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Introduction

Go raibh míle maith agat, a Ambassadóir White. Thank you, Ambassador White. 
Dia daoibh go léir a chairde. Tá áthas orm a bheith libhse inniu. 
I am joined by officials from across the Irish Civil Service, we have almost all government Department represented today – which is a measure of the commitment of the Irish State to the UN Treaty body system
I would firstly like to extend a sincere thank you to the Chair, Ms. Craciunean-Tatu, and to the Committee for this meeting.
I would also like to particularly welcome the attendance of the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission, the Ombudsman for Children, and civil society representatives here today.
Ireland is a strong supporter of the UN Treaty Body system and takes its responsibilities under these treaties very seriously. I welcome this opportunity to highlight areas where we have made significant progress since 2015. We acknowledge that we have more to do in a number of areas, and we look forward to engaging constructively with the Committee in this regard.  
In terms of the fulfilment of social rights, Ireland is, in some respects, a very different place than it was in 2015. In particular, the introduction of marriage equality and access to women’s reproductive health services is tangible progress. 

Housing
Given Ireland’s well-documented housing crisis, I wished to address this issue at the outset. The Government published its Housing for All strategy in 2021, which is the most ambitious housing plan in the history of our State.  
The Plan sets out a comprehensive suite of actions that rise to the challenge of the crisis, backed up by an unprecedented financial commitment from the State. The Plan aims to increase and accelerate the supply of housing through an extensive range of measures, including by building 300,000 homes by 2030. Housing shortages and homelessness is the most pressing social issue in Ireland currently and the Housing for All plan will take some time to turn the situation around. 
I am glad to inform the Committee that the increase in housing supply is accelerating. The number of new homes delivered in 2023 was the highest in fifteen years, with 32,695 new homes completed. This is a 10% increase on 2022 delivery and it exceeds the Housing for All’s 2023 target of 29,000 by almost 13%. 

Ukraine Response/migration
Madam Chair,  Since Ireland’s last review by this Committee, the shadow of war has again reached our continent. Ireland’s whole of government response to the war in the Ukraine has seen the largest humanitarian effort in the history of the State.   As of January 2024, over 100,000 people have arrived in the State from the Ukraine and approximately 75,000 of those have received State supported accommodation.  
Those granted Temporary Protection have immediate access to the labour market, social welfare, accommodation and other State supports as needed. 
Over 18,000 children from Ukraine have now enrolled in schools in every county across the State.
I am conscious also of previous recommendations made by the Committee on the access of international protection applicants to employment. This has been significantly progressed – persons seeking international protection can now apply for permission to work if they have not received a decision on their application within 5 months. 
Another significant improvement in Convention rights has come through the ‘Long-Term Undocumented Scheme’, where Government provided a path to regularising the immigration status of nearly 6,000 people who had been living in Ireland for a long period of time. 

Anti-Racism
As Minister with direct responsibility for the publication and implementation of the new National Action Plan Against Racism I launched the new strategy last year on the UN International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination. Since then I have launched the Ireland Against Racism Fund, opened the process to recruit an advisory group for the plan and tomorrow I will open the process for the appointment of a Special Rapporteur on racism. 

Travellers and Roma
The Government has a strong commitment to the realization of the rights of Traveller and Roma communities. In March 2017, the State recognised Travellers as an ethnic minority. This was an issue previously flagged by the Committee.  This was followed by the publication of the National Traveller and Roma Inclusion Strategy (NTRIS), representing a whole of Government approach to improving the lives of Travellers and Roma and to ensuring their full inclusion in Irish life. 
Its implementation is overseen by a Steering Committee that includes Traveller and Roma organisations, reflecting the ongoing collaboration between Government and civil society in advancing key rights.
The NTRIS continues to be implemented as Ireland works towards a successor strategy, which will run from 2024 to 2027. The Government is committed to ensuring that the successor strategy will have a stronger outcomes focused approach with a robust monitoring and implementation structure, achievable actions and clear key performance indicators.
Other initiatives include the National Traveller Health Action Plan, our commitment to preparing a Traveller and Roma Education Strategy, and recent work commenced by the Heritage Council to draw up the first Traveller Heritage Strategy.
I do acknowledge that the situation of economic, social and cultural rights of Travellers and Roma in Ireland has a long way to go if the State is to fulfil its human rights obligations to these groups. I welcome today’s opportunity to shed light on this reality on an international and national stage but also to show the State’s commitment to do better.


LGBTQI+
Ireland has focused strongly on promoting LGBTQI+ rights over the past three decades.  When Ireland last appeared before the Committee, we had become the first country in the world to agree by referendum that marriage equality should be enshrined in Ireland’s Constitution, giving same-sex couples an equal right to marry. In the intervening period, Ireland has built upon this historic achievement, including by bringing in progressive gender recognition legislation. In 2018, Ireland became the first country to have an LGBTQI+ Youth Strategy 
This Strategy was complimented by the publication of Ireland’s first National LGBTQI+ Inclusion Strategy. Both Strategies were developed with the active participation of civil society organisations.  

Gender Equality
In 2017, Ireland launched the National Strategy for Women and Girls as a whole-of-government approach to promoting equality for women and girls. Progress towards greater gender equality has been made in a wide range of areas, from childcare, to corporate leadership and on combatting domestic and gender-based violence.   
Last year, Ireland became one of the first countries to introduce domestic violence leave, reflecting its commitment to combating domestic and gender-based violence, also reflected in the ambitious Third National Strategy on Domestic, Sexual and Gender-based Violence.
Since the last Review under the Convention in 2015, Ireland has put a greater emphasis on the expansion of family leave to support families and encourage sharing of caring responsibilities between men and women.
Health 
We have made some excellent progress with improving women’s healthcare, including establishing a women’s health taskforce. We have expanded the free contraception scheme to cover all women aged 17 to 31. 
We have also extended free GP healthcare to half a million people, and abolished in-patient hospital charges.
According to research published by the OECD last month, Ireland was one of nine OECD countries to avoid excess deaths during the core pandemic years of 2020-2022. The population in Ireland demonstrated a strong adherence to public health measures during this time, and Ireland’s COVID-19 vaccination programme has been one of the most successful in the world, with 96% of the adult population receiving their primary vaccinations. We look forward to a robust national inquiry into the government’s handling of Covid-19, and to any lessons learned.

Disability
In 2018, Ireland ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and we have undertaken ground-breaking legislative reforms as part of the process of implementing the rights guaranteed by the UNCRPD.  
In 2023, Ireland commenced the Assisted Decision-Making (Capacity) legislation, a major milestone for people with capacity difficultues in the State which returns control to them of their right to take decisions affecting their everyday lives.. A new agency, the Decision Support Service, has been established to support persons with capacity difficulties to exercise their rights to take their own decisions and to ensure that service providers respect those rights.  
The Irish Government is committed to the development of an ambitious successor National Disability Strategy, which will coordinate action across government, by advancing Ireland’s “mainstream-first” approach to service delivery. 
The new national Autism Innovation Strategy, expected in the first half of 2024, will focus on addressing bespoke challenges and barriers affecting autistic people throughout their lives. 

Education
Ireland is constantly working to make its education system more inclusive. In 2022, the Department of Education announced a pilot programme for the reconfiguration of schools in areas with no multi-denominational primary schools, which in our system are schools for children of all faiths and none. The aim of this programme was to identify potential schools for reconfiguration, and to engage with local school authorities, school staff and the school communities with a view to agreeing on a transfer of patronage and change of ethos, if there was sufficient demand. A review of this pilot is expected to be published soon, which will include a framework for delivering on the Government commitment for increasing multi-denominational provision across the country, to ensure that children of all faiths and none have access to these schools.

The provision of education for children with special needs is an ongoing priority for Government. The numbers of special classes, special education teachers and Special Needs Assistants are at unprecedented levels.
In 2015 there were 1,011 special needs classes in Ireland, in 2024 we have 2,921. 
In 2015 we had 11,759 Special Needs Assistants in 2024 we have 20, 497.


Social Protection
The Irish government is working to make Ireland one of the most socially inclusive countries in the EU. In order to achieve this, we have published the Roadmap for Social Inclusion, I oversee the implementation of this strategy which is a whole-of-government 5 year strategy that aims to reduce consistent poverty to 2% or less. At the end of 2023, 45 Roadmap commitments were either fully achieved or achieved with ongoing delivery. 

At the State’s last presentation to the Committee in 2015 the Consistent Poverty rate was 8.5%. Our most recent figures are for 2022 where is was at 5.3%. 2022 was the first year since 2015 where the trajectory was is in the wrong direction due to the cost of living crisis. 

As part of our concerted efforts to reduce and ultimately eliminate poverty, a Child Poverty and Well-being Programme Office has been established in the Department of the Taoiseach [Prime Minister]. 


Mother and Baby Homes 
I would like to raise the issue of Mother and Baby Homes. The Irish Government recognises our responsibility to acknowledge difficult truths and make amends. In the context of Mother and Baby and County Home institutions, the State repeatedly failed to protect vulnerable citizens, and to uphold their most fundamental rights.
The Commission of Investigation, an independent body established by Government in 2015, produced a report that revealed the dominant role of the churches and their moral code in the early years of the State, and lays bare the systemic failures of the State. The Irish Government is conscious of the terrible hurt and pain caused, and the impact this has had, and continues to have on many individuals and their families – at home and abroad. The Commission’s Report, and the official State Apology which followed, are not a conclusion but a starting point for the further restorative measures now being progressed.
When publishing the Commission’s report, the Government made 22 wide-ranging commitments to survivors, aimed at making amends by addressing the priority needs and concerns of those who spent time in these institutions. We have made significant progress in implementing these measures to ensure tangible results for survivors as soon as possible.
In 2022 we enacted and commenced two hugely significant pieces of legislation:
Firstly, the historic Birth Information and Tracing Act 2022, and in 2023, the legislation required to establish a Mother and Baby Institutions Payment Scheme, which will provide financial payments and health supports to eligible persons, was enacted. Intensive work is underway to open that Payment Scheme in Quarter 1 2024.
Continued dialogue with survivors will take place with a view to healing relationships and rebuilding trust with those who still suffer the awful weight of their experiences. We are aware of the urgency of this work and it is an absolute priority for the Government

Culture
Since our last review, Ireland has also made great progress in the promotion of culture, including by increasing the Budget allocated for Arts and Culture to €367million for 2024, this is more than double the 2015 allocation. 
We also launched a pioneering Basic Income for the Arts pilot scheme to support artists and creative arts workers. Initial reports show that recipients are investing more resources in their creative practice, and spending less time working in other sectors. 
Ireland is working to support indigenous cultural practices and intangible culture, in line with the 2023 UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage. As part of our commitment to the promotion and protection of Traveller culture, both Tinsmithing and the Cant/Gammon language have been inscribed on Ireland’s National Inventory of Intangible Cultural Heritage. 

Conclusion
Ireland has worked actively since its last appearance to strengthen protections for a wide range of groups.  Its record has been characterised by partnership with civil society and a focus on hearing the voices of the most vulnerable.  We have learned from the lessons of the past and are working to address complex issues.  Our actions to promote and provide for human rights will continue.  
[bookmark: _GoBack]Committee members, I thank you for your time this morning, and look forward to speaking to each of these issues in more detail over the next two days, as well as many others that I have not had time to address in this introduction.

Go raibh maith agaibh. Thank you.
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