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Introduction  
 
This report gives a comprehensive outline of a week-long residential course on Economic, Social 
and Cultural Rights focusing on women which took place in Galway in June 2006. The course was 
organised by the Women’s Human Rights Alliance and the Irish Human Rights Commission with 
assistance from Dignity International, Banúlacht and the Combat Poverty Agency. 
 
This report documents the training programme and exercises undertaken, and gives a flavour of the 
discussions and contributions.  It is intended primarily as a record for the course participants but we 
hope will also serve as a useful ‘handbook’ to others with an interest in designing and delivering 
similar training initiatives.  The photos illustrate the participatory nature of the exercises - as well as 
the fun!   

During 2005, Ireland presented its 4th and 5th periodic period reports under the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).  The State report, the 
CEDAW Committee’s comments as well as the various submissions and shadow reports of other 
bodies engendered substantial interest in the value of such international treaties to shine a spotlight 
of areas of continuing discrimination against women in Ireland. 
 
Economic, social and cultural rights continue to be regarded as the ‘lesser’ of the two main 
categories of human rights, with civil and political rights being afforded the greater level of 
protection and promotion in the Irish system.  However, when one considers that the core value at 
the heart of human rights discourse is that of human dignity, there can be no doubt as to the 
fundamental and critical importance of economic, social and cultural rights.  It was in this context 
that the course chose to focus on this category of rights and to explore this in relation to its 
importance to women. 
 
The course was residential and intensive. It combined a mix of theoretical content with 
participatory practice; individual learning and group work; and the application of the learning to 
actual case-studies.  All of these elements combined to inform participants about human rights 
concepts and about the relevant mechanisms and structures in international human rights.  

Given the ambitious nature of the course, the selection of participants was a key feature.  
Participants in general were involved in policy work within their organisations, were experienced in 
working with women and women’s issues, and would be in a position to transfer the learning from 
the course back to their own organisations.  
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Twenty-three women undertook and completed the course. They represented a variety of national 
and regional networks as well as national bodies and locally based projects.  Interests included the 
following:  violence against women; lone parenting; refugee and asylum-seeking women and 
children; mental health; disability; women in marginalised communities; and Traveller women. The 
national bodies included Community Action Network; Women Together Network; One Family; 
OPEN; Partnership & Practice of Rights Project; National Domestic Violence Intervention Agency; 
and Amnesty International.  The regional and locally based projects included the Donegal Women’s 
Network, Mayo Women’s Support Services, Women Together Network, Ringsend Action Project, 
Access 2000, Templeshannon CDP, Tuam Community Development Resource Centre, Women 
with Disabilities in the West, Southside Action Women’s Network, Longford Women’s Link and 
Draiocht Community Development and Training Organisation. 
 
The idea of organizing this training programme was inspired by the work of Dignity International.  
Dignity run global learning programmes on human rights around the world. Having participated in one of 
their programmes in December 2004 on economic, social and cultural rights, the Women’s Human 
Rights Alliance (WHRA), co-ordinator was eager to transfer the learning back to Ireland.  The Combat 
Poverty Agency’s (CPA) funding initiative ‘Using Rights-based Approaches To Tackle Poverty’ acted as 
a stimulus to put plans in motion to run a similar programme here.  A funding application to CPA was 
successful, as was a proposal to the Irish Human Rights Commission (IHRC) to partner the WHRA in the 
planning, design and delivery of the training.  The IHRC also contributed substantial funding towards the 
course.  Dignity International was most enthusiastic to assist in the delivery of the training.  Banúlacht 
were approached to assist and played a key role in the design and delivery of the programme. 
 
Overall the course organisers and participants were satisfied that the course did deliver on its 
objectives which were:  
 
·  To provide participants from selected organisations working to combat women’s poverty and 

inequalities with a deeper knowledge of human rights based approaches and how they can 
integrate this approach into their daily work. 

·  To provide participants with a better understanding of ESC rights and to equip them with the 
skills and tools necessary to become active in promoting and defending ESC rights and use 
such tools in their lobbying and campaigning work to combat women’s poverty and inequalities 
between women and men. 

·  To assist participants in the planning of practical actions to transfer the learning back to their 
own organisations.   

We wish to take this opportunity to thank the participants for so fully committing to the course and 
to making it a learning opportunity for all. We also wish to extend sincere thanks to Aye Aye Win,  
Dignity International’s Director, for her enthusiasm for the project; to Dignity’s trainer Jerald 
Joseph, and to Banulacht’s Policy and Training Officer, Maeve Taylor, for the pivotal role they 
played in the delivery of the course.  Our thanks are also due to those who contributed to the course, 
Dr. Alpha Connelly and Roisin Hennessy of the IHRC;  Fidelma Joyce of the Combat Poverty 
Agency; Donncha O’Connell, Dean, Law Faculty NUIG; and Ursula O’Hare of the University of 
Ulster. 
 
Nóirín Clancy     Mary Ruddy 
Women’s Human Rights Alliance  Irish Human Rights Commission. 
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DAY ONE – Monday, 26th June 2006 

 
WELCOME & INTRODUCTIONS 

 
The first session of the training focused on welcome, introductions, clarifying expectations and 
outlining the overall content of the training programme.  This initial session was identified as key in 
creating the right tone and atmosphere in which we wished the work to progress over the week.  
Therefore, some time was spent on outlining the content of the course, articulating the expectations 
of the course organisers and participants and agreeing basic ground rules to ensure a satisfying 
experience for all involved. Before any formal work began, Jerald Joseph, the tutor from Dignity, 
led some warm-up exercises. 
 
1. Animal noises  
This exercise is a useful and fun ice-breaker for 
participants meeting for a first time. Every 
person was given a piece of paper, ‘a secret’, 
with the name of an animal on it.  When 
participants saw what animal they got they had 
to close their eyes and make the noise of the 
animal and then follow others who were making 
the same noise.  For some participants this was 
very easy, dependent on the animal you got, 
while for other it was much more difficult.  

 
2.  Find Your House  
This exercise gently introduces participants to role-playing and looking at one’s experience and 
how that experience differs depending on the role one is playing. All the participants were asked to 
get into groups of three.  Two participants were asked to depict a house and the third person 
(tenant) stayed inside the house.  When the facilitator shouted ‘visit’  the tenant had to move, go to 
another group and take up residence there.   When the facilitator shouted ‘storm’, the houses 
collapse and the people depicting the house must move to set up somewhere else.  However, this 
time, the tenant stays.  When ‘eviction’ is called, both houses and tenants must move and form 
another house with different people.  
 
3. Where the wind blows… 
A useful exercise to gain some gentle information on one’s co-trainees. A circle of seats is arranged 
with chairs equalling number of participants minus 1.  Participants sat in a circle, one person stands 
in the middle and makes a statement commencing with “the wind blows…”, e.g. ‘the wind blows 
towards those who are wearing ear-rings’ so everyone to whom this refers has to change places.  
The person who hasn’t managed to get a seat then stands in the middle and the process is repeated, 
‘the wind blows towards those who are the youngest in their family’, etc.  
 
4. Mother hen 
This exercise illustrates the difficulty in trying to protect all the chicks and the need for strategies to 
protect the more vulnerable members of your family. Participants were divided into five groups 
(families) and the leader in each group was the Mother Hen.  As you moved around the room, one 
holding on to the other in single file, each family had to protect the last chick (at the end of line) 
and at the same time try and take a chick from another family.    
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Introductions and expectations  
 
For the introductions, each person drew a fruit symbol to 
illustrate their expectations of the training.  Then in turns, 
everybody introduced themselves and their organisation and 
said something about their work and what fruit they chose and 
how it reflected their expectations.  When everyone had 
finished, the chart on the wall depicted a ‘fruit salad’ of 
everyone’s expectations.    
 
Many of the participants’ expectations were similar and 
included the following:  becoming familiar and knowledgeable 
about human rights – the conventions, the standards, and the 
language; becoming equipped to argue a case from a human 
rights perspective; learning about women’s issues as a human 
rights issue; getting a framework to link human rights with 
community development; looking forward to meeting new 
people; being energised, fulfilled and challenged. 

      

 
Programme aims and objectives 
 
Some time was given to introducing participants to the aims and objectives of the course and 
ensuring there was an understanding of what was involved. The programme for the week and an 
outline of the process was distributed and discussed.  See Appendix I for a copy of the programme. 
 
A comprehensive resource pack was distributed and participants were taken through its contents.  
The pack included all the relevant documents that the course would refer to over the next 5 days.  
These included the texts of the CEDAW and ICESCR treaties, relevant General Comments, copies 
of sections of State reports, the UN Monitoring Committees’ Concluding Comments, and other 
documents pertaining to the case studies. 
 
Case Studies 

A major innovative component of the training was the case study.  Four case studies were 
developed that sought to reflect the interests of the group but also lent themselves to the application 
of ESC rights and mechanisms. The four case studies were on the following areas:  alone parents; 
elderly persons; access to health care; and women experiencing domestic violence.  

Groups were randomly selected and allocated a case-study. The task each group was set was to 
prepare a case to argue for the application of human rights standards and mechanisms in advancing 
work in their case-study area.  In so doing, they were to identify the relevant human rights treaty or 
treaties, the relevant articles, General Comments, appropriate use of Concluding 
Comments/Observations by the UN Committees.  All the relevant material was supplied to each 
group including the background research on which the case study was based.  On the 
afternoon of Day 4, two human rights experts would respond to and give feedback to the case-study 
groups and to give helpful suggestions on additional possibilities and strategies.   

It was emphasized to the participants the presentations were not a test and the objective was not to 
come up with the ‘right answer’, but to provide a structured process to work with human rights 
concepts and to consider ways in which a human rights based approach can contribute to bringing 
about change in each case.    
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Ground rules – a list of ground rules was 
presented which were added to and agreed by 
the group. They included: respect diversity of 
opinions, backgrounds and experience; allow 
equal participation; one speaker at a time; it’s 
ok to pass; keep to the point; use the ‘I’ 
statement; no side conversations; observe 
confidentiality; arrive on time and keep to 
agreed breaks; meet outside course times to 
work on case study; keep mobile phones off; 
do energisers and have fun!

 
 
Daily reflections 
Each case study group (randomly selected at the end of the day) was asked to take it in turns to 
present their reflections of the previous day and to do this creatively.  The main purpose was to 
reflect back the essence of the learning from the previous day. 
 
 

INTRODUCION TO THE INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS SYSTE M 
 

The afternoon session focused on a presentation and discussion on the international human rights 
system.  Before this input, the facilitator led the participants in an exercise.   
 
 

 
 

 
Exercise: ‘Take a step forward’ 
 
The objective of this exercise was to 
raise awareness of the inequalities in 
society and foster an understanding of 
the possible consequences of belonging 
to certain social minorities or cultural 
group.  Each person was handed out an 
identity and told to keep it to 
themselves.  They lined up beside each 
other.  The facilitator read out a list of 
situations and every time a participant 
answered yes to a situation they took a 
step forward. Otherwise they stayed 
where they were and did not move. 

At the end of the exercise people took note of where they were in the line in relation to one another 
and revealed their identities. The exercise highlighted the inequalities in society among groups and 
also the fact that even though  in human rights people are ‘born equal’ this is not the experience in 
life since so much is dependent on one’s circumstances. 

 



 

Presentation:  Introduction to the International 
Human Rights System and the Irish Constitution.   
Dr. Alpha Connelly, Chief Executive of the IHRC:   
In this presentation, the following areas were covered: 

• Historical Background 
• Core UN Human Rights Treaties 
• The Nature of Treaties 
• Implementation at the International Level 
• Implementation at the National Level 

 

 

While a lot of the input at this session 
was of a quite technical nature, it was 
important that participants were 
introduced quite early to an overview 
of international human rights and to 
gain an appreciation of its main 
features and elements.  In this session, 
participants were given a good 
grounding of the UN system and how 
it links in with human rights 
domestically.   
 
There was much discussion and some 
disappointment at the apparent 
‘weakness’ of the international treaties 
when applied domestically and in 
particular at the resistance of the state 
to incorporate treaties to which it is a 
party. See Appendix 2 for a copy of 
Alpha’s presentation.  
 

 
 
Exercise:  Making sense of the UN 
 
This exercise involved participants standing 
facing each other across the room.  Each 
person identified another person with whom 
they had to maintain eye contact and they had 
to shout across to each other their thoughts 
about the UN and comment on what they had 
heard so far.  While doing this, three people 
stood in the middle of the group reading the 
text of the UN treaty. 

 
 
After a few minutes of much noise, participants spoke about the experience and what came to mind.  
The words expressed were:  frustrated… nobody listening…UN is in the middle while whole world 
around it is in chaos….all want ‘in’….appreciate the role of the UN….but who is listening….so 
much is going on…different languages and perceptions…hopelessness…chaos….give up! 
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In the ensuing discussion the different ways 
governments and NGOs experience the UN was 
highlighted.  Governments’ experience of the UN is very 
ordered and diplomatic with very formal language being 
used. NGOs experience the UN very differently: it is 
chaotic, very far away, disconnected from the grassroots.  
Yet the Charter of the United Nations starts off with ‘WE 
THE PEOPLES….’   NGOs do have consultative status 
but there is an issue about who can really participate and 
whose voices are being heard.  Is it more a space for 
‘States’ than ‘Peoples of the Nations’? 

 
However, the UN is our arena since ‘We are the Peoples’. There is a need to reclaim this power.  It 
became apparent the treaty system is the most open space where NGOs have an opportunity to 
work effectively and lobby members of the treaty monitoring committees 
 
 
DAY TWO  – Tuesday, 27th June 2006 
 
Reflection – the Yellow Group 
 
This Group chose the poem:  They’ll say, ‘She must be from another country’ to capture the 
essence of the first day. See Appendix 3 for a copy of the poem. 

Exercise:  Still making sense of the UN 
 
As a way of recapping on the information presented on 
the UN the previous day, participants were asked to 
write on cards one word that came to mind when they 
thought of the UN and place on the wall. The facilitator 
then grouped them under headings of structures, 
organisations, difficulties Participants highlighted the 
sense of frustrations, inaccessibility and the difficulty of 
not being heard. To illustrate the inaccessibility of the 
UN a slide of the ‘super structure’ that is the UN was 
used which further added to the confusion.  The four 
main sections of the UN were outlined:  
intergovernmental; experts (operate in a personal 
capacity); judicial (International Criminal Court) and the 
international civil service (all the UN agencies). 
However, it was emphasised that it is not necessary to 
understand it all but to instead focus on those aspects 
which are most useful to NGOs. 
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ECONOMIC, SOCIAL AND CULTURAL RIGHTS  

 
Presentation: Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. Mary Ruddy, Senior Human Rights 
Awareness Officer, IHRC. 
This 90-minute power point presentation which included a Q&A session outlined the historical 
background to the development of two categories of rights, civil and political; and economic, social 
and cultural and outlined the context and debate about the hierarchy of the categories.  It outlined 
the substantive rights contained in the International Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights (ICESCR) as well as the implementation requirements and reporting mechanisms and how 
those differ from that of the ICCPR e.g.  the absence to date of a complaints procedure under the 
ICESCR. Ireland’s 1st Report to the Monitoring Committee was looked at as were the Committee’s 
Concluding Observations.  The Irish government is due to submit its next periodic report in 2007 to 
the Monitoring Committee.  For a copy of  Mary’s power point presentation see Appendix 4. 
 
 
Exercise: human rights jargon 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
The objective of this exercise was to familiarise 
participants with the jargon of human rights and to 
build on the learning from the previous day. Three 
people volunteered to stand in the middle of the group 
and were each given a handout of human rights jargon. 
The remainder of the group divided into two teams and 
stood facing each other across the room. Each team 
had to think of five words or concepts to do with 
human rights. When completed, the teams took it in 
turns to ask each other the meaning of the words. They 
had to respond in 30 seconds while the facilitator took 
note of the scores on the flip chart. After the exercise a 
list of human rights jargon was handed out. 
 
 

WOMEN’S HUMAN RIGHTS 
 
Presentation: Women’s Human Rights.   
Maeve Taylor, Banúlacht 
This 90-minute power point presentation included a 
Q&A session, outlined the rationale for ‘women’s 
human rights’ and the failure of the international system 
to adequately address issues of women’s equality. 
Maeve gave an overview of the women’s human rights 
movement, its significant achievements and the UN 
world conferences over the past four decades. In 
particular, she described the Vienna Conference in 1993 
which was a watershed in focusing international 
attention on ‘women’s rights as human rights’.  
After this presentation small groups discussed the need 
for women’s human rights, the areas of human rights of 
most significance for women in Ireland and the State’s 

responsibilities in promoting and 
protecting rights. See Appendix 5 for 
a copy of Maeve’s presentation. 
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ESC RIGHTS AND WOMEN’S HUMAN RIGHTS 
 
Videos from Indonesia and Cambodia  
 

 

In this session participants watched two 
videos.  Before viewing the first video, each 
participant was given an article from CEDAW 
and told they had just become an ‘expert’ on 
that article.  After viewing the video, they 
listed the rights they saw being violated on a 
card and explained to the group the violations 
as they placed them on the wall.  Issues which 
arose included the gendered nature of cultural 
norms; isolation of women: and gender 
discrimination and prejudice.  
  

 
The group watched a second video and followed the same process.  This time they were experts on 
articles from ICESCR. They reflected on those rights from women’s human rights perspective and 
related them to the article of CEDAW.  Attention was drawn back to the three key concepts of 
universality, indivisibility and inter-relatedness and how linking the treaties (CEDAW and CESCR) 
strengthens women’s human rights. Apart from recognising the linkages the importance of 
familiarity with the various treaties was emphasised in order to strategically select those of most 
relevance and substance.  
 
 
Mid-term oral evaluation 
At the end of day two, participants gave an oral 
evaluation on the training thus far.  For some the amount 
of new information presented on Days 1 and 2 was 
somewhat overwhelming and some were grappling with 
the human rights concepts and structures.  Others, while 
stretched, welcomed the ‘hard information’ input.  In 
general, participants were pleased with the mix of 
theoretical and participatory elements.  The evaluation 
was taken on board and the input for Day 3 was revised 
somewhat so it was less technical in nature and provided 
more anecdotal first-hand experience of engagement 
with the human rights system and UN structure. 
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DAY THREE - Wednesday, 28th September 2006 
 
Reflection – The Green Group 
The group used the word ‘reflection’ to compile key words with the first letter of the word 
reflection.  For example – r – reflection; e – equality etc.  This group also composed a song and got 
everyone to join in.  They had one verse and the group brainstormed to identify further themes. 
 

APPLYING THE CONVENTIONS TO THE DOMESTIC SITUATION 
 
This session was composed of 3 presentations by Noirin Clancy, WHRA, Roisin Hennessy, Irish 
Human Rights Commission (IHRC) and Fidelma Joyce, Combat Poverty Agency (CPA). 

Presentation: From local to global – participating at 
the 33rd CEDAW Session in New York.  
Nóirín Clancy, Co-ordinator, WHRA 
Noirin outlined the process involved in producing the 
Shadow Report and participating at the CEDAW session 
in July 2005.Through photographs, participants got a 
flavour of the CEDAW session and the experiences of 
Irish NGOs in lobbying members of the CEDAW 
Committee and observing the Irish government being 
examined. Noirin emphasised the importance of follow-
up work and the crucial role of NGOs in challenging the 
Government to implement the Concluding Comments 
from the CEDAW Committee. See Appendix 6 for a 
copy of Noirin’s paper.  

 

Presentation: ‘Using the UN State reporting mechanism to advance women’s economic, social 
and cultural rights.’ Roisin Hennessy,  
The IHRC had also attended the CEDAW session in New York. Roisin outlined the issues raised in 
their submission to the CEDAW Committee, which focused on vulnerable women facing multiple 
discrimination. She described their participation, outlined the advantages of the reporting 
mechanism, other procedures where ESC rights could be raised, and how various tools from the 
monitoring process can be used in our work. See Appendix 7 for a copy of Roisin’s presentation. 
 

 

 
Presentation:  Gendered-Nature of Women’s Poverty 
as a Human Rights Issue, Fidelma Joyce, Combat 
Poverty Agency. 
Fidelma presented facts about women’s poverty and the 
causes of the gendered nature of poverty. She 
highlighted the opportunities for activists in using a 
human rights based approach and outlined strategies 
such as the importance of documenting evidence to take 
complaints to human rights bodies and publishing the 
findings.   
The work of the ‘Participation and Practice of Rights 
Project’ was presented to illustrate how a human rights 
approach can be put into practice on the ground in 
campaigning for better access to services. See Appendix 
8 for a copy of Fidelma’s presentation.



 

The following points were made in a question and answer session which followed the presentations. 
 

o The possibility of forming an NGO coalition to co-ordinate a Shadow Report to the CESCR 
Monitoring Committee.  The importance of starting to think about such a forum space for 
this to develop was agreed.  Fidelma said that CPA would like to support such a process but 
there are no definite plans as yet.  A pre-consultation process would be required but there 
was no clarity on who might take the lead on this activity. 

o The need for Government to improve its practice in relation to consultation processes when 
producing their periodic reports was highlighted.  In its last report to the CESCR 
Committee the list of NGOs consulted indicated how few were involved in the consultation 
process.  NGOs need to contact government now to enquire about the process for their next 
report which is due next year.   

o The IHRC have produced a document ‘Making Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
Effective:  An IHRC Discussion Document’.  Submissions were invited in response to the 
document.  This is ongoing and could feed into a submission to the CESCR Committee.  

o Funding is moving towards service provision and much less is available for women’s 
groups engaged in policy work.  Issues in the White Paper Supporting Voluntary Activity 
need to be advanced further.  We are not a bone fide democracy if civil society doesn’t have 
funding to act and have a say in the policies that affect us.  

 
 

CULTURE AND RIGHTS 
 
In designing the course, there was an awareness that economic and social rights tend to receive 
most attention to the neglect of cultural rights.  This category of rights tends to be  perceived as 
more difficult to deal with substantively and somewhat nebulous. It also has the potential to be 
more contentious.  In this course it was dealt with primarily by way of exercises with some 
theoretical inputs.  For example, participants were made aware of provisions in UDHR Art. 27;  
CEDAW Art. 5a and 15 (2) CESCR Art. 15 and General Comment No.4 all of which deal with 
cultural rights.   
 
Exercise: defining culture with photos  
 
Participants picked from a variety of photos of Malaysia 
scattered on the floor, and were asked to write on a card 
what it meant to them in terms of Irish culture, then place 
it on the board with a comment.  
 
Many comments highlighted a range of activities - 
working the land, the bog, fishing, market stalls, 
celebrations, sharing food, weaving and farm work.  The 
photos mainly reflected the ‘easy and nice’ aspects of 
culture and the obvious ones we think such as music, crafts 
and rural scenes and how it was in the past.  
 
Aspects of contemporary culture which are not so positive 
such as individualism and the increasing ‘mé fein’ 
mentality were perceived as not so positive. Culture is not 
easily defined, it is closely connected to identity and so, 
when challenged, can be highly emotive.  

 



 

 
Exercise: Swing in your Space  
Participants were asked to stand together very closely in a small circle and swing their hands freely 
to front and back and side to side while not moving away from the next person. It was clear that in 
exercising one’s right to move freely, one was impinging on others space and inhibiting their 
movement. After doing this for a few minutes people were asked what came to mind when doing 
this exercise - barriers; work within the system, obey orders,  respect space; opt out 
 
Exercise: group sculpting 

 
The purpose of this exercise was to illustrate how we grapple with the more contentious aspects 
of culture.  In groups of four, participants first did a warm up and portrayed an object (through 
silent movement) like a car which other groups had to guess. After the warm up each group then 
had to choose a contentious theme in relation to culture and depict this through sculpting a scene, 
again through still actions and not using voice.   
 
 
The exercise involved two scenes, the first 
portraying the issue in a difficult light, 
followed by a second scene depicting a 
transformation through the enjoyment of 
human rights.  Groups chose the themes of 
same sex marriages, exclusion of 
travellers, barriers facing lone parents and 
religion.  The first scenes depicted 
exclusion and conflict while the second 
scenes demonstrated harmony, space, 
respect for diversity, dialogue, liberation 
and power balance. 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
This exercise illustrated how human rights can 
transform into something empowering. In all 
of the second scenarios there was a change in 
power relations.  While the first scene was 
quite familiar to all, the second one was 
imagined, it's a quantum leap but human rights 
give us the tools that enable us not to keep 
quiet. The importance of such scenarios 
changing in practice was emphasised as this 
can eventually influence a change in law. 
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DAY FOUR - Thursday, 29th June 2006 
 
For reflections the Blue Group composed a song and had the word up on a flip chart so everyone 
could join in.     
“We the People need to fight for our rights 
We the People need to fly our kites 
We the People are up for a fight 
At the UNGA” 
 
 

CASE STUDIES – PUTTING THE LEARNING INTO PRACTICE 
 
An important aspect of the course was participants having an opportunity to apply the learning 
about economic, social and cultural rights to a concrete set of issues. From the themes suggested in 
participants’ applications, the resource team drew up four case studies (based on actual research) on 
health, violence against women and issues concerning older women and lone mothers. On the first 
day of the training, four groups were randomly selected and during the week time was allocated for 
people to work on the case studies. 
 
 
On the afternoon of Thursday each group made 
their presentation.  Two human rights experts, 
Donncha O’Connell, Law Faculty NUIG, and 
Ursula O’Hare, University of Ulster, were invited 
to give feedback on the approach taken and offer 
advice and suggestions about other strategies and 
approaches. Each case study allocated 45 minutes: 
15 minutes for presentation and 30 minutes for 
feedback and discussion. 

 
 
For a full account of the case study guidelines, background to each of the issues and the full copy of 
each group’s presentation, see Appendix 9. Below is a summary of each of the presentations, 
including comments from Donncha and Ursula. 
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Case Study 1: The Green Group’s Women’s Health Initiative 
 
Summary of the issues:  
While women tend to live longer than men, 
women on lower incomes remain more likely 
to die at a younger age than those in better off 
groups.  Women in low paid employment and 
specific groups such as women with 
disabilities, older women and Traveller 
women are particularly disadvantaged.  The 
lack of gender-disaggregated data relating to 
these groups undermines the ability of the 
government and other service providers to 
have a comprehensive understanding of the 
situation. 

 

 
Human rights issues: discrimination against women and vulnerable groups such as Traveller and disabled 
women; access to health care. 
Obligations violated: 
CEDAW Art. 1 
Discrimination is defined as meaning ‘any distinction, exclusion or restriction made n the basis of sex 
which has the effect or purpose of impairing …the recognition, enjoyment or exercise by women, .on a 
basis of equality of men and women, of human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, 
social, cultural, civil or any other field.” 
CEDAW Art. 12 
States must …’take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against women in the field of 
health care in order to ensure on a basis of equality of men and women, access to health care services 
including those related to family planning..’ 
CESCR Art. 12 
‘health facilities….must be accessible to all, especially the most vulnerable and marginalised section of 
the population, in law and in fact without discrimination…..” 
Other support CEDAW Articles:  14b, 14h and 16e 
These cover the right to have access to health care, adequate living conditions, rights to decide freely and 
responsibly on the number and spacing of children and to have access to the information, education and 
means to enable them to exercise these rights. 
CESCR GC 12b 
‘health facilities…must be accessible to all, especially the most vulnerable and marginalised section of the 
population, in law and in fact without discrimination…’ 
CESCR GC 15 
“…..persons with disabilities have very often been prevented from exercising their economic, social and 
cultural rights on an equal basis with persons without disabilities.” 
Irish Constitution Art. 40.3.1 
‘to respect, defend and vindicate the personal rights of the citizen’.  
 The Supreme Court considered that there are a number of unremunerated’ constitutional rights (18 to 
date) and that the primary right to life is immediately followed by the right to health (IHRC Discussion 
Document on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, p.109/100 
Where the State has failed – In the Government’s 4th & 5 th Report to the CEDAW Committee: 
No breakdown of expenditure on women’s health as advocated in CEDAW GR. 24 
No reference to specific health care needs of women with disability or mental health difficulties 
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WHRA Shadow Report to CEDAW Committee highlights: 
o 11% risk of falling below poverty line for households with member who is ill or disabled 
o 35% of people experiencing poverty are engaged in home duties 
o Racism and social exclusion affect Traveller women disproportionately 
See sections 5, 10, 11, and 12 for recommendations on health 
Strategy to feed into the Government’s Report + Shadow Report to the CESCR Committee 2007 

�  Document the experience and whole process 
�  Consult with particular groups of women in the community 
�  Meet with service providers; Bring women in the community and service providers together  
�  Network with other community groups 
�  Meet with local politicians 
�  Facilitate local and regional dialogues and link in regionally and nationally 
�  Organise a media campaign 
�  Feedback to local women by local women representatives 

This strategy should take a year  
Comments from the panel of experts: 

·  ‘Exclusion’ is fundamentally the language of community development and not of human rights.  If 
you conceive of exclusion in a human rights approach, then name it as discrimination.  There is a 
power in the use of human rights language, in naming discrimination while accepting that legally 
discrimination is extremely difficult to establish. 

·  The question this poses is what change does human rights – as a strategy rather than a philosophy - 
bring to your way of working?  

·  UN Declaration points up the state’s positive obligation to advance the right to health; also the 
positive obligation on the State under Art 4 to introduce positive action measures and the associated 
General Comment point up the duty on the state to include the more marginalised.   

·  The strength of this presentation is in its strategic approach – the consultation process proposed and 
reminder to Government of its obligations under CEDAW to include women in devising policies to 
redress discrimination.  Also, getting politicians on-side is useful as is the utilisation of 
Parliamentary Questions (PQs). 

·  The strategy is very ambitious – group may need to do audit internally of what it does well and what 
do other groups do well; what is the change needed organisationally and it may require disengaging 
from existing work. Would recommend making it a 3-5 year plan and focus on work with politicians 
around election periods – have copy of conventions to hand to give to them! 

·  Regarding the media strategy – human interest stories - raises ethical questions.  One could be 
representing an organisation or network at international gatherings; there is always the practical 
possibility of offering oneself to RTE as a spokesperson as they are unlikely to have a reporter 
covering the event and may well use your input. 

·  Test cases are critically important as an agent of change. 
·  Delivery of training using human rights law and standards is very desirable as it enables a shift in 

making women active claimants of their rights and serves as a reminder of government’s role as 
duty-bearers under international law; 

·  The emphasis on documentation is very good and community-based organisations are well based to 
compile high quality data.   

·  Had the group considered using any other international mechanism such as being involved in a 
shadow report process? As a general point, it is worth devoting resources in order to highlight issues 
before international human rights fora.  This grants huge opportunities for building awareness. 
However, an organisation needs to be mindful that engaging in international human rights work 
doesn’t distract or detract from essential work at the domestic level. 
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Case Study 2 Shadow Report from Older Women’s Network of Ireland 
 

Summary of issues: 
 
Older women are at a very high risk of poverty. 
This is partly as a result of past discrimination in 
relation to women’s participation in the labour 
force, having been largely excluded from the 
social insurance system. Income levels are 
insufficient to meet their housing repair and 
heating needs.  Chronic illness and mental health 
problems are far higher in the elderly population, 
particularly amongst older women. Older women 
are at a material disadvantage compared to men 
and this can have distinct consequences for their 
health and thus their quality of life.  
Effects of ageism and age discrimination at the 
institutional level include the use of the term ‘bed 
blocker’ to shift the blame from a deficient health 
care system to a person who is vulnerable and old.   
 

Lack of transport presents barriers to older 
people, in particular those in rural areas.  For 
older people in long stay care, there are 
many problems regarding the quality of the 
care, independent complaints procedures 
and the inspection system. 
 

 
 

Human rights issues: 
Adequate standard of living; access to health care. 
Obligations violated 
CEDAW Art. 12 –  
by not providing supports and measures to ensure access of women of all ages to health services. This has 
been recognised in General Recommendation (GR) No. 24, para. 34 
CESCR Art. 12.1 states that the right to mental health is a key right. 
1992 Proclamation on Ageing 
States that Older Women should be given adequate support for their largely unrecognised contribution to 
society. 
CESCR Art. 9 - Right to social security 
CESCR General Comment No. 6 on Older Women 
CESCR No. 20 – Right to social security 
No. 21, particular attention to needs of Older Women at home – need for adequate pensions. 
CEDAW Art. 14 Rural Women 
The Government has breached Article 14 which states: 

- eliminate discrimination against women in rural areas 
- implement rights to adequate living conditions 
- failing to introduce special measures to ensure:  
a) the inclusion of rural women in decision-making structures affecting their lives 
b) equal participation of rural women in rural development policies and their benefits 

IHRC Submission to the CEDAW Committee calls for: 
�  Rural women to be identified as a vulnerable group 
�  Adequate information and monitoring of rural women 

CEDAW Concluding Comments 2005 
The Irish government has failed to act on Concluding Comments 

- Recognise older women as a vulnerable group 
- Apply the Homemakers Scheme (1994) retrospectively  
- Increase the non-contributory pension adequately 
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Strategy 
We note with regret the failure of CEDAW and CESCR Convention to refer specifically to Older Women.  
We therefore call for a call for a General Recommendation on Older Women and call on the CEDAW  
Committee to recommend the Irish Government:  

(a) Implement NWCI recommendations on a Women’s Model of Social Welfare. 
(b) Introduce transitional measures to address historical discrimination of Older Women :- 

o Retrospective application of Homemakers Scheme (1994) 
o Significant increases in non-contributory pensions 

(c) Introduce and monitor guidelines on Mental Health Rights for Older Women 
(d) Recognise Older Women and Rural Women as vulnerable groups in NAPS etc. 
(e) Introduce Monitoring of progress in achieving Equal Rights of Older Women, based on hard  

targets and hard implementation. 
Comments from expert panel 

o Imaginative use of CESCR Art. 1 on self-determination by linking this with the rights of older 
women.  This is not the traditional understanding of this article but rights and articles continue to 
evolve and there is a basis to broadening the understanding of this article. 

o Very impressed at the strong evidence basis and targeted use of figures and relevant research, a 
very important element in trying to introduce human rights into a strategy for bringing about 
change.  Appearing before an international forum is an opportunity to embarrass the state but it is 
also an opportunity to commend the state where positive policies have been put in place and to 
encourage them to continue along this route.  

o Identifying areas where the State has failed to follow up on previous Concluding Comments is 
something which the Committee will certainly pay attention to and will question the State on 
reasons why no action has been taken so lapses can be emphasized or areas in which inadequate 
action has been taken.    

o Also commend this group on their reference to the work of other credible bodies and 
organizations, this strengthens their own presentation and builds up the reputation of such bodies 
before the international committee. 

o In relation to ESC rights, programmatic reform is the best approach.  This may sound vague or 
lacking in immediacy, nevertheless it does offer substantial potential. 
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Case study 3: Violence Against Women 
 
Summary of the issues: 
 
One in five women have experienced contact 
sexual assault as girls and one in five women 
have had the same experience as adults.  
Research shows that the single biggest reason 
why women do not leave their violent partners 
is because they have nowhere to go since 
many were financially dependent on their 
abuser.  Poverty and lack of access to 
resources, compounded by rural isolation, was 
found to be a key barrier to women living in 
rural areas.  Refuge provision is not adequate 
and many women and children are denied 
access to refuge each year.   
 
Women with disabilities face additional 
barriers.  Asylum seekers, apart from language 
difficulties, for those living in hostels in the 
situation of direct provision find that if they go 
to a refuge, the Health Board will not provide 
supplementary welfare.  For many women 

who experience male violence the many 
problems associated with attempting to seek 
support and protection are compounded by 
their marginal status in society (e.g. Traveller 
women, women with disabilities, migrant 
women). The lack of adequate funding for 
organisations working in this area is the major 
barrier to the provision of adequate services. 
 

 

 
 

Human rights being violated including the gender dimension: 
Discrimination against women includes gender-based violence that is violence, which is directed against a 
woman BECAUSE she is a woman or that affects women disproportionably.  Gender-based violence 
impairs or nullifies the enjoyment by women of their fundamental rights and freedoms. These rights 
include  

·  the right to life 
·  the right to security of person 
·  the right to equality in the family 
·  and the right to equal protection under the law        (CEDAW General comment 19) 

The obligations of the State:  
Article 41.2 of the Irish Constitution: 
‘In particular, the State recognises that by her life within the home, woman gives to the State a support 
without which the common good cannot be achieved.’   
The placing of women in the home combined with Article 41.1 which recognises the family as the natural 
primary and fundamental unit group of society, has had the effect of treating women in an unequal way. 
This traditional economic dependence on men forces many women to stay in violent relationships denying 
them the fundamental right to self determination as described in Article 1 of the CESCR. 
Under CESCR  

·  The right to self determination (Art 1) 
·  The right to work (Art. 6) 
·  The right to a decent living (Art. 7 (2) ) 
·  The right to social security (Art. 9)  
·  The widest protection to the family (Art. 10) 
·  The right to housing (Art. 11)  



 20 

 
Under CEDAW: 

·  The right to freedom from discrimination (Art. 1) 
·  The right to social security (Art. 11c)   
·  The right to health (Art.12) 
·  General Recommendation 19:   the state is obliged to implement and monitor the 5 year strategic 

plan for the National Steering Committee on Violence against Women and to fund it adequately to 
ensure its effectiveness.  

The Irish government has a positive obligation to protect persons against acts committed by private 
persons, which impair the enjoyment of their rights under the international conventions.  
“A State party is in violation of this positive obligation where it permits a private person to violate the 
rights of another person or, where it fails to take appropriate measures to prevent, punish, investigate or 
redress the harm cause by private persons or entities “.  (Human Rights Committee, General Comment 
31, Nature of the General Legal obligations on state parties to the ICCPR convention) 
 
Government 4th and 4th Report to the CEDAW Committee 
Article 16 in the States 4th & 5th reports covers the elimination of discrimination against women in all 
matters relating to marriage and family relations. 
The main failures of the State are 

·  the lack of refuges and crisis centres  
·  the lack of funding and resources for support services 
·  and an antiquated legal system that falls short of an adequate understanding of domestic violence 

and its effects on the women and children of Ireland 
 
Shadow Reports 
Women’s Aid & WHRA recommendations:  

·  a target of 1.7 refuge places per 10,000 of the population. 
·  Funding is needed to allow the probation and welfare service to resume its role in family law 

cases; to resource court accompaniment and to resource the implementation of a 5 year strategic 
plan 

·  adequate funding be provided to frontline services to ensure all women and children can access 
them regardless of distance and other variables. 

 
 
Proposed strategy 
Specifically we recommend that the Board makes a commitment to resource the following actions: 

1. Lobby for the Beijing Platform for Action to be implemented via the National Women’s Strategy  
2. Raise awareness among women about the human rights issues involved and that these conventions 

(protections and remedies) are not incorporated into Irish law.  
3. Use the opportunity of the upcoming general election as a platform for action to lobby politicians 

and the Oireachtas committee on human rights violations perpetrated through domestic violence 
and to incorporate the conventions into national law.  

4. Locally, implement a pilot programme of services for women, using the UN human rights systems 
as a tool to gain funding to employ support workers for women and children experiencing 
domestic violence.  

5. Use local, regional and national media to highlight the issue, educate the public and encourage 
debate on the issues.  

6. To form coalitions of interested groups  
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Comments from the panel 

·  This group got immediately to the nub of the matter – incorporation of international treaties into 
domestic legislation.  Enforcement mechanisms at international level are ineffective so 
incorporation is the critical point. 

·  The presentation could also have invoked the most basic of all human rights – the right to life as 
your figures show that 113 women have died as a result of domestic violence since 1996.   

·  Art 41 of the Constitution – would be reluctant to cite this Article to support your case as it is an 
article which requires fundamental change called for by many women’s groups and others. 

·  Apart from the need for training programmes in your strategy to be culturally appropriate, would 
suggest the need for education about domestic violence for boys specifically and for girls on 
understanding what constitutes abuse.  In addition to it being information for children, there is an 
additional benefit to bringing those issues into the public sphere which is an effective way of 
raising awareness. 

·  The real problem around violence against women is how the judiciary respond to it.  The group 
might consider a concerted awareness-raising campaign. 

·  The group didn’t engage with or challenge the argument that (a) the extent of violence against 
women is exaggerated or (b) that men equally suffer domestic violence.  While challenging those 
assertions, it might be desirable to engage in that debate because it emerges from a sense of 
injustice in relation to family courts and there may be some way to meet constructively.   

·  In Northern Ireland, having clear indicators has enabled this argument to be countered with hard 
evidence.  Violence against women is rooted in structural inequality;  it is at the cross-reference 
point between civil and political and economic, social and cultural rights.  International law clearly 
shows that state’s obligations to promote, protect and fulfil human rights does reach into the 
private sphere and this is imminently clear in CEDAW. 

·  In this case-study, the right to housing is key – how would you use international standards to 
address this issue in your organizations? 

·  There is also the possibility of taking a test case but this requires finding a woman who is prepared 
to do this and that may not be so easy, but strategic litigation is important. 

·  The Special Rapporteur on Violence Against Women has developed a framework national policy 
which is a very useful model so don’t need to re-invent the wheel.  The Special Rapporteur could 
be invited to Ireland or request the Irish Human Rights Commission to do so. 

·  Another issue to consider addressing is a workplace policy to deal with violence against women – 
as we know, going and leaving work is a vulnerable time and place for women.   Again 
international standards can inform the development of such a policy. 
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Case study 4: Ros na Rún Women’s Coalition –  
A Human Rights Approach to Lone Mother Issues 

 
Summary of issues:  
 
Statistics show that lone parents are disproportionately 
represented as suffering from high levels of deprivation 
and need.  Lone refugee and asylum seeking mothers 
suffer additional disadvantage because of their 
vulnerable and insecure position.  Research from 2005 
highlights mothers were socially isolated, their health 
and well being was affected by living in direct provision 
accommodation which was often cramped, of poor 
standard and in appropriate for children.  Psychosocial, 
health and well-being were impacted upon them 
negatively due to the stress they experienced. 
 
 
 

 

Human rights issues: 
Education, housing, childcare – including child poverty and child development 
Human rights being violated under CESCR: 

·  Article 2 (2) – No Sex Discrimination  
·  Article 3 – Equality Between Men & Women   
·  Article 6 (1) & (2) – Right to Work & Training 
·  Article 7 (a) (ii) – Right to a Decent Wage 
·  Article 11 (1) – Right to Decent Living Standard 
·  Article 12 (1) (d) – Right to Access Medical Care 
·  Article 13 (1) – Right to Education  
·  Article 15 1 (a) – Right to Take Part In Cultural Life 

Human rights being violated under CEDAW: 
·  Article 3 – Equality Between Men & Women 
·  Article 5 (a) & (b) – Equal Responsibility for Childrearing 
·  Articles 7 & 8 – Right to Take Part in Public Life 
·  Article 10 – Right to Education 
·  Article 11 – Right to Work 
·  Article 12 – Right to Access to Health Care 
·  Article 13 (c) – Right to Participate in Cultural Life 
·  Article 16 (d) Equal Rights & Responsibilities as Parents 

UN arguments that can be used: 
o CESCR General Comment 4 & 7 – The Right to Adequate Housing 
o CESCR General Comment 13 – The Right to Education 
o CESCR General Comment 14 – The Right to the Highest Attainable Standard of Health 

 
CEDAW Concluding Comments 2005 
Obligations of the state: 

·  Adequate Housing 
·  Education & Training for All 
·  Affordable childcare specified in CEDAW Concluding Comments 2005 
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Strategy: 
 

�  Solidarity – capacity building and networking -  local to national links 
�  Research & Document Issues – audit  
�  Capacity building for Lone Mothers to participate in consultations for CESCR Shadow Report 
�  Lobbying of Elected Politicians – forthcoming General Election 
�  Lobbying and training of Key Service Providers 
�  Presentation to Joint Oireachtas Committee 
�  Media Work on Above – roundtable  
�  Take part in next CEDAW Shadow Report consultation process 
 

 
Comments from the panel 
 

·  There have been significant victories in relation to lone parents and their children over recent 
decades, for example the status of illegitimacy is gone.  So what is left to fight for? Equality and 
non-discrimination is core.  The incident from the 1997 election when Mary Harney spoke of 
‘incentivising’ lone mothers and the angry response to that marked a sea change in how lone 
parents are seen in Irish society.  Therefore, the challenge remains in clearly demonstrating the 
discrimination lone mothers and their children continue to face.  An alliance with groups who are 
raising similar human rights issues would be beneficial.  Arguing for diverse models of familial 
arrangements brings you to the Irish Constitution and the privileging of family based on marriage 
in Art 41 and 42. 

·  This presentation highlighted Ireland’s failure to comply with its obligations under CEDAW and 
CESCR.  What do you think it would look like if the State were compliant, e.g. right to adequate 
housing?  What is “adequate housing”?  is refreshing that you use the language of violation in the 
context of ESC rights as this is not as widely accepted in Ireland. 

·  A word of caution against overstating extent of human rights violation.  Presentation referred to 
direct provision being in breach of virtually all human rights.  While direct provision might offend 
morally it is important to be precise and specific if you are referring to violation or breach of rights 
in order to retain your credibility.  A state is permitted under international law to put in place a 
variety of systems for asylum seekers – it is over-stating the case to say Ireland is in breach of a 
wide range of rights on this question.  You might want to argue a case of disproportionate adverse 
impact but you must establish your case. 

·  Translating needs into rights needs to be emphasised. 
·  A legal strategy could be considered.  
·  Other treaties to consider in this case: 

- Convention on the Rights of the Child - given the vulnerability of children in this scenario, 
a reference to the CRC would be essential to progress this study. 

- European Convention on Human Rights - appreciating it is outside the ambit of this 
course, but Arts. 8 & 14 of the ECHR, which is incorporated (albeit at sub-constitutional 
level) into domestic legislation, are very relevant. 

- The Convention on Rights of Migrant Workers - since this case study impacts very clearly 
on migrant and refugee women, you might want to consider applying pressure for the 
ratification of this Convention as part of your campaign. 
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DAY FIVE – Friday, 30 th June 2006 
 
Reflection:  The Green Group 
 
This group recapped on some of the key themes discussed over the last four days and ended with a 
quote from Mary Robinson: 
“Fighting for women’s rights is a positive struggle which recognises the quality of women’s 
contribution to every aspect of the community.  I therefore invite all to renew their energies 
undertaking practical and creative initiatives to achieve full respect of human rights of women.” 
(Mary Robinson, Women’s Human Rights in the UN, UNHCHR Newsletter, Spring 2000) 
 
 
Human rights resources 
The website of the UN was outlined, mainly the Office 
of the High Commission for Human Rights.  On the 
page of the Human Rights Council (formerly known as 
Human Rights Commission) there are daily updates of 
meetings at the UN.  Countries are listed where 
country reports can be obtained.  Specific information 
on themes can be obtained under the ‘issues’ box. 
Special Rapporteurs are also listed and their reports 
from countries visited can be downloaded. 
Dignity International’s website has a lot of human 
rights materials including reports from training courses 
along with notices of future training programmes.  
Relevant materials are also on the websites of 
Banulacht, the IHRC and WHRA.  
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Websites: 

 
Banulacht:  
www.banulacht.ie  

Dignity International: 
www.dignityinternational.org 

Irish Human Rights Commission: 
www.ihrc.ie  

UN High Commission for Human Rights:  
www.unhchr.ch 

Women’s Human Rights Alliance:  
www.whra.ie 
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Strategies for the Future   
 
The last session of the programme focused on exploring 
strategies to ‘bring it all back home’ and discuss ways in 
which participants could integrate the learning into own 
work.  
 
A video from Thailand was shown where the People’s 
Organisation for Participation organised in slum 
communities on environmental issues and housing. The 
group used a variety of strategies, met with the authorities 
and came up with their own plan. Participants identified 
the different strategies taken by the group in the video and 
put them on cards. This stimulated a discussion as to types 
of strategies participants could implement in their own 
work. 
 

 

Cards were handed out and participants were asked to identify an action or strategy, write it on a 
card and put up on the wall.  The strategies were grouped under the following headings of 
grassroots, networking, government and global actions. Actions included:  

·  Education 
·  Community leadership 
·  Awareness-raising and capacity building 
·  Documentation – documenting people’s lives through stories 
·  Legal strategies 
·  Regional networking with CDPs  
·  Liaising with UN system, eg, through submitting shadow reports or drawing on expertise of 

Special Rapporteurs.  
 

 
 

The importance of linking the strategies was 
emphasised and always keeping in mind ‘who is 
empowered’ in the process?  Who directs the 
action?  Often people go to the UN but there is 
no link back to the local level so there can be a 
lot of tokenism.  A style of leadership that is 
empowering is required and that ensure local 
voices are heard in Geneva.   This parallel can 
also be drawn between local, regional and 
national organisations where the voices of those 
experiencing disadvantage are not being heard, 
always the same people talking ‘on behalf of’… 

Evaluation of the training 
In this closing session, a comprehensive written evaluation was requested of the participants on all 
elements of the course:  planning; content; delivery; logistics. To act as a reminder of the previous 
days photos were shown on PowerPoint and time given for forms to be completed. Overall the 
evaluations were extremely positive in terms of the course content, structure, organization and 
accommodation.  Some participants did find the amount of information and the relatively technical 
nature of the information given on Days 1 and 2 difficult and challenging. See participants’ 
responses to the overall evaluation question in Appendix 11. 



 26 

Closing exercise – ‘The Wishing Tree’ 
 
For the closing exercise, a small bush was placed in the centre of the room.  Participants wrote on a 
piece of paper their wish for the future in terms of furthering their work in human rights.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
�  All systems go! 
�  We see ourselves – all of us – as all equally human with 

compassion 
�  That women with mental health issues would be 

recognised as important ‘human beings’ and treated 
accordingly within the structures of this nation. 

�  Change on the ground 
�  Incorporation 
�  Thumbs down to domestic violence!  A life free from 

violence and abuse for women 
�  A voice with influence to be heard and to inspire active 

response – communities with a voice of influence 
�  Making human rights real at home  
�  Stay with the struggle 
�  Sunset! Eventual world peace and harmony 
�  Universal respect 
�  Respect for all people 
�  Growth 
�  Tolerance, belief and compassion 
�  Respect, solidarity, action 
�  Rise up 
�  What I have learned I can inspire others through my work 
�  All the “peoples” of this nation will be equal 
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Conclusion 
 
The organisation and delivery of this training programme was a challenging and exciting initiative. 
Key national organisations, the WHRA, IHRC and Bánulacht came together with Dignity 
International, to run the first residential Training Programme on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights in Ireland. The level of interest in the course from the many local, regional and national 
organisations who applied to attend the course is evidence of the appetite that exists amongst such 
groups for training and education on human rights.  This is a relatively new development and the 
organisers acknowledge the pioneering work conducted in this area by other organisations 
nationally and internationally.   
 
Organisations working in frontline situations with excluded and discriminated sectors within Irish 
society are actively seeking new and hopefully more effective approaches and tools to address the 
significant disadvantages they encounter.  Employing a human rights approach and the associated 
standards and mechanisms is proving attractive and relevant to such groups.  The reasons for this 
are no doubt complex and varied.  However, it does appear that the key elements identified by the 
UN office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights in identifying a ‘human rights based 
approach’ appeal to people working in this area.  The elements are as follows: 
 

·  Express linkage to rights  
·  Accountability  
·  Non-discrimination and empowerment  
·  Participation  
·  Attention to vulnerable groups. 
 

Those concepts appear to sit comfortably with the work of the participants on the training and 
offers the potential to bring ‘added-value’ to the more traditional community development 
approach.  Traditionally, concepts such as ‘empowerment’, ‘participation’ and more recently 
‘partnership’ have been employed as necessary to sustainable anti-poverty and development work.  
Those concepts knit well with human rights values in general and with the value of ‘accountability’ 
in particular.  For example, accountability is enhanced by reference to standards and mechanisms 
identifying duties and entitlements and the corresponding duty-bearers and claim holders.  It can 
contribute precision and clarity by reference to the international instruments. It informs the 
development of guidelines, targets and benchmarks against which to measure progress or regression 
in relation to various rights, particularly economic, social and cultural rights. 
 
Furthermore, bringing a human rights dimension to community development means that values of 
human dignity, non-discrimination and various freedoms, must be respected. Less measurable but 
nonetheless valid is the shift in attitude the engagement with human rights language can bring to 
marginalized and discriminated groups.  In particular it represents a move away from a charitable 
model of responding to poverty and inequality and provides an authoritative basis for advocacy and 
claims on resources.  
 
For all those reasons, training in human rights concepts and values as well as law is a very 
worthwhile and empowering activity and it can offer an innovative and effective approach to long-
standing and apparently intractable barriers to the creation of a more equal and just society. 
  
In the evaluations participants highlighted the many ways they proposed to transfer the learning 
back into their everyday work – in their workplans, funding applications, policy submissions and in 
the presentation of arguments and recommendations to State institutions. Many planned, as a first 
step, to raise awareness of human rights within their own organisations.  
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There is much potential for follow-through on some of the debates started or issues raised on the 
course.   For example, the possibility of forming an NGO coalition to co-ordinate a Shadow Report 
to the ICESCR Committee was raised and while none of the organisations participating in the 
course would have the capacity to co-ordinate such a large-scale project, they all expressed a 
willingness to be actively engaged in such a process.  .  
 
The level of engagement displayed by those participating in this week-long course is encouraging.  
While one does not wish to overstate how much can be achieved over 5 days training, no matter 
how intense, the evaluations from the participants on this course does encourage us to believe in the 
value and relevance of such training opportunities. 
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