Concluding Observations of the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission

to the United Nations Committee on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women

Chair and distinguished committee members.

It is an honour to address you today, as the Director of Ireland’s National Human Rights Institution and National Equality Body on the rights of women and girls in Ireland. I am here today along with Chief Commissioner, Liam Herrick - who you heard from on Monday – and with my colleagues from the staff of the Commission.

IHREC has made detailed submissions at all stages of this review. Our parallel report details 140 recommendations directed at the State. You have also received comprehensive evidence from the wide range of Irish civil society who have actively participated in this examination – both here in Geneva and at home.

The crucial stage in the process where you engage directly with the State delegation begins now. We invite you to bear in mind some central themes with regard to Ireland’s record of gender equality and women’s rights in undertaking this examination.

First, we recognise that, at a time of global crisis and backsliding on human rights on the international stage, Ireland plays a leadership role in the global struggle for gender equality – both at the UN and at the regional level. Our Government and its representatives deserve credit for that leadership. However, that international ambition for gender equality is not always matched with domestic action on gender equality. 

Across the issues you are considering today, you will see some patterns:
· Procrastination in ratifying key treaties and removing reservations;
· Delay in incorporating international standards into national law;
· Continuing Failure to implement the recommendations of treaty bodies – including many of the Concluding Observations of this Committee in 2017.
· And in the case of O’Keeffe, a continuing refusal to follow the judgement of the European Court of Human Rights on the issue of redress.

Declarations of commitment to the international human rights system must translate to action at the national level. In areas such as the needs of Traveller and Roma women and access to abortion – Ireland has clear and comprehensive policies and strategies which are not being implemented. Policy statements do not change the lives of women and girls; action does. We encourage the Committee to look beyond the adoption of policies and question the State about implementation, achievement and evidenced outcomes to advance CEDAW rights. 

Notwithstanding the advantages Ireland has as a wealthy and stable democracy, in those areas where there is progress, it is often frustratingly slow. While domestic, sexual and gender-based violence policy has seen several positive reforms in recent years, we share the view cited in GREVIO’s evaluation report on the State’s progress last year, where they advised; 

“It is necessary to bridge the gap between the progressive policies and legislation that Ireland has enacted and the reality on the ground”. 
(In that case the continuous deficits in specialist support services and refuge accommodation.)

Women suffer disproportionately from an inadequate, arbitrary, and overly bureaucratic social welfare system which is not benchmarked against the cost of living or indexed against national wages. 4.8% of women live in consistent poverty with lone parent households headed by women, and low-income families being more susceptible to poverty. The Gender Pay Gap – and the Gender Pension Gap – remain stark.

In areas including the treatment of women in prison and women’s participation in politics, we see regression. Prison overcrowding worsens daily. Given the impact of prison on women and family life, Irish penal policy must be reformed in line with the Bangkok rules.                                                                                       

Having a voice and a seat at the table where decisions are made is essential to the achievement of gender equality. But ore than 75% of seats in our parliament are held by men; only three out of fifteen of our newly appointed cabinet Ministers are women. 

As a society and as a State, Ireland has a genuine commitment to the principles of CEDAW, but is not matching that commitment with action that transforms the lived realities of its women and girls. 
This examination is a crucial opportunity to address that gap and step up our investment in a future of true gender equality. By investing in an equal future,  the Irish State – one that prides itself on its adherence to human rights and rule of law – can show leadership to other nations, at a time when such leadership is so badly needed.

Thank you
ENDS/

