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The Irish Penal Reform Trust (IPRT) Submission to Ireland’s eighth periodic report under the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) | May 2025

Introduction
1. Established in 1994, the Irish Penal Reform Trust (IPRT) is Ireland's principal independent non-governmental organisation working for systemic penal reform and change. IPRT welcomes the opportunity to provide this submission to the UN Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) on the eighth periodic report of Ireland. This report addresses issues relating to poverty and social inequality, health and detention as it relates to women in the penal and criminal justice system in Ireland. 

2. It is important to note despite some data published annually by state agencies, there are significant gaps in available data on women’s experiences of prison. The withholding of inspection reports is a barrier to transparency and oversight. There are two long-awaited investigative reports by the Office of the Inspector of Prisons (OIP) from 2022 that have not been published due to ‘legal advice’. This is a major area of concern for IPRT.
Issue 1: Poverty and Social Inequality 
Social protection and one parent families
3. IPRT is concerned by high rates of poverty experienced by families when a family member goes to prison in Ireland. Neither the Irish Prison Service (IPS) nor Tusla, the Child and Family Agency, collect data on the numbers of children a parent in prison. Young Ireland: The National Policy Framework on Children and Young People 2023-2028 includes a commitment to collate this data.

4. Single-parent households experience the highest rates of deprivation (43.5% versus 17.7% for a two-parent household) and consistent poverty (14.1% versus 5.3%). A person with a partner in prison can only claim one-parent family payment, a social welfare payment designed to support families parenting alone, if their partner is sentenced to at least six months or has spent at least six months in custody meaning that they may not have access to a regular and secure source of income for that time. 

5. Together with the potential loss of household income, the rising cost of living in Ireland and the additional expenses of imprisonment can lead to deprivation and consistent poverty for many children of prisoners. In 2021, IPRT published research on the effects of prison on families i. The Report outlines how prison contributes to families remaining in poverty, with new expenses for subsidising imprisonment. These additional expenses for families of prisoners include transportation costs to visit prisons and loss of earnings because of the availability and accessibility of visits to prisons. There is discretionary funding available to families on an ad hoc basis. However, no specific or regular financial support has been introduced to support the families of prisoners. 
Housing and homelessness
6. The number of people recorded as homeless has increased since 2016. A 2025 report published by the Department of Children, Equality, and Disability noted the number of women experiencing homelessness increased by 42% from 2016 to 2022. Census data include a count of people spending the night in accommodation designated by the State for homeless people or sleeping rough. 

7. The Irish Prison Service Annual Report 2023 reports that on 31 December 2023, 16.4% of all prisoners reported being of no fixed abode upon committal. The rates of homelessness were higher among women, with 28.6% of female prisoners reporting being of ‘no fixed abode’, compared to 15.7% of male prisoners.

8. Women in prison face particular challenges relating to housing. Upon release from prison, women face a range of problems, relating to housing, accommodation and stability, with recent figures from the Central Statistics Office demonstrating over half of women go on to reoffend. 
Convictions history as grounds for discrimination
9. Stigma for people with a history of convictions remains prevalent. Securing employment or training, and the ability to rebuild a life after committing an offence, is crucial to breaking the cycle of offending. Effective spent convictions legislation has a major role to play in removing barriers to the reintegration of people who have demonstrated that they have moved on from past offending behaviour. 

10. In 2023, The Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission published a set of recommendations as part of its review of equality legislation. As part of this, the Commission recommended that socio-economic status and experience of a criminal conviction be included as grounds for discrimination in law. No action has been taken on this recommendation. 

11. There is currently a draft Bill before the legislature which proposes to broaden the range of convictions which may be regarded as spent and ensure proportionality in determining the period before a conviction becomes spent. However, despite receiving cross-party support in the Seanad (Upper House), there has been no progression on that Bill since 2021. 
The Committee may wish to ask the State:
What measures are being taken to support families affected by imprisonment, and the efficacy of those measures.
What efforts are being made to address homelessness and poverty among the prison population.
Issue 2: Health
Pregnancy in prisons
12. In 2024, the Irish Prison Service reported the highest number of pregnant women in prison on record: 26 women were pregnant in prison, including 22 in the Dóchas Centre and four in Limerick Prison, resulting in five births occurring during the woman’s imprisonment. This marks an increase from just 12 pregnant women in custody in 2023, with no births occurring that year. 

13. There is no routine data collection regarding pregnancies, births in prison, children living in prison with their primary caregiver, or children  being taken into state care directly from prison or into the care of other family members. 
Mother and baby prison facilities 
14. In December 2024, the Sunday Times reported on the impact of the prison overcrowding crisis on mother and baby facilities in prisons. Concerns were raised that overcrowding and staff shortages were resulting in mothers and babies spending too much time in their cells, and that some ‘might not see daylight’. 

15. The Sunday Times also reported that at the end of 2024 the mother and baby unit at the Dochás Centre on the Mountjoy Prison Campus was used for women who are kept separate from the general prison population on ‘protection’ regimes. This made mother and baby accommodation unavailable, leaving pregnant women, mothers and babies living in cells. IPRT is concerned by the rising numbers of pregnant women and mothers of young babies in prison.


The Committee may wish to ask the State:
What efforts are being made to ensure that prison is a last resort for pregnant women and primary caregivers, and ensure to access to mother and baby accommodation for those who require it.
Issue 3: Women in Detention 
Prison overcrowding
16. There are two prisons in Ireland accommodating women: Limerick Female Prison and the Dóchas Centre. Limerick Female Prison was opened in October 2023. While the facilities in the new building are modern and include a mixture of bedroom units, some apartment-style units and a mother and baby unit, the prison surpassed capacity within one month of opening. 

17. The number of women in custody has steadily increased since the publication of the Committee’s concluding observations in March 2017. On 9 March 2017, there were 141 women in custody, with 21 in pre-trial detention. As noted in the State’s report to the Committee, at paragraph 207, on 1 July 2024, a total of 266 female prisoners were in custody; 69 were in pre-trial detention and 197 were serving sentences. On 2 May 2025, this number increased to 272, with 70 in pre-trial detention. 

18. Overcrowding of female units continues to rise and is disproportionately higher than the average capacity rates. In March 2017, the two units were already operating at full capacity with the Dóchas Centre at 106% capacity, while Limerick was at 125%. In May 2025, the Dóchas Centre is operating at 130% capacity, with Limerick at 146% higher than the average overall capacity rate of 113% across the prison estate. IPRT is concerned by the consistent increase in the female prison population and its impact on prison conditions and the experiences of women in detention. 

19. As noted by the State in its response to the List of Issues, the Review of Policy Options for Prison and Penal Reform 2022-2024 was published in August 2022.  While IPRT is aware of some movement on recommendations, there is no comprehensive progress report on implementation and the next iteration of the policy has not been completed.  

20. The Minister for Justice established a Prison Overcrowding Response Group in July 2023 to address the prison overcrowding crisis. Its final report to the Minister in March 2024 was not made publicly available, however was obtained through a Freedom of Information request in October 2024. Since that report was submitted, the prison population has continued to grow, hitting record-breaking numbers beyond 5,000 people in custody.  
Prisoner complaints system
21. Having access to a robust and effective complaints mechanism is of particular importance for people detained in closed institutions to protect against potential human rights violations. The OIP has repeatedly labelled the system as not fit for purpose, including in its 2021 and 2022 reports. IPRT welcomes its most recent annual report which notes constructive engagement on this issue and the information provided at paragraph 211 of the State’s response stating that a new complaints system is under development. IPRT is concerned by the consistent delays in progress on this issue and awaits substantive reforms. 
Relations between women in prison and staff
22. An Inspector of Prisons Report Oversight Monitoring Visit During COVID-19 Pandemic Mountjoy Female Prison (Dóchas Centre), conducted in 2020, was published in January 2024. Aside from the issues raised in the report, IPRT is concerned by the lengthy delay in its publication and the implications for accountability. IPRT is also concerned by the number of redacted sections of the report and the need for follow-up reports to ensure issues raised have been addressed. The State has stated that the subsequent investigation reports are unpublished following legal advice, however indications were made at a Parliamentary Committee in February 2024 that the reports would be published at the earliest possible date. Without any redacted or summary version of these reports, there is no clarity on the issues raised or whether those issues have been addressed. 

23. The Report details accounts of ‘cocooning’ as a COVID-19 measure (placing a prisoner on a restricted regime, isolating them and removing access to structured activities). Section 5.1.2 of the Report notes that 51 women were ‘cocooned’ to protect them from contracting COVID-19. One woman was under restrictions for non-compliance with COVID-19 precautions for eight days before being moved to in-patient mental health services. The Inspector notes that it appeared the woman was mentally unwell and may not have been able to understand the actions for which she was reprimanded. The Report notes a number of incidents of this nature. IPRT is concerned that these incidents reflect the practice around COVID-19 measures in the Dóchas, particularly as the Report notes that the criteria for ‘cocooning’ in the Dóchas Centre varied from other prisons. IPRT has concerns regarding the effect these measures had on the mental health of prisoners, particularly vulnerable prisoners. 

24. In its 2023 Annual Report, the OIP noted concerns regarding the poor quality of relations between women and staff in the Dóchas Centre. The Inspector referred to previous concerns that the poor staff-prisoner dynamics and overly punitive sanctions was having a substantial adverse effect on the day-to-day lives of the women living there, echoing concerns raised in 2020. IPRT is concerned by the lack of transparency on what, if any, measures have been taken to address these issues. 
Disproportionate numbers of women in pre-trial detention 
25. The rates of pre-trial detention of women in Ireland are steadily rising. The 2023 Irish Prison Service Annual Report outlines that 38% of the overall prison population were being held in pre-trial detention. The rate of committals to prison for women for pre-trial detention in 2023 was 59.25%, a 9% increase since 2017. In June 2024, an average of 25% of the female prison population were on remand, compared to 18.5% of the male prison population. IPRT is concerned by this trend and believes pre-trial detention should be a measure of last resort, particularly for women that do not pose a risk to society and those who have care responsibilities. 
 
26. IPRT’s research has demonstrated that the complex backgrounds of women in the criminal justice system, including poverty and family relationships can make it difficult to adhere to the conditions set for bail, resulting in pre-trial detention being used. IPRT welcomes the State’s commitment at paragraph 209 to increase the use of alternatives to remand. The Department of Justice Review of Policy Options for Prison and Penal Reform 2022-2024 recommended developing a pilot Bail Support Scheme for women. IPRT welcomes the commitment at paragraph 209 to commence the scoping of a Women’s Supported Bail Service in Q4 of 2024 but does not have any further information on progress.
The disproportionate number of female committals to prison on short sentences
27. As noted by the State at paragraph 209 of its report, most women who offend pose a low risk to society but present with a high level of need. However, the rates of women in custody continue to rise. There was an 11.2% increase in the overall daily average number of prisoners in custody between 2022 and 2023, with a 23.7% increase for women prisoners. IPRT is concerned by the high rate of women serving custodial sentences, particularly those serving short-term sentences.

28. A high proportion of the prison population is serving short-term sentences, with 78% of committals in 2023 being for 12 months or less. In many cases, not only are short sentences ineffective in addressing the underlying cause of the offending behaviour, they can also aggravate vulnerabilities. A custodial sentence can cause enormous disruption to the lives of women and their families, breaking links with employment, stable housing, and contact with dependents and family.

29. There is no information available explaining why short sentences continue to be handed down to women instead of Community Service Orders (CSOs). IPRT welcomes the Department of Justice’s ongoing review of the Criminal Justice (Community Service) (Amendment) Act 2011, to examine the causes for the continued use of short custodial sentences of 12 months or less, and the possible under-utilisation of community service orders.

30.  IPRT is concerned by the rise in imprisonment rates and the use of short-term sentences. The Irish Prison Service Annual Report 2023 notes that 67% of all committals under sentence in 2023 were for sentences of less than 12 months. In 2021, 8% of female committals to prison were for non-violent minor offences, such as non-payment of court-ordered fines, which is double the comparable figure for men (4%). 

31. The Report of the Strategic Review of Penal Policy (2014) noted the high rate of custodial sentences and recommended a new female-centred approach for women who often present with unique and complex issues and vulnerabilities. IPRT is concerned by the lack of progress in implementing this recommendation. 

32. Currently in Ireland, there is no explicit statement regarding training of judges or criminal justice agencies on the impact of parental imprisonment. In the ‘Maternal Imprisonment Report - A scoping study’ report, IPRT recommended that judges and other relevant criminal justice authorities be provided with training on the impacts of parental (particularly mothers as the research focused on maternal imprisonment) imprisonment.

33. Ireland’s sentencing practices have traditionally been ad hoc, however there have been efforts to bring consistency to sentencing. As a common law jurisdiction, many of the guidance on sentencing for Irish judges has been created through caselaw. The Judicial Council published key cases relating to sentencing in 2022 for a limited number of offences, ranging from rape, manslaughter, assault causing serious harm, to cannabis cultivation. While Irish law recognises the aim of sentencing as being retribution, deterrence, incapacitation and rehabilitation, these principles do not address caregiving or the impact of custodial sentences on families. 
Traveller women in prison
34. As highlighted by the Committee at paragraph 52 of its 2017 Concluding Observations, Traveller women are overrepresented in the prison population. While this remains the case, there is a gap in the publication of comprehensive data on the proportion of Traveller women in prisons. Recent statistics from the IPS research identified that although Travellers represent 0.6% of the national population, Traveller women account for an estimated 16% of female prisoners.

35. Very little information exists on the needs and lived experiences of minority ethnic and foreign national people in prisons and on probation. A 2022 IPRT report outlined significant gaps in data, with almost a quarter of cases in the IPS dataset on all committals over a 12-month period having no ethnicity recorded. Interview data revealed that there were significant challenges faced by foreign nationals and minority ethnic people in prison concerning access to services, respect for different religious backgrounds, as well as language and communication barriers.

36. The Traveller Justice Initiative and the National Traveller Women’s Forum has initiated a pilot programme for Traveller mothers in prison and their families to meet their needs (delivered by Barnardos in the Dóchas Centre). IPRT believes extending this programme would offer an alternative to remand and overcrowding, aligning with the State’s objective in its Response to the List of Issues at paragraph 209. 
Transgender women in prison
37. IPRT is concerned about the treatment of transgender people, particularly transgender women, in prison in Ireland. The OIP recommended the development of a national policy on the safe custody of transgender prisoners in an inspection report published in 2021. The IPS had previously stated that it hoped to finalise a transgender policy in Q3 2023. Further delays on this policy were reported in February 2025. 

38. IPRT is concerned that, while the policy is in development, the small number of transgender people in prison may be subject to inhumane treatment, with reports that transgender women have been (and may continue to be) subject to prolonged solitary confinement. For example,  in its 2021 COVID-19 thematic inspection of Limerick Prison, the OIP noted concern regarding two transgender women living in extremely isolated conditions, being locked in their cells for up to 23 hours a day. This constitutes solitary confinement where it occurs for periods longer than 16 days and causes psychological harm. 
Open prison for women
39. Despite the recommendation by the Committee of Inquiry into the Penal System in the Whitaker Report in 1985, and repeated calls since then, there is still no open prison or equivalent for women in the penal system. While Limerick women’s prison is a positive development, it is a closed prison with medium-level security features. Paragraph 212 of the State’s response acknowledges that a Report on the Strategic Review of Penal Policy made a number of recommendations, including open conditions for female prisoners and an open centre for women and refers to the previous joint IPS and Probation Service Strategy. While a step-down facility was opened in Dublin in 2019, it accommodates only 12 women, with a mix of women on probation and on Temporary Release from prison. 

 
The Committee may wish to ask the State:
What measures are being taken to reduce the rates of short-term sentences and pre-trial detention among women.
What the outcomes of the Inspection Reports of the Dóchas Centre are, and an update on measures taken to address concerns. 
Whether it plans to collect and publish data on women in prison disaggregated by ethnicity, disability, and socioeconomic background.
What measures are being taken to fulfil the 2025 Programme for Government commitment to explore an open prison for women.
If the State plans to publish an updated strategy on women in the criminal justice system.

2

image1.png
Irish
Penal
Reform
Trust




