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We are living in a cold climate for human rights.  We are in the midst of the worst recession for several generations and the burden is being borne disproportionately by the poor and the disadvantaged.  People’s rights are being steadily eroded while unemployment, debt and cuts in social welfare are putting heavy strains upon our social fabric and leading to an increase in racism and intolerance of difference.
In the meantime our human rights and equality infrastructure has been sorely damaged by disproportionate and probably politically motivated budget cuts.  Rights need to be defended but we have weaker structures to defend them with.

At the same time a different and more inclusive Ireland is struggling to be born in the midst of the economic crisis.  It is an Ireland that will be more ethnically and culturally diverse, that will accommodate different sexual identities and relationships, and different forms of belief and unbelief and that will, hopefully, acknowledge a binding obligation to provide a decent minimum standard of health, shelter, food and general well-being to all within our shores.
All these issues are affected by the law, yet our legal system is rigid, inflexible and inward looking and offers little solace to those in need.  There are new instruments and mechanisms available to help protect and extend the rights of the vulnerable, notably the European Convention on Human Rights, but the courts and the legal culture generally are resistant to change and deeply suspicious of external legal influences.
These are confusing times: a time of danger to rights that were hard won in the past; and a time of opportunity to make significant advances.

We need a chart, or even a charter of rights, to guide our course and the launch of the Human Rights Law Review could hardly be more timely.  Hopefully it will provide a forum where the role of the law in defending and extending rights and facilitating change can be discussed and teased out by legal academics, practitioners, NGOs, and the people who are most directly affected by all of this.
We need a space where new and innovative developments here or elsewhere can be flagged and evaluated and where judgments in our own courts and tribunals can be seriously and critically examined for their adherence to constitutional and international human rights standards.
Donncha O’Connell and Clarus Press and Siobhan Cummiskey have done the human rights community and Irish society generally an important service by starting this annual review which even in this first issue deals with critical questions like equality rights in Irish law, immigration, local authorities and the European Convention on Human Rights, the right to privacy and Children’s Rights, as well as analysing a number of key decisions in our domestic courts and in the European Court of Human Rights and the European Court of Justice.
The first issue also contains a valuable account of the early years of one of our currently rather beleaguered human rights institutions, the Irish Human Rights Commission, a challenging and somewhat quizzical editorial by Donncha himself, and a fine essay by Australian High Court Judge Michael Kirby, who provides a somewhat different role model for a superior court judge to those we are more used to.
This is an excellent initiative and essential reading for lawyers and everyone else who is interested in human rights in Ireland.  FLAC and the Public Interest law Alliance are delighted to sponsor its launch as part of the growing interest in and debate around public interest law in Ireland.
