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1. The Commission for Victims and Survivors (CVS) is grateful for the opportunity to submit views to the Northern Ireland Affairs Committee (NIAC) on the recently agreed Joint Framework between the UK and Irish Governments and the Northern Ireland Troubles Bill that was subsequently introduced in Parliament. CVS welcomes the effort made by the UK Government in recent weeks to implement a new approach to addressing the legacy of the Troubles/conflict. CVS also recognise the spirit in which the Irish Government has sought to reach bilateral agreement with the UK on matters concerning legacy, which culminated in the UK-Ireland Joint Framework announced in September. 

2. Given the short period of time since the introduction of the Bill and the commencement of the appointment of the Commissioner on 6 October, CVS will engage more intensively with stakeholders in the coming days and weeks to ensure that the views of victims and survivors are represented as we progress with both implementation of the Joint Framework and the passage of the Northern Ireland Troubles Bill (the Bill) . In drafting this response, we have engaged the views of members of the Victims and Survivors Forum (‘the Forum’) who have closely monitored recent political developments. Appointed by previous Commissioners for Victims and Survivors as per the legal duty contained in The Victims and Survivors (Northern Ireland) Order 2006, the Forum members come from a diverse range of backgrounds with different beliefs, views and opinions but whose lives have been impacted by their experiences of the Troubles/conflict[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Commission for Victims and Survivors. Victims and Survivors Forum and their biographies, The Victims and Survivors Forum - Commission for Victims & Survivors] 


3. This response will convey the Commission’s view on both the Joint Framework and the Bill as introduced to the House of Commons on 14th October 2025. The Commission’s benchmark for assessing the Bill is aligned to a core pillar of the CVS statutory duties. That is, whether in CVS view, does the Bill currently before Parliament meet the interests and needs of victims and survivors. We will also consider whether the provisions are victim- centred, and capable of building trust through openness, independence and transparency. We will also reference areas where the new legislation maybe insufficient – or lacks clarity – around meeting these complex needs. 
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4. As previously reported to the Northern Ireland Affairs Committee in February 2025, CVS welcomed the Government’s pledge to ‘repeal and replace’ the Legacy Act and return to the principles outlined in the Stormont House Agreement. It should be stated clearly again that the previous Government’s deeply flawed approach to legacy created significant stress and anxiety for many victims and survivors. Trust in the UK Government dwindled to an all-time low and its ripples continue to be felt. This feeling has been compounded by a decade of non-implementation since the signing of the Stormont House Agreement (SHA), which commanded a high degree of consensus. For victims, this decade of delay and inertia has been cruel, insupportable and unjustifiable. 

5. SHA continues to be the benchmark against which the UK Government’s approach to legacy is measured by many victims and survivors. CVS would encourage the full delivery of both the spirit and approach of the SHA to be integrated into the new Bill. 
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6. The Forum was grateful to both the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland and the Tánaiste for their recent visit to CVS and for advance sight of the Joint Framework Agreement. CVS recognises the concerted effort made by both governments to reach a bilateral agreement and its symbolic nature in signalling renewed UK-Ireland cooperation on legacy matters. 

7. In the CVS submission to this Committee in February 2025, we welcomed the commitment of the Irish government within its Programme for Government 2025 to ‘play our full part in legacy processes and address the legacy of the conflict in this jurisdiction, including facilitating and supporting the Omagh Inquiry.’[footnoteRef:2] CVS would seek assurance that legacy matters are a legislative priority for both governments, noting that those aspects of the Framework that require Dáil Éireann to legislate must now follow that of the UK Parliament. A significant delay in legislative rollout will serve only to erode trust in both governments to deliver on their pledges. CVS encourages both the UK and Irish governments to meet with the Forum and update them with a delivery timescale.  [2:  (2025) Programme for Government -Securing Ireland’s Future: 143.] 


8. CVS welcomes the Irish government commitment to investigate all unresolved Troubles-related incidents within its jurisdiction and ensure that any potential investigative opportunities are proactively pursued. CVS would press for clarity on what the
investigatory scope of this unit will be in terms of Troubles-related incidents and
activity occurring within and outside its jurisdiction. Clarity is also required on
where this unit will sit in terms of the AGS structures and what independent
oversight arrangements will be in place in order build trust and confidence.
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9. Since the introduction of the Legacy Bill in 2022, CVS has taken a pragmatic, proactive and consultative approach to engaging with victims’ groups, individuals, government officials and the ICRIR. This position recognised that whilst the underpinning legislation was deeply flawed and let down many victims and survivors, we would continue to engage constructively to offer advice and recommendations for best practice through a trauma -informed, victim-centred approach. Whilst it is widely acknowledged and accepted that ICRIR requires substantial rectification, reforms should be implemented in a way that will not hinder the caseload of staff or delay outcomes for families seeking answers. 

10. The Joint Framework Announcement and the Bill refer to the establishment of a statutory Victims and Survivors Advisory Group (VSAG) for the Legacy Commission. We are concerned at both the establishment of and process for
selecting a new Advisory Group. It is unclear in the legislation whether it will be
an open and meritorious competition with appointment based on measurable
criteria and if so, this may present ethical and principle-based objections. The
Forum have suggested that the creation of another advisory group poses a risk of unnecessary statutory duplication with that of CVS who are tasked in statute to
“make arrangements for a forum for consultation and discussion with victims
and survivors”[footnoteRef:3]. The Bill proposes that VSAG should consist of “3-7 members [3:  United Kingdom. (2006). The Victims and Survivors (Northern Ireland) Order 2006. Article 6, Section 6. https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisi/2006/2953/article/6 ] 

directly appointed by the Secretary of State". This may be problematic in terms of the appropriateness of the Secretary of State making these appointments. In
addition, we have serious concerns that the breath and diversity of victim
experience could be captured within such a small cohort. This will undermine 
the credibility of the group and challenge adherence to the principle-based
approach to dealing with the past as detailed in Clause 11 of the Bill.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  United Kingdom. (2025). Northern Ireland Troubles Bill, Part 2, Clause 11. https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/59-01/0310/240310.pdf] 


11. The Bill also states that the function of this advisory group is “to provide general advice to the Legacy Commission and the Secretary of State about exercising their functions under this Act in such a way as to meet the needs and uphold the rights and interests of victims and survivors of conduct forming part of the Troubles and their family members.” [footnoteRef:5] However, this is clearly a duplication of the statutory duties of CVS which includes. [5:  United Kingdom. (2025). Northern Ireland Troubles Bill, Part 2, Clause 8. https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/59-01/0310/240310.pdf ] 


a.  To advise the Secretary of State, or any body or person providing services for victims and survivors on matters concerning the interests of victims and survivors,
b. That the Commissioner may undertake, commission or provide for research or educational activities concerning the interests of victims and survivors and,
c.  To promote awareness of matters relating to the interests of victims and survivors and of the need to safeguard those interests.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  United Kingdom. (2006). The Victims and Survivors (Northern Ireland) Order 2006. Article 6, Section 6. https://www.legislation.gov.uk/nisi/2006/2953/article/6] 


12. Concerns were also flagged that it is wholly unnecessary for the Secretary of State to appoint members to this group and to propose and finalise the terms of reference. These powers demonstrate an unnecessary overreach by government which will result in diminishing trust amongst victims, is disempowering and counter-intuitive to the aspiration to be transparent and victim-centric, trauma-informed and risks opening contentious issues for no valid purpose. CVS are supportive of the concept of a VSAG, but the model proposed in the Bill, should be revisited and are happy to advise the Secretary of State on the optimum approach. 

13. To mitigate the risk of engaging too small a cohort of victims and survivors to guide the work of the Legacy Commission, the Forum could be optimised and stand ready to support the Legacy Commission. They are highly experienced and are broadly representative of the breadth of victims’ experience, come from diverse backgrounds, and could fulfil the envisaged purpose of VSAG. 

14. The proposals for an oversight board are most welcome as this would help build trust and transparency. However, CVS would encourage the establishment of an independent and impartial oversight panel like that proposed for the new Independent Commission for Information Retrieval.

15. The power to wind down the Legacy Commission rests solely with the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland. CVS would encourage the introduction of a mechanism whereby the Secretary of State would make an evidence-based decision, informed by consultation with the Forum and those who provide services and support to victims and survivors.

16. The Secretary of State for Northern Ireland has stated that, in his view, “the provisions of the Northern Ireland Troubles Legacy Bill are compatible with the Convention rights”.[footnoteRef:7] It is not for CVS to determine whether this is accurate, but it would aid transparency and the building of trust for the Government to take note and promote independent expert legal advice. [7:  UK Parliament. (2025). Northern Ireland Troubles Bill: Explanatory Notes (Bill 310 EN, 14 October 2025). https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/bills/cbill/59-01/0310/en/240310en.pdf ] 
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17. CVS would echo the recent statements made to this committee by PSNI Chief Constable Jon Boutcher regarding the culture surrounding information disclosure.[footnoteRef:8] The level of disclosure – perceived or real – relating to key archival documents has a critical bearing on the confidence of victims and survivors in legacy institutions. We have heard repeatedly from victims and survivors their frustration at receiving either heavily redacted files or notice that documents have been withheld owing to national security concerns. It is troubling that the Secretary of State alone continues to reserve this power. Whilst CVS acknowledge the complexities related to national security, we would encourage all relevant agencies to provide a full and frank justification in such circumstances and adhere to the spirit of maximum disclosure.  [8:  UK Parliament, Northern Ireland Affairs Committee (2025) Oral evidence: The Government’s new approach to addressing the legacy of the past in Northern Ireland, HC 586, 23 April 2025. Available at: https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/15752/pdf/ ] 


18. Complicating this issue is the previous Government’s decision to commission a history of UK Government policy during the Troubles/conflict. Historians, conferred with developed vetting clearance, will be permitted to access files and retrieve information which victims and survivors cannot. The current Government recently signalled its commitment to continue with the official history initiative.[footnoteRef:9] Clear justification and the rationale are required from government to explain why vetted historians can access, and potentially publish, information that is denied to families. [9:  UK Government. (2025). UK Government announces landmark NI Troubles archives projects. 9 April. GOV.UK. https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-government-announces-landmark-ni-troubles-archives-projects ] 
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19. In the CVS submission to this Committee in February, we flagged the concern related to us by families regarding the substantive delay that will be caused by addressing inquests in primary legislation. These delays will have a profound impact on families who have already waited decades. Indeed, the Forum highlighted that this would result in some of these families passing their campaign for information and truth to another generation.
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20. CVS supports the proposal to establish the cross-jurisdictional Independent Commission on Information Recovery (ICIR) and the degree of UK-Ireland cooperation which this body represents. ‘Firewalling’ between what information is disclosed to the ICIR and to the Legacy Commission is required, so that it functions on a similar basis to the Independent Commission for the Location of Victims Remains[footnoteRef:10] (ICLVR). The ICIR will form a critical mechanism for many families' seeking information about the death of their loved ones, and its establishment is long overdue.  [10:  Independent Commission for the Location of Victims’ Remains ICLVR (2025) Independent Commission for the Location of Victims’ Remains (ICLVR) – official website. https://www.iclvr.ie/ ] 


21. CVS would encourage both governments to allow this body the time and resources to be effectively established. There is inherent complexity in setting up a body such as this. Both governments should be cautious about setting arbitrary time limits concerning the winding-up of the ICIR. The criterion for this should be influenced by the wishes of victims and survivors and the satisfactory conclusion of caseload. 
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22. CVS welcomes comments made in the Joint Framework that both 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”.[footnoteRef:11] Acknowledgement is a key pillar of dealing with the past and a pre-requisite for a society to move forward. CVS published a research paper to this effect in 2022.[footnoteRef:12] Acknowledgement must be understood in its broadest philosophical and ethical sense as well as affirmed by the structures and culture within society. [11: UK Government, Northern Ireland Office (NIO) (2025) Joint Framework on the Legacy of the Past in Northern Ireland. 19 September. https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68cd3c16b6d7ea468dbea6d6/157535_NIO_Joint_Framework_Online_Single_Pages.pdf ]  [12:  Commission for Victims and Survivors. (2024). Acknowledgement Information Paper [PDF]. Available at: https://www.cvsni.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/Acknowledgement-Information-Paper.pdf ] 


23. The Implementation and Reconciliation Group (IRG) was proposed under the Stormont House Agreement. The omission of this mechanism from the Bill is a fundamental mistake and we believe that it would benefit from a similar mechanism. Through analysis and learning of information from the other mechanisms, the IRG would aid understanding and help contextualise what happened in the past. This in turn would assist our society to become more reconciled. 
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24. The previous Commissioner for Victims and Survivors, Ian Jeffers, submitted advice to government in December 2023 recommending the establishment of a dedicated scheme for the bereaved that would include a substantive payment to individuals recognising the suffering and lost life opportunities caused by the recent conflict.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Commission for Victims and Survivors. (2023). Advice to Government on provision of a bereavement payment scheme and services for people bereaved as a result of the Troubles/conflict [Online PDF]. https://bit.ly/3Q0Ef2A ] 


25. The absence of the consideration or inclusion of a payment for the bereaved in the Joint Framework and subsequent legislation represents a serious gap in recognising and supporting those most deeply affected. This payment would be a formal acknowledgment of the hurt and loss those bereaved suffered.  Such payments are not merely financial; they serve as a tangible recognition of the pain endured and can provide practical support during extremely difficult circumstances. Including a payment scheme would demonstrate a commitment to addressing the needs of victims’ families in a meaningful and compassionate way, reinforcing the principle that their suffering is recognised and valued within the reconciliation and legacy process.
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26. It is striking that the Bill, nor the Joint Framework Agreement, contain no reference to memorialisation or oral history. These provisions formed a key pillar of the SHA and are noticeably absent from the Bill. The Secretary of State wrote to this committee on 10 July 2025 indicating that the Government “is committed to retaining the Part 4 measures in the forthcoming legislation”.[footnoteRef:14] It is imperative that the Government stays true to this pledge and commits to a comprehensive memorialisation strategy in line with that first proposed – but never implemented – decade ago. CVS would seek clarification from the Secretary of State on this matter.  [14:  Benn, H. (2025) Letter to T. Antoniazzi, Chair of the Northern Ireland Affairs Committee, 10 July. UK Parliament. https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/48778/documents/256285/default/ ] 


27. The oral history archive, in tandem with a comprehensive memorialisation strategy, is as essential for promoting reconciliation as the institutional reforms which form part of the Bill. It is not a luxury ‘add on’ and should not be interpreted as such. A strong degree of consensus exists among members of the Victims and Survivors Forum for the full implementation of this strategy, laid out in the SHA. 
28. Mechanisms designed to facilitate truth and justice for families – such as inquests, Legacy Commission reports – are critically important, but we should be mindful of our wider civic responsibilities. Reconciliation should not be thought of as a concentrated process focusing solely on individual victims, survivors and their families. There is also a collective social responsibility to provide meaningful space for acknowledgement and reflection so that feelings of loss and bereavement endured by families does not automatically return to the private sphere.
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29. PSNI Legacy Investigation Branch (LIB). The LIB review and investigate unsolved ‘non-Troubles’ related deaths between 1969 and 2004 and related deaths arising from the Troubles/conflict between 10 April 1998 and 1 March 2004. Whilst the work of the LIB sits outside the new Bill’s scope, CVS recognises the critical importance of the branch and would seek assurances that sufficient financial resource is placed at its disposal. It is a matter of public record that PSNI Chief Constable Jon Boutcher feels that this is not currently the case. It is unclear as to whether the UK Government’s financial commitment which underpins the Bill extends to the work of the LIB.

30. Overall funding package. CVS would seek clarity on how much of the allocated £250 million has been spent and whether remaining budget – likely eroded in real terms by recent inflation – is adequate to fulfil outstanding requirements. We would also like to clarify what this budget was to be spent on as it was announced pre both this Bill and the Legacy Act (2023). 
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31. CVS welcomes the significant progress made in recent months in addressing the deficiencies of the Legacy Act (2023). The restoration of a bilateral framework between the UK and Irish Governments is also a welcome step. However, the Bill as introduced does not represent fait accompli. In summarising this response, we would like to highlight the following points.

32. CVS has some concerns around the structural composition of the Legacy Commission. This concern revolves around whether the governing board will be sufficiently independent and therefore has the capacity to command the confidence of victims and survivors. CVS would seek changes to the Legacy Commission’s ‘sunset clause’ which would allow for the winding-up of the Commission in consultation with the Victims and Survivors Forum.

33. Whilst we welcome the creation of a VSAG, we are very concerned about the impact of the Secretary of State making appointments to and setting the terms of reference for the VSAG group. 

34. CVS would urge that Troubles-related inquests that were halted or under-review in May 2024 be re-opened, or re-examined, without further delay.

35. The absence of any reference to memorialisation, reconciliation or oral history in neither the Joint Framework Agreement nor the Bill is a cause for concern. CVS would urge the Government to reinstate Part IV of the Legacy Act (2023)[footnoteRef:15]. Closely linked to this is the issue of acknowledgement. The sentiments expressed in this regard by both the UK and Irish Governments in the Joint Framework is welcome and should be implemented.  [15:  United Kingdom. (2023). Northern Ireland Troubles (Legacy and Reconciliation) Act 2023, Part IV. https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2023/41/part/4 ] 


36. We would press the Irish Government to clarify the precise nature of the new AGS Unit dealing with Troubles-related incidents, and whether its jurisdiction extends to incidents which were planned in, but carried out external to, the Republic of Ireland. CVS would also highlight the ‘welfare gap’ which exists between victims and survivors located in the Republic compared with those residing in the UK. 

37. CVS recognises the complexities surrounding information disclosure and the inclination to vest disclosure powers solely with the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland. The Forum have expressed concerns that this mechanism may impede access to key information relating to the death and injury of loved ones.

38. Victims and survivors have waited patiently for the establishment of the ICIR. The importance of this body should not be understated, and CVS would welcome its establishment as soon as practically possible.

39. CVS would ask the Government to revisit its stance on the Payment for the Bereaved Scheme. Its omission from the Bill represents a serious gap in recognising and supporting those most deeply affected. 

40.  CVS would echo the recent representations made by NIAC to seek clarification regarding the £250 million funding package set aside by the previous Government to address legacy matters. It would be useful to understand what has been spent to date, and what funding remains at the Government’s disposal. 
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