Supplementary Written Evidence to the Northern Ireland Affairs Committee (NIAC) Inquiry on the Government’s New Approach to Addressing the Legacy of the Past in Northern Ireland 2025 
Information Retrieval and Acknowledgement as a means to help meet the needs of victims and survivors.
Professor Kieran McEvoy MRIA, FBA[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  The author is the Senator George J. Mitchell Chair of Peace, Security and Justice and a Professor of Law and Transitional Justice at Queens University Belfast. He is also currently a Leverhulme Major Research Fellow (Grant Reference MRF 2022-1130) working on how to encourage armed groups to address past harms. He has conducted research on addressing the legacy of the Northern Ireland conflict for over two decades. He has also carried out extensive international research in over a dozen post conflict or post authoritarian societies. In 2022 (with Daniela Suarez) he conducted a major study for the UN Special Rapporteur on Transitional Justice on how to get armed groups to address past harms for which they were responsible  https://pure.qub.ac.uk/en/publications/the-role-and-responsibilities-of-non-state-actors-in-transitional] 

1. Background to the NIAC Inquiry and this submission
The Northern Ireland Affairs Committee is conducting an Inquiry into “The Government policy on the legacy of the past in Northern Ireland” and has called for written evidence. I previously submitted written evidence on the role of information retrieval and acknowledgement in addressing the past mapped onto a number of themes within the original terms of reference for NIAC Inquiry.[footnoteRef:2] In particular, these were grouped under the headings: [2:  K. McEvoy (2025) Written Evidence to the Northern Ireland Affairs Committee (NIAC) Inquiry on the Government’s New Approach to Addressing the Legacy of the Past in Northern Ireland April 2025 – Information Retrieval and Acknowledgement as a means to help meet the needs of victims and survivors, build trust in the ICRIR and Facilitate an Effective Process of Reconciliation. ] 

· Whether the Government’s new approach meets the needs of victims, survivors and their families. 
· Building Trust in the ICRIR. 
· Facilitating an effective process for reconciliation.

Given that the previous submission was made before the publication of the Joint Framework by the UK and Irish governments in September 2025,[footnoteRef:3] and the UK governments publication of the new Northern Ireland Troubles Bill  in October 2025,[footnoteRef:4] this is an updated submission in light of those two initiatives.  [3:  Northern Ireland Office (2025) The Legacy of the Troubles: A Joint Framework between the Government of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and the Government of Ireland. ]  [4:  Northern Ireland Troubles Bill (2025) ] 


2. I welcome the Agreement reached between the British and Irish governments, the commitment to the replace the ICRIR with a reformed Legacy Commission. I also welcome the governments abandonment of the previous conditional immunity scheme. Good faith implementation of the commitments contained in the Framework Document and a resolute determination to the resist efforts to reinstate the conditional immunity scheme – which has already been found to be unlawful in the Northern Ireland High Court and Court of Appeal[footnoteRef:5] - will be crucial to rebuilding community confidence in Northern Ireland in the legitimacy of the new legacy mechanisms.  [5:  Re Dillon and Others [2024] NIKB 11, Re Dillon and Others [2024] NICA 59] 


3. I have already read and agree with the supplementary evidence provided to the Northern Ireland Affairs Committee by the Belfast-based human rights NGO the Committee on the Administration of Justice in October 2025 – of which I am a long-standing board member.[footnoteRef:6] I agree with that submission so will not replicate their comments regarding the Legacy Commission, the National Security Veto and the Inquests/Inquisitorial Mechanism. Instead, I will here focus on the work of the ICIR and the role of Statements of Acknowledgement. [6:  Committee on the Administration of Justice (2025) Supplementary Written Evidence from the Committee on the Administration of Justice (CAJ) in relation to the NIAC inquiry into “The Government's new approach to addressing the legacy of the past in Northern Ireland” October 2025.] 


4. The Independent Commission on Information Retrieval
(i) I welcome the inclusion of the Independent Commission on Information Retrieval (ICIR) in the Framework Document and the Northern Ireland Troubles Bill. As the Committee is aware, that cross-border mechanism was included in the Stormont House Agreement and based upon the past success of the Independent Commission for the Location of Victims Remains (ICLVR) which has seen the recovery of the remains of 13 of the 17 ‘Disappeared.’ This is an important element of the broader legacy landscape. It offers those victims who wish to avail of it the opportunity to seek and receive information information about the deaths of their loved one. 

(ii) As per my previous submission, I have documented elsewhere both successful and less successful efforts by victims themselves to secure such information from paramilitary groups about the deaths of their loved ones.[footnoteRef:7] However, victims should never have to carry out such difficult work themselves. It is the responsibility of the two governments to establish mechanisms to facilitate such processes and the creation of the ICIR can deliver on that responsibility.  [7:  See e.g. K. McEvoy (2023) The Killing of John Crawford: A Victim-Centred and Co-Designed Truth Recovery Process.; K. McEvoy (2025) Information Retrieval and Acknowledging the Past in Northern Ireland 
] 


(iii) As envisaged in the Framework Document and Northern Ireland Troubles Bill, such work can be done without interfering with victims’ rights under Article 2 of the European Convention on Human Rights to an effective investigation into such deaths. Those investigative rights should be delivered through the Legacy Commission. 

(iv) Voluntary information retrieval will only be possible if those providing the information have confidence that the information cannot be used in legal proceedings. As advocated in my previous submission, I welcome the inclusion in the Northern Ireland Troubles Bill of the wording that ‘any evidence obtained directly or indirectly as a result of the information being provided to the ICIR is not admissible in legal proceedings.’[footnoteRef:8] It also prevents any information  provided from being used the Legacy Commission in its investigations. While the limited immunity provided is to the information and not the person,[footnoteRef:9] (i.e. people are still liable to be investigated or prosecuted as a result of evidenced gleaned from outside the work of the ICIR), this wording should be sufficient to secure the buy in of those groups and individuals who have the political will and capacity to deliver such information. Moreover, I note that the ICIR will have the power to comment in its annual report on the level of cooperation that it has received from such groups in conducting its work.[footnoteRef:10]   [8:  Northern Ireland Troubles Bill 2025, C.73, 6 (a). ]  [9:  Northern Ireland Troubles 2025, C.73, 5.]  [10:  Northern Ireland Troubles 2025, C 80, 2, (b).] 


(v) One power of the ICIR which has the potential to be an obstacle for the voluntary provision of information is the requirement that all ICIR reports must first be submitted to the Secretary of State and the power of the Secretary of State to prevent information from going to a family on the basis of national security.[footnoteRef:11]   In order to maximise the potential information being provided to victims and survivors, the Draft Bill could be amended so that the primary responsibility for determining legitimate national security concerns could be placed on the ICIR itself with an agreed protocol on consulting with either of the relevant governments if national security issues were identified. This is how issues related to national security are managed with regard the Office of the Police Ombudsman in Northern Ireland. In the UK context, if through this process of consultation and discussion with the Secretary of State an agreement could not be reached between the government and the ICIR, the issue could ultimately be decided by the courts by means of a judicial review initiated by either party. [11:  Northern Ireland Troubles 2025, C 77, 2, 3, 4.] 


(vi) The Northern Ireland Troubles Bill (rightly) requires that the reports prepared by the ICIR  must contain only information the credibility of which has been established the satisfaction of the ICIR.[footnoteRef:12] The Bill provides that once the ICIR has accepted a request for information, it must seek information about that death. The Explanatory Notes to the Bill include provision that ‘this may be done for example, via interlocutors.’[footnoteRef:13] The Explanatory Notes also date that ‘The ICIR must ensure that family reports include only information received by the ICIR which it has deemed to be credible. While the report will focus on the information the ICIR has received, this does not preclude the ICIR from using, for example, publicly available information, in order to contextualise the information, or demonstrate the degree to which it is credible.’ [footnoteRef:14]  [12:  Northern Ireland Troubles 2025, C 76, 3.]  [13:  NIO (2025) Northern Ireland Troubles Bill, Explanatory Notes, para 511. ]  [14:  NIO (2025) Northern Ireland Troubles Bill, Explanatory Notes, para 511.] 


As the two governments engage further in the detailed discussion on how this mechanism will work in practice, consideration needs to be given to the techniques and skills required to ensure that the information provided is indeed credible including appropriate interview skills amongst ICIR staff, research skills including the use of open source archives as well as the ability to handle and assess sensitive information. 

Statements of Acknowledgement 

The Joint Framework document restated a commitment which was contained in the Stormont House Agreement: 

‘the two Governments acknowledge the important role that substantive and unequivocal statements of acknowledgement can play in a holistic legacy process that seeks to address past harms and facilitate societal reconciliation. The two Governments will therefore take the lead in considering such statements of acknowledgment, noting also the importance that such statements are forthcoming from others.’[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Northern Ireland Office (2025) The Legacy of the Troubles: A Joint Framework between the Government of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and the Government of Ireland., p.4.] 


As discussed in my previous submission, debates on the role of apologies and acknowledgement have featured across a range of ‘top down’ and ‘bottom up’ initiatives over a number of years including the Consultative Group on the Past 2009, Haass-O’Sullivan talks 2013, SHA 2014 and a number of civil society initiatives including from within republicanism and loyalism.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  K. McEvoy (2025) Information Retrieval and Acknowledging the Past in Northern Ireland] 

To recap for current purposes: 
Acknowledgement may be defined as a broad term (which can include truth recovery prosecutions, apologies and other actions) that affirmatively indicating that a wrong was done; requiring that truth be told; neither minimising the offence nor rationalising the behaviour (the opposite of denial). Drawing upon previous research[footnoteRef:17], I would argue that effective Statements of Acknowledgement require:  [17:  Elsewhere I have discussed a range of statements of acknowledgement and apologies by the UK government (e.g. the Billy Wright apology, the Ballymurphy apology, the Bloody Sunday apology), the Irish government (the Dublin-Monaghan bomb apologies, the Breen-Buchannan apologies), IRA apologies (e.g. the Bloody Friday apology), Sinn Féin apologies (e.g. Shankill bomb, Stakeknife) as well as apologies by loyalists (e.g. CLMC statement).K. McEvoy (2025) Information Retrieval and Acknowledging the Past in Northern Ireland] 

· An explicit statement that acknowledges a wrong deliberately or negligently inflicted that is named; a truthful admission of individual, organisational, or collective responsibility for that hurt; a public statement of remorse or regret related to the wrongful act\s or omission which is delivered with due respect, dignity and sensitivity to the victimised; a guarantee of non-repetition.

· The truthful ‘owning’ of past harms - effective acknowledgement or apologies requires a truthful ‘reckoning’ – an unequivocal acknowledgement of past harms without justification or explanation and a naming – where both the harm and the people to whom the apology is addressed are named.

· A victim-centred process of rehumanisation - effective acknowledgement or apologies requires a victim-centred approach to apologies places primary emphasis on the rights, agency, voice and humanity of victims. Such statements should be delivered because it is the right thing to do, to rehumanise those who have been harmed and not in expectation of forgiveness or generosity from those who they have harmed. Moreover, such statements are the not place to revisit views on the legitimacy of past violence. 

· Preparation, delivery and engagement with victims and survivors - effective acknowledgement or apologies requires that victims should be consulted before such statements are issued to reduce the risk of retraumatisation and to provide clarity as to what is or is not possible in such statements. 

· Who should deliver a statement of acknowledgement or apology - effective acknowledgement or apologies requires that such statements are delivered by people who can speak with credibility and authority on behalf of an organisation or institution.

· Sequencing and presentation of acknowledgement and apologies - effective statements of apology or acknowledgement may be offered after investigations or information retrieval has occurred and the truth about a particular event has been established. However, if the Northern Ireland Troubles Act can command a workable political consensus and the support of most victims, broader statements of acknowledgement or apology before the relevant mechanisms have completed their work could make a positive contribution in building confidence that the legacy of the conflict is at last being addressed.     
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