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Human Rights Without Responsibilities - A Car Without Brakes
I have long felt uncomfortable about the slew of Human Rights legislation that has cropped up in recent years, and even more uncomfortable about admitting this.  Of course I support - as I suspect most of us in the West do - the notions that ... 
· there are certain intrinsic wrongs that should not be perpetrated on people, such as killing, torture, slavery, discrimination, 
· other things are intrinsically wrong unless there has been due judicial process, such as imprisonment and other punishments, 
· certain intrinsic human freedoms should be respected: of thought, conscience, religion, expression, marriage, reproduction, assembly.   
This is the perfectly reasonable essence of the human rights convention, first drawn up by the Council of Europe back in 1950, which many EU countries have incorporated into their national law.   Therefore anyone who objects must ipso facto be a cretin of flog-'em and hang-'em persuasion.  
And yet.  
All kinds of people have won cases by applying human rights laws of either their own country or the EU.  Recent rulings in the UK (which adopted the convention in 1998), based on human rights laws, have included ... 
· The selective privacy of celebrities who routinely seek out publicity for their own career and financial advancement has been protected from paparazzi (think Naomi Campbell).  
· Ministers have been prevented from influencing the punishment meted out to killers. 
· Terrorist suspects have been freed when evidence against them has been insufficiently robust.  
· Evictions of gypsy travellers from public lands have been overturned.  
· Deportation to country of origin of aircraft hijackers has been prevented.  
· A schoolboy' expulsion for arson was overturned because it would have denied his right to education. 
· A rapist was given £4000 compensation because his second appeal was delayed.  
In my view, many of these cases look pretty odd, though since I'm not privy to the nitty-gritty, I am not really in a position to say the decisions were as wrong as they instinctively feel.  
But it seems to me there is one gaping void in all modern legislation of rights, court-cases concerning rights, popular debate about rights.  
Where do you ever hear about people's responsibilities and duties?  Is that a deafening silence that roars?
For example, that convention contains 59 articles, divided up as follows
· 18 articles on rights of various shades and nuances, 
· 33 articles on judiciary/enforcement of those rights, 
· 8 miscellaneous articles dealing with administrative issues.
Not a word about an individual's responsibilities or duties is anywhere to be found, other than a passing mention in Article 10 related to freedom of expression.  
Moreover, rights as set out in such a document quickly became regarded as only the starting point.  Pretty soon, thanks to populist legislators and liberalist judges, rights-creep sets in.  Here in Europe, we are today told that everyone has a “right” to all kinds of things: a house, a job, a minimum wage, a livable income even if not working, an education, medical care, maternity (and even paternity) leave, and the one that Sinn Fein has adopted and that trumps everything else, a right to “equality”, whatever that means.  
It all sounds wonderfully warm, fuzzy and compassionate.  In each case, the “right” releases me from any real obligation to do anything about it myself.  More than that, if my behaviour prevents me from enjoying one of these rights, for example I get fired for incompetence from the job that is my “right”, I have a “right” to get another job if I want one, and a “right” to still get paid even if I don't.  
When such “rights” come free of charge, unencumbered by any sense that people must give something commensurate in return, or indeed when people are protected from whatever unpleasant consequences might derive from their freely taken actions, it leads to the ultimate, utopian, welfare state and the infantilisation of the populace.  
· Everything is gratis. 
· There is no connection between cause and disagreeable effect.  
· I'm OK, because it's always someone else who pays for my mistakes and foolishness, whether in money or misery or both.  
· Time to change my diaper.  
Examples abound.  Here are just a couple.  
State-funded housing
When housing is considered to be a “right”, and thus without a concomitant duty to pay for it, this leads to the creation all over  Europe of state-funded council housing leased at uneconomic rent.  Such houses then entrap their occupants for evermore in a bricky embrace of dependency, provided at enormous cost by the tax-paying, productive end of the workforce, who don't live there. 
Meanwhile, such housing fosters the development of an entirely separate housing market for the less poor only, with those in council houses never able to participate.  If large-scale council housing did not exist, a market in housing to meet the limited means of the less affluent millions would undoubtedly spring up, both for purchase and for rental.  And this would slot seamlessly into -  and also moderate - the higher-end housing market, thus providing a path open to everyone for both upgrading and downgrading.  

Thus if the State believed in personal responsibility and adulthood, its role in providing housing would not extend beyond meeting emergency needs and only on a strictly temporary basis.  Margaret Thatcher is the only major politician in recent times to have recognised this, when she sold off millions of such homes to their occupants in the 1980s (to their delight.  

State Welfare Payments

Apart from charming every woman who ever met him (and almost every man), Bill Clinton left office with one huge and wonderful achievement to his name, which he pushed through in the teeth of opposition, not least from within his own party.  In 1996 he signed a welfare reform bill that very much targeted single mothers utterly dependent on state aid, most of them undereducated from underprivileged backgrounds. 

Thenceforth, if such mothers wanted the benefits, they had to look or train for work, and even then there would be a five-year lifetime limit on receiving them.  At the time this was regarded as unbelievably brutal to an especially vulnerable demographic.  Think tanks predicted it would throw a million more children into poverty.  

Yet because the bill demanded responsible behaviour and eliminated the something-for-nothing-forever principle, it has been outstandingly successful in terms of encouraging single mothers (and other welfare recipients) to become self-reliant.  They and other welfare dependants have risen to the challenge.  In just nine years, Americans on welfare dropped from 12 million to 4½m; teen birthrates also dropped dramatically.  Incomes, work capabilities and personal self-esteem all rose.  While poverty was reduced, it was not eliminated.  But its persistence was no longer because the same individuals remained eternally in penury, but because as they got richer, poor immigrants poured in to the US in search of a more prosperous life and future.  
These two examples - council housing and welfare - illustrate a basic truth: where there are incentives for certain types of behaviour, you will get more of it, good or bad.  
And where “rights” are offered without responsibilities or duties, demand for such “rights” will go up without limit and willingness to suffer consequences will disappear.  
This dearth of responsibility and duty is the main reason I have strong reservations about the “rights” climate, but there are two other grounds:
1. Brussels is making these “rights” laws and doing its best to cram them down the throats of EU member states, with a high degree of success.  
· Why can't member states make their own laws?  
· What's happened to subsidiarity, the notion that decisions should be taken at as local a level as possible?
2. The “rights” regime does not adequately discriminate between the rights of, for want of a better word, perpetrators and the rights of victims.  
· The sharp end of this aspect comes into focus when someone like Tony Martin defends his home by shooting two 
burglars, killing one and wounding the other.  
· Tony Martin goes to jail for man​slaughter and is sued for injuring the  
surviving burglar.  
Whose rights are being given precedence?  Those of the victim of criminal behaviour (Mr Martin) or of the perpetrators (the burglars)?

In summary, “rights” have proven to be a very slippery legislative slope, in which the notions of “right” and “wrong” seem to have been turned on their heads.  Untrammelled “rights” are like a car which has an accelerator but no brakes: it can never slow down, and most likely just speeds up until it crashes with untold bad consequences.  
The missing brakes are the missing responsibilities and duties.  Only when these are allowed to countervail the associated “rights”, can a modicum of balance be restored and the concept of “rights” regain credibility and public support.   (Or at least, my support.)  

BBC: Three Times It's Enemy Action
In my previous issue, I carried a post “Never Trust the BBC Again”, prompted by the BBC's fraudulent calumny of Queen Elizabeth by switching round video tape sequences to make her look bad.  Things just couldn't get worse, but then they did.  The snivelling Auntie was caught cheating again - at least twice.  
· Early in July it was fined £50,000 after its Blue Peter TV programme for kids faked the winner of a phone-in contest, dragooning in a young girl as co-conspirator in the scam.  The BBC first tried to cover it up, then blamed a junior employee.  No fewer than 40,000 children who had innocently entered the competition last November had been defrauded.   
· Richard Deverell and Richard Marson, respectively the BBC's children's controller and the programme's editor, are still in their jobs.
· But this is apparently quite normal behaviour by the BBC.  For an internal investigation revealed a week later a fresh batch of six programmes featuring fake phone-ins, including charity collections for Comic Relief, Children in Need and Sports Relief.  Production staff would pass themselves off as viewers or listeners, or invent competition winners. 
· Mark Thompson, the BBC's director general, accepted that the buck stopped with him, but naturally insisted he would not resign.  Heaven forefend.  
· Nor, naturally enough, would his deputy Mark Byford
With these latest revelations, BBC management were quick to promise a “zero tolerance approach” to any future lapses, calling them “totally ... utterly unacceptable” while expressing “deep disappointment at ... evidence of insufficient understanding among certain staff of the standards of accuracy and honesty expected”, blah-blah-blah.  Meanwhle, everything continues unchanged.  
A few unnamed executives were eventually suspended, but the five big men - Messrs Thompson, Byford, Deverell, Marson and Peter Fincham (Controller of BBC One, responsible for the Queen fiasco) - remain steadfastly in place.  
Remember what that arch-villain Auric Goldfinger once said to his foe 007, who was getting too close for comfort: “Once is happenstance. Twice is coincidence. Three times it's enemy action, Mr Bond.”
In the BBC, after being caught out three times, the enemy action is in the hands of the Corporation's management itself.  The senior managers should be fired and the corporation broken up and sold off by public auction for the benefit of the Treasury, and  no longer forcibly funded through a special tax on ordinary citizens on pain of imprisonment. 
An excellent remedy for any State broadcaster, come to think of it.  
Other TV channels have been found guilty for similar frauds.  For instance, Channel 4's Richard and Judy Show was fined a record £150,000 for misleading viewers over their chances of winning competitions.  But the big difference is that these miscreants are private companies, which will have to confront the full brunt of their scandal and their executives the fury of shareholders if their stocks drop.  
But the BBC faces no such rigour, and it shows.  

Audio-Economist - An Unexpected Application 
Just a month ago, the Economist magazine started publishing an audio version of its weekly edition, the first leading international publication to do so.  For subscribers it's free, for others it costs $8.  
For this, you can listen online, or else download as MP3 files discrete articles or the entire issue, adding up to about 130 Mb in all.  
The articles are read out, word for word, by professional broadcasters and actors, male and female, and the quality is superb.  To get a feel, listen to the latest edition's leader on demography, “How to deal with a falling population” (which I hope they forgive me for ripping and providing free publicity).  
This new service has been a marvellous [image: image3.jpg]


addition to the life of an elderly friend of mine who is blind, partly disabled through a stroke, but of wonderfully alert mind. It is about the only thing that gives him intellectual stimulation where he can be in control and not depend on someone else, and at the same time gain a good grasp of what is going on in the world. 

He now has two MP3 players. With the press of a single button, he can listen at his own pace to one of them during the week, starting and stopping when desired.  Meanwhile I load up the other with the following week's edition, and then we swap at the weekend. 
This is yet another example where technologies developed for one set of applications - 
· the MP3 audio compression format was invented for downloading more files onto hard drives, to listen to or make for into conventional CDs, 
· MP3 players were created for youngsters to listen to music while on the go without bothering with CDs, 
· the audio-Economist is for those of a more serious bent who are too busy to stoop and read their favourite magazine.  
· are finding imaginative uses never envisaged by their originators.   

Judge the Rose of Dublin ... and of Tralee?
It is now five years since I first described that weird but wonderful, beauty-plus-mysterious-other-qualities annual Irish competition, the Rose of Tralee.  I couldn't resist returning to it in 2005 because it was won by a theoretical physicist and there are not many of us of a scientific persuasion who find ourselves (ahem) winning such stuff.  
The 47th such event kicks off in mid August, so I am going to pre-empt the result.  It will be won by the lovely Aoife (pronounced Eefuh) Judge, who has just been selected as the Rose of Dublin against a tough field of fifty gorgeous women.    Most of the eight other Irish Roses from other parts of the country faced only five or six competitors.  The remaining 22 finalists hail from all over the world.  
At the finals in Tralee, Co Kerry, she'll be singing Eva Cassidy's incredible interpretation of “Somewhere Over the Rainbow”.
If you don't believe Aoife Judge will win, you can “judge” for yourself from these publications.  

	Evening Herald
	The Star
	VIP Magazine
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Declaration of interest: 
She's my nephew's long-term girlfriend.  
So of course she'll end up as
 the 2007/08 Rose of Tralee.
Week 158's Letters to the Press
Three letters this week, of which one was published.  The Roma referred to in it were deported back to Romania shortly afterwards after spending three miserable months in tents in almost continuous rain.  
· Roma on the M50 Roundabout P!
Madam, - It is strange that among the many who demand the Irish Government provide the Roma camping out on the M50 Roundabout with shelter and food, none seemed to have opened up their own homes to take them in. Isn't charity supposed to begin at home? When was it completely outsourced to the State? – Yours etc.
· Channel 4 and Climate Change
Madam - “Don't believe the tabloid rubbish that you hear on Channel 4, which has raised doubts that climate change is down to humans' activities. There is an overwhelming consensus that we are driving it.”  So said John Sweeney of the NUI Maynooth, one of the scientists who contributed to the Inter-Governmental Panel on Climate Change.  
Presumably Channel 4's “The Great Global Warming Swindle” broadcast last March and still viewable on Youtube is the programme he declines to name. 

Backed up by copious evidence and endorsed by many eminent scientists, this set out, most cogently, an alternative set of causes for climate change rather than human activity.  The programme effectively attributed climate change to sunspot variations, with which earth temperatures closely correlate, and demonstrated that CO2 fluctuations follow and are a consequence of temperature changes, not the other way round.  In any case, compared with the CO2 emissions of oceans, rotting vegetation, animal excretions and volcanoes, those resulting from human activity are miniscule and irrelevant.  
One would have expected Mr Sweeney to refute with rational argument the conclusions put forward by the programme rather than just disparage them as “tabloid rubbish”.  Unless he is unable to.  It is not true that the overwhelming scientific consensus is with him; there is considerable dissent among scientists. - Yours etc. 
· Non-Recognition of Israel by Hamas
Madam, - Your editorial of July 17th criticises, “the ill-considered conditions laid down to ensure Hamas recognises the state of Israel”.  Does the Irish Times now support the non-recognition of a democratic state created by fiat of the United Nations, preferring the stance adopted by an organization whose founding covenant commits it to the obliteration of that state? - Yours etc, 
The relative sentence 
in the covenant reads, 
“Israel will exist and
 will continue to exist 
until Islam will obliterate it, 
just as it obliterated others before it..”

Quotes of Week 158 
Quote: “Each of you is British. You were born here, your families live here, you went to school and university here. You hold British passports. You live under the protection of its laws, which give you freedom of speech and religious observance. Yet each of you was prepared to break its laws. Why? Because in my judgment you were intoxicated by the extremist nature of the material that each of you collected, shared and discussed – the songs, the images and language of violent jihad. So carried away by that material were you that each of you crossed the line. That is exactly what the people that peddle this material want to achieve and exactly what you did.”
Judge Peter Beaumont pulls no punches, 
as he sentences five young British-born Muslims 
to between two and three years, 
for downloading Islamic extremist 
and terrorist material.  
Quote: “My name was destined to be on the trophy.”
Padraig Harrington from Dublin, 
on winning the Open Championship, 
aka the British Open, 
golf's oldest (1860) and 
most prestigious competition.  
He is the first European to win it for eight years 
and the first Irishman for sixty.  
Quote: “The alternatives before the Palestinian people are stark. There is the vision of Hamas, which the world saw in Gaza - with murderers in black masks, and summary executions, and men thrown to their death from rooftops. By following this path, the Palestinian people would guarantee chaos, and suffering, and the endless perpetuation of grievance. They would surrender their future to Hamas' foreign sponsors in Syria and Iran. And they would crush the possibility of any - of a Palestinian state”
George Bush in a speech about the Middle East, 
warns Palestinians of the risks they face 
by continuing to support Hamas
Quote: “The scenes [in Iraq] are incredible. I have been in Iraq for more than 11 years, and I have never seen anything like this.  Traffic is everywhere. It's extremely meaningful here. I spoke to a young boy this morning who said ‘if only our prime minister would learn from the team’.”
Hoda Abdel-Hamid of Al Jazeera 
reflects Iraqi's euphoria as their country 
wins soccer's 2007 Asian Cup for the first time, 
defeating Saudi Arabia 1-0 against the odds 
in the final in Jakarta. 
Not all news about is Iraq is bad. 
Quote: “Politics is sometimes difficult but it is not as difficult as having your house flooded out.”  
Tory leader David Cameron, 
on the England's recent flooding.
Quote: “I want France to live, to grab life with both hands, for people to want to give of themselves, create, innovate, and hope in the future.”
President Nicolas Sarkozy 
tries to breath new life into the French, 
on Bastille Day
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