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Thank you for this opportunity to discuss the UK’s implementation of CEDAW in Northern Ireland.

For three years, Northern Ireland has experienced stagnation and uncertainty due to the suspension of our devolved institutions. The ramifications on our adherence to CEDAW, growing ineffectiveness of our laws and policies, and the harrowing effect on women and their families are more evident by the day. The longer the status quo continues, the issues that need addressed are expanding and becoming more difficult to remedy. For example, there is no government to: 

· deliver up-to-date gender equality, sexual orientation, childcare or carers strategies;

· criminalise coercive behaviour, stalking and upskirting;

· adequately support and compensate victims and survivors of historical institutional abuse;

· extend Northern Ireland’s social security reform mitigation package; or

· ensure that any changes to the gender recognition process in the rest of the UK do not in effect deny Northern Ireland applicants access to such a process.

In addition, we draw your attention to six issues of particular concern.

First, there is a disparity between the law in the rest of the UK and the law in Northern Ireland regarding termination of pregnancy. 

In June 2018, a majority of the UK Supreme Court made an obiter dicta statement that the current law in Northern Ireland is disproportionate and incompatible with Article 8 of the European Convention, insofar as the law prohibits terminations to women and girls pregnant as a result of rape or incest or in cases of fatal fetal abnormality. This is reflective of the Committee’s Inquiry finding that the existing disparity violates women’s rights.

Despite efforts of the Commission and individual politicians, the disparity remains.

Second, the negative impact of social security reforms on women in Northern Ireland. 

The two-child tax credit limit will increase family and child poverty. It may lead to women having terminations under economic duress. The rape exception places the mother at risk of retaliatory violence and re-traumatisation. It risks stigmatising the child. Furthermore, law in Northern Ireland obligates anyone that is aware of a crime to report it or face prosecution. Despite guidance that this is unlikely, fears remain that the non-reporting of a rape declared through this process will lead to prosecution of victims and their support networks. The Commission recommends the two-child tax credit limit is abolished.

Split Universal Credit payments are not the primary option or practically deliverable. They should be to ensure women are not facing increased poverty.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Some of those faced with increased poverty in Northern Ireland due to these reforms are turning to illegal and unregulated paramilitary-operated lending, which can lead to threats or actual violence for non-repayment.

Third, in Northern Ireland 51 percent of the population are women. A target of 50/50 gender representation within public appointments by 2020/2021 has been set. It is likely this target will be met for entry and mid-level public appointments. However, concerns remain for higher-level appointments, such as judges and chairs. 

While there have been improvements, the number of women elected in Northern Ireland does not reflect society. Minority women are particularly under-represented and hindered by inaccessible information. The Commission recommends that the legislative provision to reduce gender inequalities be utilised.

Fourth, paramilitaries are taking advantage of the political void in Northern Ireland, evidenced by the rise in paramilitary violence, particularly towards their own communities. 

Women within the affected communities live in fear of such groups. Intimidation (which includes threats to life) is preventing women from accessing funding, engaging with peace initiatives and being empowered. 

A Paramilitary Crime Taskforce has been set up, but more action is needed, including recognising that Northern Ireland requires specific mechanisms under Resolution 1325, which is currently denied by the UK government.

Fifth, violence against women is on the rise in Northern Ireland. There are 80 incidents of domestic violence reported a day, with many more un-reported. The Commission recommends that existing and future mechanisms for tackling this issue are effectively implemented in a human rights compliant manner, including disaggregation of data and effective training.

All three UK NHRIs call on the UK government to take the required steps to ratify the Istanbul Convention without further delay.

Finally, all three UK NHRIs recommend the UK government takes proactive, effective steps to ensure there is no diminution of equality and human rights, particularly for women, due to Brexit.

Thank you for your time and we are happy to take questions.
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