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DRAFT

To ensure that the women in Northern Ireland have a platform 
through which their concerns can be expressed and through 
which they can help shape and develop social, economic and 
political policies at a local, national, European and 
international level;

To ensure that women in Northern Ireland understand the 
work of the United Nations, the European Union and national 
and local government in formulating gender equality policy 
and legislation through training and information;

To consult with women at a local level and to prepare 
recommendations for debate and discussion with government 
and other institutions and statutory agencies at local, 
national, European and international  level. 

   

Introduction

Northern Ireland Women’s European Platform
58 Howard Street

Belfast BT1 6PJ
e-mail: niwep@btconnect.com

web: www.niwep.org.uk

The Northern Ireland Women’s European Platform is an umbrella body of 
groups with a primary interest in matters of importance to women.  It has 
membership of national and local organisations and generalist and specific 
bodies.  NIWEP aims to facilitate and increase women’s contribution to the 
social, economic and political agendas both domestically and internationally.  
The organisation was established in 1988.  It takes it action at a strategic 
level, ensuring that women in Northern Ireland participate in and contribute 
to the debate of women’s concerns integrating domestic, European and 
international agendas.  NIWEP facilitates participation in networking, 
information sharing and policy development.  

In 1999 as part of the international agenda the Platform applied for, and was 
awarded, Special United Nations Consultative Status by the Economic Social 
Council (ECOSOC) which gives the organisation the opportunity to attend and 
contribute to debates on critical issues at the United Nations.  NIWEP is the 
only NGO in Northern Ireland to hold this status.  

The main aims of the Platform are:

•

•

•
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In consultation the Platform would like to take this opportunity to thank the
following organisations that participated in providing information and 
consultation for this report.
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Principal areas of concern identified by CEDAW Committee in 19 99:

1. Concern that protection of women’s human rights would be uneven across the 
devolved regions of  the United Kingdom

2. the  number and percentage of women in pub lic and politica l life, in the 
judiciary and in professions

3. the  disadvantaged position of women belonging to ethnic mi norities
4. the  pay gap between men and  women 
5. levels of teenage conception
6. high rates of sexually transmitted diseas es
7. the  failure to extend the 1967 Abortion Act  to Northern Ireland
8. the  absence of a national strategy on violence against women
9. aspects of the criminal justice system – including high rates of female 

imprisonmen t for minor offences, young female offenders in adult prisons, 
low levels of  convictions for rape and sexual violence

10. issues  relating to the situation of older women – including health, poverty and 
pension entitlements

11. female poverty
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Devolution in Northern Ireland has been intermittent.  The latest period of devolution resumed in May 
2007.  Experience of devolution to date has not been favourable to women and  there is concern that gender 
equality is not a priority for the local assembly an d that there is an increas ing gap in relation to a number of 
aspects of equality (including public an d po litical representation, childcare, anti-poverty measures) between 
women in Northern Ireland and other parts of the UK.  
As the UK Government has noted in its report to CEDAW it has worked to promote UN Resolution 1 325 
internationally.  Howeve r, the government  has not met its obligations in relation to the resolution in 
Northern Ireland.  Women continue to be significa ntly under-represented in key institutions, including 
many of those set up directly as a result of the peace negotiations.  

Northe rn Ireland 
Issue

Article 2-4 
Obl igation s to Eliminat e Discriminati on;  Dev elopment  and Advance ment  of Women; 

Acceleration of Equal ity bet ween Women and  Men
Devolution

UN Security Council Resolution 
1325 – Women, Peace and 
Security

§

§
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We welcome the publication of a Gender Equality Strategy for Northern Ireland in 2006.  The process of 
developing the strategy did give rise to concerns.  Government struggled to acknowledge the root causes of 
women’s inequality and was constrained by a belief that advancing women’s equality could not be done 
withou t also giving something to men.  The  women’s sector worked closely with government to address the 
most serious deficiencies but there is curren tly concern about the delay in implementing the Departmental 
Action Plans which are to be the key mechanism for achieving the goals  set out in the strategy.  There are a 
number of problems  includ ing the lack of gender awareness and expertise within de partments and the lack 
of resources within the Equality Directorate of the Office of the First and Deputy First Minister  for this 
work.  The government must demonstrate a commitment to equality by en suring that adequate resources are 
made available for the implementation of the strategy and that there are time set targets for the completion, 
introduction and monitoring of the Departmental Action Pla ns. 
For many years the women’s sector in Northern Ireland has been a vibrant source of support for women and 
has assisted in addressing economic and social disadvantage and encouraged the participation of women in 
public life.  As a society emerging from conflict it is vital that  there is a thriving women’s sector and that 
within the sector there is the capacity for the development of a vibrant policy community.  However, the 
sector is inadequately funded and there is concern about long term sus tainability.  While the funding made
available under the Direct Rule government was welcomed it was l imited and targeted at particular areas, to 
the exclusion of many groups focusing on policy work.  There is a need for a comprehensive needs analysis 
of the women’s sector and a strategy for the financial support of the sector, particularly given major 
changes in EU funding.
The Good Friday/Belfast Agreement included a radical proposal which required all public bodies to 
promote equality of opportunity across a range of constituencies, including explicitly gend er. The 
subsequent Northern Ireland Act (Section 75) requires that detailed arrangements be put in place t o ensure 
that equality of  opportunity is given due regard in all statutory policy formulation and delivery. Policies 
must be subjected to an impact assessment to assure that equality is promoted for women and men, people 
of differing religious and political affiliations, different racial or ethnic backgrounds, different sexual 
orientations, different ages, different marital status, whether or not they have dependants, and whether or 
not they have a disability.  The expe riences of disadvantage and discrimination for women are compounded 
if they are disabled, of a different race, sexual orientation or religion, hold different political opinions or 
have dependents, are young or  old, marr ied or not, coupled with the legacy of the conflict.  
Effective implementation of Section 75 is the  means to identify and seek to address these inequalities.  The  
Equality Commission has undertaken an Effectiveness Review of Section 75 and it is imperative that the 
recommendations are followed with a view to maximise complian ce with the legislation and t hus ensure the 
benefits are realised.  

Gender Equality Strategy

Support for the Women’s Sector

Section 75

§

§

§

§
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We welcome the drawing up of a number of strategies aimed at tackling discrimination and inequality in 
Northern Ireland – includ ing an anti-poverty strategy, a gender equality strat egy and a sexual orientation 
strategy.  It is disappointing however that these have been developed in isolation and the  opportunity has 
not been taken to effectively integrate them, reducing the potential effectiveness of each. 
Single Equality Bill – to be added

The structure of the NI government is not conducive to promoting gen der equality.  Gender Equality is one 
of a substantive set of responsibilities (wh ich also include age, disability, sex ual orientation, and EU 
Affairs) carried  by the Committee of the Centre – linked to the Office of the First and Deputy First 
Minister .  There needs to be a committee or sub-committee specifica lly devoted to gender equality to ensure 
that it does not continue to be neglected.
Data on payments to men and women ……..

Failure to Integrate Equality 
Strategies in Northern Ireland

Single Equality Act

Administration

Compensation data 

§

§

§

§
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?

No. Questions Relating to Articles 2-4

1 What steps will government  take to ensure  the impleme ntation of UN 
Res olution 1 325 in Nort hern Ireland?

2 What steps will government  take to ensure  that devo lution strengthens  
women’s rights?

3 What steps will government  take to support  the women’s sect or achieves long 
term susta inability?

4
Will offic ials within department s receive more trai ning on gender  
mainstr eaming and gender equal ity

5 Will the gove rnment ensure  that the rec ommendat ions  of the Effectiveness 
Revi ew of Section 75 are implement ed to ensure  compliance  with the 
legislation and its full potentia l is realised?

§

§

§

§

§
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A numb er of studies and much anecdotal evidence exists to suggest that there is significant women/child pros titution 
in Northern Ireland. 1  A report by  the NGO ‘Include Youth’ and the South and East Belfast Health and  Social 
Services Trust a report  highlighted how  

The report 
also highlighted the la ck of a co-ordinated approach from the statutory agenc ies to the problem of the child 
prostitution.   Unlike  other parts of the United Kingdom there is no offence of ‘Kerb Crawling’ in Northern Ireland.

There is also evidence that paramilitary groups hav e been invo lved in organised prostitution for a number of years, 
usually involving brothe ls (the Police Service of Northern Ireland is aware of 60-70 brothels in the province ) and 
trafficking of women for sex. 2

There is an urgent need for much more research and data to provide information on the scale of these activities and 
for government and agenc ies to develop appropriate responses.  Often women who have been  trafficked to Northern 
Ireland will not tes tify for fea r of reprisal. The UK needs to meet its obligations under Convention requirements in 
relation to wome n and to children an d this includes greater support and protection for women .   
Traffick ing from countries outside the UK has increased but again the true scale of this has  yet to be established.  An 
added factor in Northern Ireland is the land border with the Irish Republic and women  are brought into the south of 
Irish Republic and trafficked across the border.  In June 2007 the Commissioner for Human Rights in Northern 
Ireland raised concerns about how N .I is not only used as a transit country, but is a country of destination. 3  We 
welco me the UK gove rnment ratifica tion of  the Counc il of Europe Convention on  Action agains t Trafficking in 
Human Beings.  The UK government needs to urgently review provisions in Northern Ireland to protect all victims 
of traffick ing.  It sho uld make a clear commitment to grant temporary or permanent residence to victims at risk of 
further abuse if deported.  An anti-trafficking ce ntre similar to that introduced in Sheffield should be established in 
Northern Ireland.

Northern Irela nd Issue Article 6:
The Prevent ion of  Trafficking  in Women and Exploitation of  Wome n thr ough  

Prostitution in Nor thern Ireland
Prostitution in Northern 
Ireland

Trafficking

§

§

§

§

§

“the vacuum created by the end of the conflict and the onset of the  peace 
process in Northern Ireland will encourage/facilitate a growth in the sexual exploitation of children .”  
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Questions Relating to Article 6

1.
Will the gove rnment ensure  that ther e is a full investigation of child prostitution in 
Nort hern Ir eland and take st eps to prot ect and suppo rt children bei ng explo ited?

2.

What steps will the gover nment take to ensur e there  is a compre hensi ve 
investigation into traffick ing in Norther n Ireland and  make a commitment to 
provide greate r support to  victims of trafficking and grant  residence to v ictims 
who are at  further  risk by being  depo rted?

3. When will legislation criminalising kerb crawling be in troduc ed in Nor thern 
Ireland?

§

§

§
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Women continue to be seriously under –represented in electoral politics.  In the latest elections to the 
Northern Ireland Assembly wome n won 18 out of 108 seats, the same  number as in the previous election.  
At local government level 22% of councillors are women.  Little has been done by political parties to 
address this.  None of the political par ties have used provision under the Sex Discrimination (Elec tion 
Candidates) Act 2002 to take positive action to address this.  A welcome development has been the N.I 
Local Government Association initiative to appoint gender champions in each council area to help promote 
the advancement of women in local politics.  There is an urgency to address these problems.   The  
reduction in the number of loca l councils prop osed under the Review of Public Administration could have 
very nega tive consequences for  the number of women councillors and women  holding senior  paid positions 
in local government . 4

Women continue to be under-represented on public bodies with women  holding 32% of public 
appointments.  This number has remained fairly static since  the early 1990s.  This has even more negative 
implications in N.I than elsewhere in the UK as public bodies  in N.I hold responsibility for  major services  
– such as health and education. Analysis of  yearly appointments made since 1996 show that the number of  
women peaked in 2002/03 at 42% but dropped again to 32% in 2003/04. Women are also much less likely 
to be appointed to the chairs of boards and to posts attracting remuneration5.  While the implemen tation of  
the Code of Practice for Public Appointme nts has increased transparency and ensured some scrutiny over 
appointments, a number of important bodies in N.I do not fall within the remit of the  Commissioner .  This 
includes a number related to the process of peace building and conflict resolution.  A Working Party on 
diversity in public appointments reported in July 2005 6 but the recommendations have yet to be 
implemented.  It is recommended that all public bodies need to be governed by the Code of Practice and 
come within the remit of the Commissioner for Public Appointme nts.

Northern Irela nd Issue Articl e 7:
Politics and Public Life in Northern Ireland

Electoral Politics

Women and Public Bodies in 
Northern Ireland

§

§
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Questions Relating to Article 7

1. Will the new Code of Practice  being int roduced  for Public  Bodi es be appl ied to ALL 
publi c bodies in N.I and ther efore  bring ALL appoi nted bodies under the re mit of the 
Commis sioner for Public Appoint ments?

2. What  positive a ction will gover nment take to ens ure that  the target  of 45% for 
women’s repr esent ation on public  bodi es will be m et?

3.
What  will gove rnment do to ensure  that pol itical parties take measure s to address  the 
under-represent ation of women on candid ate lists?

4.
Will the government  introduc e quotas fo r public  appointment s give n the consiste nt 
failure to reach previously set targets? 
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Although Northern Ireland has devolved government, much of the international diplomatic 
representation comes from Westminster. The  Northern Ireland Women's European 
Platform can confirm tha t at Beijing+5 in New York in 2000 no members of the new 
Northern Ireland Assembly secretariat, or any of the government departments, female or 
male, participated in negotiations, nor has there ever been NI government officials acting 
as representatives at any CSW.  The implemen tation of internat ional conventions and 
treaties and the advancement of women’s  equality would be  enhanced through officials 
playing a central role in such negotiations  and feeding back to government departments in 
N.I

Women’s organisations in N orthern Ireland have limited capacity to engage with 
international work .  Organisations have struggled to prepare for and have a presence at 
CSW and other relevant discussions and events.  As noted previously, government 
financial support for the women’s sector excluded organisations working specifically on 
policy, including international policy.  Yet it is vital that N.I women can use the 
international instruments effectively.  When NGOs d o attend negotiations they are not a 
part of the official government delegation as is the case for some countries.

There is generally a lack of women in senior positions in conflict reso lution and 
peacekeeping.  Women  in Northern Ireland have contributed much to peace building in the 
region and have developed models of working which could be usefully applied elsew here, 
yet they have been consistently absent from peace building and  post conflict initiatives .  

Northern Irela nd Issues
Article 8:

Women as Inte rnationa l Repre sentatives

Northern Ireland Government O fficials 
attending the United Nations

The Involvement of Nort hern Ireland Women 
in international work on conflict  prevention 
and resolution

§

§

§
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Question Relating to Article 8

1.
What  steps  will the  government take  to do to  facilitate  the inclusion of NGOs 
attendi ng as  specialists in negotiation s at  UN/Europe an level?  It is import ant that 
there shoul d be NGO repre sent atio n from England, Scot land, Wa les and Nort hern 
Ireland and that  the NGOs should have an internationa l background.

2. Will government co mmit to ensur ing repr esent ation acro ss the countries of the 
UK at int ernation al negotiati ons?
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Research has identified that young women in N orthern Ireland suffer  as a result of stereotypical attitudes to 
gender roles and to careers 7.  Gove rnment statistics show that within vocational training programmes  young 
women  continue to be enrolled on  courses in traditionally female dominated areas such as hairdressing, 
hospitality and caring services.  The report of the Women and Work Commission ‘Shaping a Fairer F uture’ 
made a number of recommendations relating to careers advice, training and  the employment of women in non-
traditional areas.  We are disappointed at the failure to urgently address these issues and implement the 
recommendations in Northern Ireland.

Recent research on young women has pointed to the persistence  of gender inequalities in Northern Ireland 8 ye t 
challenging gender discrimination has not been a feature of education in Northern Ireland.  Indeed it is not a 
strong component of teacher training.  The r ecently developed citizenship curriculum in N.I focuses mainly on 
issues relating to political and religious tolerance and unders tanding and addressing the legacy of  the conflict in 
Northern Ireland.  However, schools have a major role to play in addressing discrimination and promoting 
gender equality.

Northern Irela nd
Issue

Article 10:
Elimination of Discrimination against Women in the Fiel d of Education

Subject choice and  career’s 
guidance

Tackling inequality 
through education

§

§
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There continues to be a lack of provision and support for school age mothers.  These include difficulties 
relation to childcare; access to  specialist units and support to return to school or further education or training.  
The impact of this is lack of qualifications and difficulty in getting and progressing in employment, resulting in 
a high risk  of poverty and social exclusion .  The School Age Mother’s Project 9 is limited to particular  
geographical areas and apart from isolated voluntary sector programme enabling young mothers in the 18-25 
age group to access vocational training there are few services targeted at this group of young moth ers.  
Rates of teenage pregnancy in N.I remain much higher than the EU average and rates of STI infections are 
growing.  Research has identified that young people in Northern Ireland feel they are poorly informed about sex 
and sexual health and  the standard of sex education received in schools is generally perceived to be poor with 
schools taking a very biologically approach to sex and relationships education.  10.   While the Depar tment of 
Education has issues guidelines for sex educa tion these are not uniformly applied a nd schools have discretion 
over curriculum and delivery .  Good practice has been identified, particularly where schools bring in external 
organisations with the appropriate expertise to deliver  sex education thus ensuring that  students receive a broad 
and inclusive approach to the topic.  It is strongly recommended that a comprehensive sex education curriculum 
for primary and secondary schools should be mandatory and be delivered by those with appropriate expertise.
For many women in Northern Ireland their education and employment has been interrupted by the conflict and 
this has had a negative economic impact on women.  The  government needs to explicitly acknowledge this and 
support specific measures to address this disadvantage.   Community education has been shown to be effective 
in supporting women and equipping them with the skills and  confidence to enter further education and 
employment .  Women’s  community education and training organisations have fulfilled an impor tant role but 
this wok has been threatened by lack of funding and  by government policy increasingly focusing on a narrower 
level of vocational qualifications. 
In Northern Ireland the Department for Employment  and Learning places restrictions on full-time stud ent 
numbers.  This creates disadvantage espec ially for low income and mature students.

School Age Mothers

Sex Education

Education and 
Employment for Women in 
a post-conflict  Society

Restrictions on student 
numbers in Northern 
Ireland Universities

§

§

§

§
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Question Relating to Article 10

1. What  is the gover nment plans for enhanci ng access to education and trai ning 
provision for school age and young mothers in N.I? 

2. What  is the gover nment going to  do to ensu re more  effective teaching of sex  and 
relationship education in Northern Ireland and to ensure that  ALL young people  
have access to it?

3.
What  steps  will the  government take  to ensure that  there  is a strong gende r aspect 
in citi zenship educat ion and that  schools  promote gender equal ity?

4.

What steps will government take to  ensure that  teachers are equipp ed through 
gradua te and in -service train ing to underst and discriminati on aga inst women  and  
promote  gender equali ty?

5.

What  steps  will the  government take  to ensure that  stereotyping in subj ect choice 
and trai ning courses  is addres sed and that the  failure of prev ious init iative s does 
not go unchec ked through ri gorous  monit ori ng?

What  steps  will the  government take  to ensure that  the recom mendati ons put 
forward in Shaping a Faire r Future are imple mented in North ern Ireland?
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Since April 2003, under the Employment (Northern Ireland) Order 2002, many working parents and 
parents-to-be have been able to claim improved maternity pay and leave, paid paternity leave and paid 
adoption leave.  Working paren ts also have the right to request to work flexible hours.  While the 
provisions are a welcome step we are concerned that they do not go far enough to be of real practical 
benefits to working parents, and women in particular.  Most provisions are restricted to those who meet 
the employment definition of employee and specified qualifying service conditions, which means that 
significan t categories and numbers of workers (many of them women) do not enjoy any enhanced 
protection or benefit.  The individua l right to request flexible working patterns is a weak policy 
instrument relative to comparable legislation in many continental European countries 11

For lone parents the government has set an employment target of 70 % by 2010.   The main measures 
intro duced to achieve this have been the New Deal for  Lone Parents, a government training and 
employment programme and expans ion of childcare and extended schools.  Childcare developments in 
N.I have not kept pace with the rest of the UK.  Extended schools have recently been introduced in four 
pilot areas but schools have a high level of discretion over time and nature of provision so this i s 
unlikely to have a significant impact on childcare difficulties.  Without detracting from the benefits and 
support provided by New Deal for  Lone Parents key problems identified with this policy are that lone 
parents often enter insecure, low paid employment resulting in cycling betwe en benefits and work; 
many struggle to be  financially better off, particularly when housing costs are taken into account and 
training options in N.I have been very gendered and pitched at too level a level to ensure entry to better 
paid work 12. The Freud Review on reducing welfare dependency and the future of Welfare to Work 
published in May 2007 13 adopts a ‘work first’ approach which  has given  rise to some concerns.  These 
include a failure to acknowledge and deal with the problem of welfare to work programmes shifting 
families from workless  poverty to in-work poverty, the lack of attention to adequacy of benefits for 
those unable to work and the feasibility of some  of the proposals to contract out welfare to work 
programmes.  The Freud report also recommended greater conditionality attached to benefits for lone 
parents and government policy has decided to limit claims for Income Support to lone parents who have 
children under 11. As government has, rightly arg ued, the  majority of  lone parents would like to work 
there seems little reason t o increase compulsion.  We are extremely concerned that extending conditions 
on lone parents is a simplistic measure which could increase lone parents’ vulnerability to poverty.  
Employment targets could be better addressed through other positive measu res to improve the health of 

Northern Irela nd Issue Article 11:
Employ ment  

Working Parents

Lone Parents and Empl oyment

§

§
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lone parents, improve childcare and by improving labour market conditions.  

Much sex inequality stems from society’s failure to recognise and accommodate the fact that women 
continue to bear the main responsibility for childcare and the care of elderly and other dependents 14

Also, traditional attitudes of employers and some employment  practices impact on the opportunities 
available to women.  Measures such as the right to request to flexible working are important but are 
restricted to certain groups of parents (limited by age and/or disability of child).  It is also dependant on 
favourable employer attitudes, which cannot be assumed15.  Government needs to take additional and 
effective measures to encourage and support businesses (especially small businesses which predominate 
in Nor thern  Ireland) to implement family friendly practices. 

The enhanced access to parental leave is welcome.  However, the provision of unpaid leave will restrict 
the  number of parents who can avail of these  measures. 
Childcare is often cited as the most important factor in enabling mothers  to work.  It should be noted 
that substantive developments discussed in the UK government report relating to childcare provision 
refer to England and progress in Northern Ireland has been very much more limited.  Northern Ireland 
continues to have one of the lowest levels of childcare provision within the UK and Europe.  The 
number of registered childminder places in N.I equates to 1 place for every 6.4 children under four, 
almost ha lf of provision in England 16.  For many mothers, and lone mothers  in particular, affordability 
of childcare is still the main  barrier for women entering the labour market.  The NI Childcare Strategy, 
Children First (2000) has not achieved significant improvements.  In fac t a government review of the 
strategy in 2005 recommended a re-shaping of the childcare vision for Northern Ireland – including the 
allocation of mainstream funding 17 .  Labour market trends in N.I have seen growth in the service and 
retail sec tor.  Many  of these jobs are part-time and targe ted at women . Yet, they often require 
employees to work unsociable and flexible hours and existing childcare simply does not meet these 
requirements.  The recent Children and Young Person’s  strategy for N.I (2006) does allocate additional 
funding for early years provision and for an expansion of SureStart in N.I. This is very welcome.  
However, it is very important to stress  that early years provision is not the same as childcare for 
working parents.  Very often these services are available for very few hours per week when parents 
require reliable, accessible and affordable childcare.  We recommend urgent measures including the 
establishmen t of integrated children’s centres across Northern Ireland.  

The Working Tax Credit (WTC) has created some incentive for people to a move from non-earner to 
one-earner households; it is much less an incentive for second earners to enter the labour market.  

Work Life Balance

Childcare

§

§

§

§
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However, this in-work benefit may also act to trap women in low paid employment  because of the 
relationship between earnings and benefit withdrawal.   Many lone mothers in minimum wage jobs for 
example end up cycling between benefits and work and find it extremely difficult to progress in 
employment18 . This raises  issues of adequacy of the minimum wage  and unequal pay.
Current legislation on equal pay has proven ineffective in tackling the  problems  of low and unequal pay.  
Women’s pay still lags behind that of men perpetuating gender stereotyping by valuing the work that 
women typically do less than men.  While women remain unpaid for work in the home and frequently 
take part-time paid work, social and cultural patterns that leave women in an inferior or stereotyped role 
persist.  
While we recognise that some progress has been made, nonetheless there remains the question of why, 
some 32 years after the introduction of the Equal Pay Act and over a quarter of a century since the 1976 
Sex Discr imination Order it is still the case that full-time women employees earn substantially less than 
men, particularly striking for women in part-time work.  The economy will benefit from the removal of 
the pay gap which is to the ongoing detriment of women Government should take and promote specific 
action to remove the gap including  action on job status and occupational segregation, committing to pay 
audits and follow up action.

Low and Unequal Pay

Self Employment

Lack of women in se nior levels in 
professions and business

§

§
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What steps will the governme nt take to ensure that all employees benefit from access to more 
family friendly working conditions?

What steps government take to ensure that access to and affordability of  childcare provision in 
Northern Ireland is significantly improved? 

Given the nature of the labour market in N.I and t he growth in part-time, often minimum wage 
work, how will the  government ensure that families are not more vulnerable to poverty by being 
compelled to come off benefits?

What action will be taken by government to address  and remove the pay gap between men and 
women?   Will this include action on occupational segregation and pay audits?  

Questions Relating to Article 11

1

2

3

4
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There are three key concerns (a fu ller statement is attached as Appendix x)

1.  highly res trictive access to abortion and aftercare for abortion;
2. inadequate provision of emergency contraception;
3. intimidation of providers of family planning  and sexual health information and advice.

1. The  1967 Abortion Act does not extend to Northern Ire land and therefore women in Nor thern Ire land
are generally denied access to a serv ice which is provided under the NHS to women living in other parts 
of the United Kingdo m.  Over 2000 women per year travel from N.I to other parts of the UK to obtain 
an abortion.  Because of the logistical difficulties and expense involved in making this journey women 
from  N.I obtain abortions later  in pregnancy 19.  The  UK Governme nt report to CEDAW notes 
considerable investment to improve early access to abortion services in Britain.
Research by Marie Stopes Internat ional highlighted the anxiety and immense difficulty experienced by 
women in Northern Ireland who had terminations in England and confirmed  that most of the women 
surveyed would have preferred to have been able to access services in Northern Ireland 20 .  
Under Northern Ireland law abortion is permitted where it is necessary to save the life of the mother or 
where continuation of the pregnancy would involve risk of serious injury t o her physical or mental 
health.  Foetal abnormality is not grounds for abortion  yet research among healthcare professionals has 
shown that the one situation in which terminations have been readily available is in the case of foetal 
abnormality 21 .  In 2004 the N.I Court of Appeal ordered the Department of Health, Social Services ad
Public Safety to consider what steps it should take to inquire into the adequacy of pregnancy services in 
Northern Ireland  and, after consultation with concerned organisations, issue appropriate guidance.  
Draf t guidance on Termination on Pregnancy in Northern Ireland was issued in January 2007 to 
‘interested’ parties for comment.  Two points sh ould be made in relation to the guidelines : they make no 
reference to the state’s human righ ts obligations  concerning the provision of  reproductive health 
services; the guidelines were not issued for public co nsultation (although several anti-choice 

Northern Irela nd Issue Articl e 12:
Elimi nation of Discr imination aga inst Women in the  Field of Hea lth Car e

Reproductive Rights in Northern   
Ireland

§
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organisations were invited  to respond).

        The CEDAW  response  to the UK government report  in 1999 included a recommendation that the  
       government initiative a process of public consultation on reform of the abortion law.  This has  not   
       happened.  

2. Provision of emergency contraception in N.I is restricted by cost and availability.  Despite 
DHSSPS guidance that emergency contraception should be available at  no cost to users in 
Accident and Emergency Departments , few observe this guidance.  Emergency contraception is 
available free of charge from family planning cl inics but these have limited opening hours and are 
confined to larger urban areas.  Emergency contraception is available from pharmacies but this has 
to be paid for and the cost discriminates against young women and women on low incomes, nor 
can it be obtained in this way by young women under 16.  

3. Provision of non-directive information and advice on healthcare is integral to Article 12 but there 
are serious concerns about the availability of  such services in Northern Ireland.  One  NGO, the 
(Brook Advisory Clinic) provides a part-time free confidential contraception and sexual health 
service for young people.  It does not provide information or a referral service for obtaining an  
abortion elsewhere in the UK.  Nevertheless, its office is frequently picketed by anti-abortion 
campaigners, as are some offices of the Family Planning Ass ociation resulting in harassment and 
intimidation of women staffing and accessing these services.

In its response to the UK report to CEDAW in 1999 the committee expressed concern at the high 
leve l of teenage pregnancy in N.I.  Nor thern Ireland continues to have  one of the highe st rates of 
teenage pregnancy in Europe.  The restrictions discussed in the previous section are major 
contributing factors to this. Young women have a right to access sexual health services that are 
appropriate to their needs. 

. 

The Department of Health and Social Serv ices and Public Safety published its 
which was developed by an inter-sectoral working group.  

Teenage Pregnancy in Northern 
Ireland

§

§ Teenage Pregnancy 
and Parenthood Strategy and Action Plan 
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This publication sets out the aims of the Strategy and the actions associated with it.  The str ategy 
was be taken forward by a Multi-Agency Implementation Group set up at the beginning of 2003.

 However the resources allocated are extremely limited.  The main concerns with respect to the strategy 
and action plan is the  delay in progres s, it covers 2002-2007 but only got underway in ear ly March 
2003.  Adequate funding is cr itical to the success of this strategy and its implementation

There is an excessively high level of the use of prescription drugs  in Northern Ireland.  Whilst more 
research needs to be conducted on the impact of the conflict on mental health a number of studies  
have indicated that the higher levels of poor mental health 22 .  Of great concern is the  increasing 
suicide rate in Northern Ireland and the need for inter-agency ac tion to improve mental health and 
self esteem – especially among yo ung people.  
The deficiency of provision for adolescents with mental health problems has been identified in a 
review of mental health and learning disab ility commiss ioned by the Department for Health, Social 
Services and Public Safety 23  .  Urgent action needs to be taken to address  this including ……… …

Health problems of travelling women

Mental Health

Questions Relating to Article 12

1 What  is the gover nment planni ng to do,  at both  central and regional level, to ensure 
that women in Northern Ireland can also secure early access to abortion services? 
Will the state ensure  that, at a mini mum, the  legal  regulation o f abortion in 
Northe rn Ireland acknowledg es and is compli ant wit h the state’s international 
human rights obligations?

§

§

§
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In Northern Ireland in 2002 it is es timated that 17.8% of males  in employment were self-employed, while 
the corresponding self-employment figure for women was 4.2%.  While male self -employment in 
Northern Ireland is the highest of all in the UK regions the se lf-employment rate for fema les in Northern 

What  steps  will the  state  take to ensur e that con sultation in decision -maki ng around 
heal thcare prov ision for women  is wide spread and not con fined to narrow interest 
groups  (includi ng conservat ive or religious organisati ons)  and that the human 
rights of  women are respe cted as a m atter of priority?

2 Will the state commit  to investigating the spec ific di fficulties faced  by teenage girls 
in N .I in accessing sex ual health and infor mation se rvices? Will it deve lop a 
comprehe nsive  inter-depar tmental  strategy  to addr ess the  difficulti es and ensure  
that  young wo men in Northe rn Ireland have access  to sexual health services, 
includi ng Emergency contr acept ion? 

3 What  commitment wi ll  government make to ensuri ng that the  strategy on teena ge 
pregnancy  and early  pare nthood is adequately res ourced, ful ly implement ed and  
monit ored for ef fectiveness? 

Northern Irela nd Issue Article 13:
Economic , Social and Cultural Life

Women in Business i n Northern 
Ireland

§
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Ireland is the  second lowest.

Gender differences in the labour market have an impact on women’s economic situation in later life 
particular ly in relation to their access to pensions.  This is significan t for women in Northern Ireland as 
they are less likely to be in pa id employ ment than in any other UK region, less likely to be in occupational 
pension schemes and have lower average  earnings.  Pension provision still does  not take into 
consideration that women are the major  carers and often give up employment  to do this.  Government’s 
pension policy has failed to address these substantive gender inequalities.  It is estimated that women in 
Northern Ireland receive just over 75% of the income that men receive from the state pension 24.  

We are disappoint ed that pension po licy has not taken into account the particular life patterns and 
circums tances of women. Nor does it take into account work done in the home. Relying on means-tested 
benefits rather than increasing the b asic state pension will reinf orce women’s dependency on the state and 
further reduce their capacity to secure an independent income in their own right.  The incre asing reliance 
on private pension provision in the UK has  seriously disadvantaged women.  The government should 
increase the value of the state pension and take steps to ensure that all women are  entitled to a state 
pension.

.

Research has consistently shown that women in Northern Ireland are vulnerable to poverty, as lone 
mothers , as lower earners, as carers and in old age 25 .  A wide range of measures of economic inequality 
in N.I concluded that lone mothers were by far the most deprived group 26.  This has  a detrimental impact 
on physical and mental health 27 and impacts on ability to work and on future hea lth and well-being.  
Action needs to be taken in a number of areas to address economic and health disadvantages.  The  
Northern Ireland anti-poverty strategy  focuses on employment and employability as  the  main route out of 
poverty.  To do so prevents it from being a comprehensive  anti-poverty strategy and fails to acknowledge 
the government’s own research  on the extent and impac t of low pay in Northern Ireland 28.  To 
effectively reduce working poverty and reduce benefit dependence the minimum wage  needs to be 
increased, benefit levels need to be reviewed in line with the real cost of living so that those unable to 
work have a real opportunity of  being lifted out of poverty.  The setting up of  Poverty and Social 

§

§

§

(Source: Dept of Enterprise Trade and Investment, NI Labour Force Sur vey Women in Northern 
Ireland January 2003) NEEDS TO BE UPDATED

Women and Pensions in Northern 
Ireland

Women and Poverty in Northern 
Ireland

•
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Working Group on lone parents is welcome but we are concerned at the lack of progress on this since the 
establishmen t of the regional Assembly in Nor thern Ireland.  

Quest ions Relating to Article 13

1. What  steps  will be take n to ensure tha t data on gender and povert y   in   Northe rn 
Ireland i s collected and  monit ered?

2. What  steps  will gove rnment take to  ensure that  women recei ve a fair and 
adequat e state pension?

3.
What  will gove rnment do to ensure  that pol icy is  more eff ective  through the 
integration of the var ious equal ity strategies?

4. Will the UK g overnment  set targe ts to gend er proof and gender  budget all  
policies?

5. Will the government  ensure that  there is a time frame  for revi ewing, 
imple menting  and monito ring the measu res conta ined in the anti-poverty 
strategy?
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Women living in rural areas of Northern Ireland experience double and sometimes multiple 
discriminations across a range of issues.  The isolation perpetuated by the lack of transport 
infras tructure and the lack for provision of range of services. Research has shown that that women in 
NI do play  a vital role in maintaining agriculture through their off-farm work 29.   However socio-
cultural pa tterns of land transfer  and the organisational culture of the agricultural establishment 
continues to frustrate the greater  participation of women in the industry and the recognition of  their 
role in a sustainable agriculture and rural development .

Consultations with  young women in the age group of 18-25  confirms the lack of involvement in 
community development in rural areas.  

ADDITIONAL INFOR OBTAINED IN CONSULTATIONS TO BE INSERTED

Northe rn Irel and Issues Article 14:
Rural Women

Rura l Women in Northern Ireland §

§
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Northern Ireland Issue

Questions Relating to Article 14

The Committee should take into account that serious under-representation of women 

1. What  can government doe to ensur e more  inclusive  and cont emporary 
definitions of fa rm work are needed  in order  to make women’s farm  work 
visible and provide  statistica l cate gories to ensur e they do not 
ina dvertently reinforce  gender inequa lities?

2. Will government ensu re that th e agricu ltural establishment  reflects on 
organisational practices that  discriminate against women, and put in place 
strategies to redress di scrimina tory prac tice?

Article 15:
Equality before the Law and Civil Matters

Judicial Appointments in §
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Retention issues ……….
Career and progression issues ………..

Research into women in prison in Northern Ireland by the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission 
highlighted fundamental concerns about the abuses of human rights and the lack of compliance with the 
European Convention on Human Rights 30.

Northern Ireland

Gender Issues relating to the 
Police Service for Northern 
Ireland
Women Pr isoners in Northern 
Ireland

 …………………………… Mental health services for women 
detained ……….

Questions Relating to Article 15

1 Will government co mmit to est ablishi ng the reco mmendat ions made b y the 
Northe rn Ireland Human Rights  Com mission on the rights for wo men prisons  
in Northe rn Irel and?  Need to  check progres s on this… ……… ……

2
Will the government  impos e a timetabl e for the  implementa tion of the 
recommendat ions  of the Criminal  Jus tice Review rel ating to equality  

in the judiciary.  The Criminal Justice Review (      ) put forward recommendations 
regarding equality monitoring and the development of an effective workforce strategy.  
There has been only limited development in both these areas.  It is recommended that 
government ensures a timetable is in place for implementation of these measures.  

§
§

§
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BEING UPDATED BY NIWAF

Some 7,814 domestic violence incidents recorded represent an increase of 7.7% on the previous 
year.  This was accompanied by a rise of 75 in the number of persons arrested for these crimes to 
1,671 (4.7%). 

A recent survey carried out by NI Women’s Aid Federation showed clearly that there is no 
consistency in Police Service for Northern Ireland (PSNI) response across NI. It is hoped that 
the new PSNI policy will introduce appropriate systems of monitoring that will rectify this. 

Recent consultations in Northern Ireland, with women survivors  of Domestic Violence 
highlighted a deep sense of dissatisfaction by many women with the way in which they had 
been treated by  many personnel connected with the justice system.

Sentencing is currently inconsistent. The fact that the violence is located within the home is 
still frequently viewed as a mitigating rather than an aggravating factor.

monit oring  and the  deve lopment  of an ef fective  workf orce  strategy?

3 PSNI - gender

Northern Irela nd Issue Article 16:
Equality  in Marri age and Fami ly Law

The Law and Domestic Violence §

§

§

§
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There are grave concerns over the delay between orders  being made and being served and the 
lack of a consistent approach to serving orders  across the jurisdiction.  Police are also 
frequently failing to take alleged breaches of orders seriously or do not  do so unless pressed to 
do so by a solicitor.

Non-eligibility for legal aid is having serious  implications on women  accessing civil order s. 
The means test places women in considerable financial hardship or forces them to give up their 
employment. The protection of women is a public safety issue and should not be the personal 
responsibility of individual women .  Many women are left without access to legal protection.

: In conjunction with s trong prosecution and appropriate sentencing 
of offenders, perpetrator programmes are recognised as contributing to the prevention of re-
offending.  However, if the  safety of women and children is to be ensured while men 
participate in these programmes , it is essential that parallel support is made available for 
women partners and their children.

Current contact provision does not offer adequate protection to vulnerable children.  Current 
research findings show that 76% of children who were ordered by courts to have contact with a 
violent parent have been f urther abused as a resu lt of contact being set up. The issue of child 
contact in dome stic violence cases is complex  and warrants informed consideration. While 
there are mechanisms in place in public law proceedings re child contact to take account of 
domestic violence, these are missing in private law proceedings

§

§

§

§

§

Perpetrator programmes

Physical punishment of children
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Recommendations Relating to Article 16

§

§

§

§

§

§

§

§

§

§

a strong pro-prose cution policy to rei nforce a pro -arre st and pro -charge policy

domestic violence shoul d be prosecut ed as an aggravat ed offence 

guideline s to e nsure consistency in  sentenc ing across all courts in Northern Ireland.   Thes e should 
be reviewed  and monito red regul arly.

training in domestic violence for all court staff

that the Police Service Norther n Ireland adopt a standard and consistent  approach when serving 
orders

that non molestation and occupa tion orde rs should be strictly enforced  and any breach shoul d be 
treat ed severely both by police  and the  courts

That  women are kept ful ly informed at all stages

That  systems are in place to ensure the safet y and protection of the woman and her chil dren 
during thi s high risk peri od.

That the means test for legal aid should not be applied in these cases.

Where there are allegations of domestic violence in private law procee dings  re cont act, the court 
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must  appl y a manda tory risk assessment  checklist focuss ing specifically on the violence and its 
effect.

In cases of domestic violence , the court  sho uld not grant  residen ce or unsupervised cont act to the 
violent paren t unless it is  satisfied that  this is what the chil d wants and it can be ar ranged safel y. 

Where contact progr esses to an unsupe rvised status, it should be closely moni tored with a view to 
withdrawal , if  any threat  is made  and/ or the wo man or chi ld shows distres s.

Perpetr ator programmes to adhe re to the mini mum standards and principles set out by 
RESPECT.

That  the UK Gove rnment shoul d press for a revi ew of The Hague Convent ion an d that i t should be 
amended to ensure the  safety of children fleeing domes tic  violence.

§

§

§

§
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