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Ministers did hold victims' role talks

Thursday, January 17, 2008
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An internal Stormont memo has revealed lan Paisley and Martin McGuinness had high level talks
about re-running the hunt for the Victims Commissioner two weeks before their office denied they

were planning to do it.

The memo, released under the Freedom of Information Act, shows the First Ministers met the
Commissioner for Public Appointments about their proposal on September 11 last year.

According to the minute of the meeting, Mr Paisley told Felicity Huston, the public jobs watchdog, that he
and Mr McGuinness were looking at "the possibility of running a new, OCPA-regulated appointments

process".

But on September 26, their office denied to this newspaper that the post would be re-advertised. On
October 8, the ministers then announced that they were re-advertising the post.

The hunt for the permanent Victims Commissioner has now dragged on for almost a full year.

The £65,000-a-year job was first advertised in January last year when direct rule ministers were in overall

charge of the process.

Interviews were conducted by officials, and Mr Paisley and Mr McGuinness were handed the shortlist of six

candidates when they became First and Deputy First Ministers on May 8.

They then told MLAs they hoped to appoint a commissioner by mid-July.

That didn't happen, and material released to the Belfast Telegraph under Fol Act shows that they

considered scrapping the whole process.

In mid-August they asked for a meeting with the Commissioner for Public Appointments. According to a
memo this would be "related to the FMDFM views to stopping the new Victims Commissioner process".
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The First Ministers met Mrs Huston on September 11 with their special advisors. The minutes of the

meeting say Mr Paisley told her "they would be judged on the performance of the person appointed as

Victims and Survivors Commissioner" and the appointment must reflect the "new dispensation”.

He also said he and Mr McGuinness were "very keen that the person appointed has the credibility
associated with being appointed under a process which is taken forward under the FM and dFM".

"For these reasons, he and the dFM would be willing to look at the option of re-running the appointment

process".

Mrs Huston said they would need "a strong reason" to start the process.

Mr McGuinness said they hoped to encourage more candidates to apply to a process carried out under

local ministers.

Mrs Huston said that would be a "legitimate basis for beginning a new process".

Two weeks later, this newspaper asked the First Ministers' Office if they were planning to re-advertise the

post.

A spokesman denied it. "There is no intention to readvertise the position and the issue is still with the First

and Deputy First Minister," he said.

On October 8, the ministers announced that they were seeking new applicants and they hoped to appoint
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Sunday Life

by the end of December.

No announcement has been made yet.

Ireland's Saturday Night

Last week the Belfast Telegraph revealed that material released under Fol showed the First Ministers went

Community Telegraph

against the advice of civil servants in ex tending the process.

A spokeswoman for their office said they "took into account a range of views including those of officials, the

Commissioner for Public Appointments and legal Counsel before deciding to proceed with the extension to
the appointments process.

Alliance MLA Trevor Lunn yesterday hit out at the delays in the process, describing it as "a total disgrace”.
"It is an affront to victims who have already been left without a voice for the past 13 months," he said.
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