes which can make lives so miserable. You are an important part of the process through which European citizens are learning to live comfortably with difference.  
We in Ireland have had to learn to live uncomfortably with very disturbing truths but to give credit where it is due, this generation which took on the building of an historic peace which had eluded all past generations has also shown its courage in taking on the vested interests and the culture of silence which rendered children outrageously vulnerable to abuse by not just those in authority, but those who claimed to be exemplars of the Christian life. Two shocking reports in recent months have revealed shocking breaches of the human rights of children, shocking disrespect for the law of our land and systemic institutional failures within bodies that were highly influential, powerful and important in Irish society. Church Authorities and State authorities have been found wanting and children have been the victims. We have engaged in an important process of vindicating those who were abused and putting in place the measures which will better protect the children of today and tomorrow.  But let no-one be under any illusions, wherever there is easy and poorly monitored access to children by figures who draw deference and trust to themselves by virtue of their role then children are vulnerable. So to those who think the problems addressed by the Ryan and Murphy reports are peculiar to Ireland or peculiar to the Catholic Church I urge you to think again, for it is precisely in those simple assumptions that a veil of protection and secrecy is thrown over would-be and active abusers. Our country and our European Union have to be places which are manifestly eternally pro-actively vigilant around the rights of our children to their innocence and their childhoods. These issues I know are of strong concern to this Agency.       

Before finishing I want to acknowledge the work of Anastasia Crickley, a long standing champion of the rights of the overlooked, the neglected, the marginalised and the excluded. Ireland was proud that this new Agency’s management Board should have been chaired by Stasia. You could not have had a better start. In Ireland we have a proverb which says a good start is half the work. Now as Stasia leaves the Board, with the good start behind it, she is deserving of our thanks and congratulations. I am sure you all join me in paying tribute to the work she has done for a new and vibrant consciousness of fundamental rights and wish her well in the future work she will needless to say continue to do in this area. I look forward to continuing to work with her in her role as a member of the Council of State, which advises the President on certain matters under our Constitution.  I also look forward to Ireland working with and through the Agency to make our Union the global leader, the world’s most respected centre of gravity on the subject of human rights, not just because of the important principles we articulate in treaties and follow through in laws but most especially in what we do, in our homes, workplaces and communities. We need the Agency to be our guide as Union citizens and our watchdog. It is a role that is set to grow in scope and in importance and so I hope that today’s conference will contribute to the ongoing protection of fundamental rights in Ireland and the EU.  Enjoy the rest of your time in Maynooth, go raibh míle maith agaibh go léir.
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