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1 Apologies

There were no apologies.

2 Actions from 18 Nov 2009 Meeting

1) The treatment of older people in Wales
A letter was sent to a range of stakeholders requesting assistance and information about work undertaken that considered the rights of older an vulnerable people in Wales in care settings, in order to bring a paper to future meeting. 

We have had very little response to this letter, other than from the Older People’s Commissioner for Wales. Ruth Marks is undertaking a review on this matter, and has agreed to speak at a future meeting to discuss this review. 

We also received a letter from Gwenda Thomas as Deputy Minister for Social Services. She noted that the National Service Framework in this are is being reviewed this year and that evaluations will also be undertaken on the Dignity in Care programme. More detail was provided about this programme and other work being undertaken in the area. She requested she be kept up to date with the work of the Group in this area. 

2) Asylum seekers in Wales: 

It was agreed to write to EHRC to ask them what support they give in terms of representation rights, especially in light of recent cuts to Legal Aid. The Director of the EHRC in Wales has agreed to come to a future meeting to discuss this and other matters
3) The role of the EHRC in Wale
I was resolved to ask a representative of the Commission to attend a future meeting, asking them to outline how they see human rights in practice in Wales, especially in light of recent work carried out at a UK level.  The Director has agreed to attend the next meeting.

4) International Human Rights issues

It was resolved to write to both the First Minister and the Deputy First Minister to raise issues in regard to how the Assembly Government tackles human rights issues at home and abroad, and how it considers human rights issues within investment strategies.

We received a response from the First Minister that is somewhat disappointing and suggests that human rights are not devolved to the Assembly. 

He notes the positive response regarding the Assembly Government outlined in the Equality and Human Rights Commission’s review on this matter in 2009. 

He also notes that relations with foreign governments are not devolved but that “every opportunity is taken to promote a positive approach to the adoption of Human Rights” in negotiation with trading partners. 

The response with regard to considering human rights in investment is unclear, though it suggests that human rights are not taken into account. He also notes that the Equality Bill will give ministers the power to impose specific public sector equality duties in Wales and that equality is linked to human rights. 

With regard to ensuring that public bodies in Wales comply with the Human Rights Act, he notes that this responsibility rests with the Equality and Human Rights Commission. 

We have not received a response from the Deputy First Minister with regard to investment frameworks and spending at home and abroad, and will write again on this matter. 

3 Devolved institutions and international human rights 

Speaker: John Watson, Programme Director Amnesty International Scotland.

Many powers in relation to international affairs were reserved for the UK Government, including foreign affairs, defence, international development and immigration. As Wales, his role in Scotland is to focus around the devolved ‘grey areas’ and on human rights issues in areas such as health, education and social services. 

Following significant lobbying, the Scottish Government had included human rights in the China Engagement Strategy. The Scottish Government have made a commitment to raise human rights concerns in China and there had been positive engagement with Alex Salmond, the Scottish First Minister as to how best raise such issues. 

Mention was also made an International Framework that sets out how to co-ordinate international engagement whilst supporting sustainable economic growth in Scotland. A £6.9 million International Development Fund was explained, as well as attempts to make Scotland a fair trade nation, though Wales are far further forward in this process. 

The Scottish Government have taken a view on immigration issues, including the opposition to dawn raids, as well as providing funding for asylum seekers in higher education in Scotland. 

John also outlined the campaign in Scotland to end rendition flights and work towards an anti rendition strategy. 

John explained the position of women without recourse to public funds within the Scottish context and noted that calls that had been made to Westminster for Scotland to have an opt-out to the immigration rules in this particular regard. 

John noted that a number of human rights issues had been discussed within the Scottish Parliament’s European and External Relations Committee. He also noted the plethora of cross party groups that exist in the Scottish Parliament. Amnesty International Scotland’s engagement with MSP’s is strong and when a petition had been circulated amongst MSP regarding Guantanamo, it was supported by the highest number of elected representatives than any other body. Over half the Scottish MSP’s met Burmese democracy campaigners when they visited the Parliament. 

There is a separate Scottish Commission on Human Rights, with a specific focus on devolved matters. That said, one of its four priorities for work including international engagement. The SHRC would be hosting a conference of international human rights institutions in the Scottish Parliament in October on corporate responsibility. 

The potential changes to the Human Rights Act and/or Bill of Rights in light of a possible change of Government in Westminster were outlined. Any future repeal of the Human Rights Act could create significant legislative complexity:  as the Human rights Act is so heavily integrated into the Scotland Act cannot be abolished without amending the Scotland Act. 

It was noted that the Presiding Officer had a role in scrutinising any bills going before the Scottish Parliament to judge whether it complied with human rights legislation, and was also responsible for an engagement strategy with international dignitaries and administrations. 

· It was resolved to write to the Presiding Officer at the National Assembly to find out more about whether these roles are similar in Wales, and whether human rights issues were taken into account in terms of an engagement strategy. 

4 The treatment of asylum seekers by the UKBA in Cardiff

· Louise Perrett, former UK Border Agency official 

Louise spoke about the humiliation of asylum seekers in Wales as witnessed by her during the time she worked in the UK Border Agency in Cardiff. She outlined the history of her appointment at the UK Border Agency, as a temporary agency worker, and cited her state of shock when confronted with the endemic anti-asylum seeker culture within the Cardiff office. This was prevalent throughout her time there from her initial period of training to the time when she worked as a fully trained caseworker and made decisions in her own right. 

She gave several shocking examples of racist responses and prejudicial approaches within the asylum procedure and also cited and several examples of what senior officials had said to her during her time at the Cardiff office. So endemic was this culture that it appeared that sole purpose was to ensure that asylum cases would be thrown out. 

She pointed out at weaknesses in procedure, disproportionate powers she had in relation to the amount of training she had received; the lack of any means to proper legal representation as well as the lack of proper CCTV recording of interviews. She had finally decided to resign and reveal publicly what had been happening at the Cardiff office. This had resulted in a lot of media publicity and questions were being asked in the House of Lords in consequence of her revelations. 

Many speakers in the audience including Assembly Member raised extreme concern at what they had heard. After a lengthy question and answer session it was resolved that CPGHR would take the following action points to:

· Write to the Home Secretary and enquire about the competence training and equal opportunities training given at the UK Border Agency office in Cardiff. It was resolved to press for the suspension of deportations in the Cardiff office whilst any inquiry is ongoing.

· Consider parliamentary questions to see whether the outcomes from the Cardiff office compared with those of other UKBA offices.

· Make representations to the Home Secretary regarding legal assistance available for asylum seekers, the availability of a “McKenzie friend” in interviews, the potential for recording of interviews, the use of agency staff and a complaints procedure for asylum seekers who had been treated poorly. 

· Write to the Secretary of State for Wales regarding the conduct of civil servants in Wales.

· Write to the Chair of the Equality of Opportunity Committee and the Chair of the European and External Affairs Committee to enquire whether the committees would consider investigating the matter. 

· Write to the Equality and Human Rights Commission in Wales to ask them to investigate the matter. 

4 Date of the next meeting
The date of the next meeting would be circulated by email as well as being posted on the CPGHR website.

