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 The policy on gender equality in Ireland 

BACKGROUND: THE CONTEXT OF POLICY MAKING IN 
IRELAND 

In recent years, Ireland has seen significant progress in terms of women’s equality. The 
period of economic growth between 1995 and 2007 did much to advance the position of 
Irish women in society. Since 2008, the economic recession and austerity has also had a 
dramatic impact on women.  Ireland is a traditionally Catholic and conservative country, 
as reflected in its 1937 Constitution, which has had a significant bearing on the status of 
Irish women throughout its history.  

Some of the recent gains for women’s equality include increased employment, which 
exceeded the Lisbon target of 60% in 2007 and 2008. The Central Statistics Office (CSO, 
2011) showed that 53% of women aged 25-34 have third-level qualifications, and girls 
are more likely than boys to achieve ‘A’ grades in the Leaving Certificate in the subjects 
of English, Irish, French, Biology, Chemistry, Art, and Music. Access to healthcare has 
improved, and this year equality in political decision making has seen a significant 
progression with the introduction to the Electoral Amendment (Political Funding) Bill 
(2011), which introduces 30% candidate selection quotas at national level.  

However, this has not translated into equality for women in all spheres of society. 
Traditionalist views of women’s roles still persist, and the political system is 
overwhelmingly male-dominated. Progress on gender equality in Ireland has faltered 
during the economic recession; employment targets for women are no longer being met, 
stagnant political institutions continue to pose challenges, women’s economic situations 
have worsened, reproductive rights are severely restricted, and gender-based violence 
remains a serious cause for concern. These issues are all outlined in Ireland’s National 
Women’s Strategy (2007-2016), but the Government’s priority of decreasing public debt 
has placed severe constraints particularly on the areas of equality that require new 
investment of resources, such as childcare.  

In 2010, Ireland agreed to the terms of a Programme of Support with the EU, ECB, and 
IMF, providing a loan facility to Ireland, to the value of €85 billion. This includes specific 
commitments to reduce expenditure in specific areas which are of relevance to women, 
including social protection, health, and education. This sequence of 4 years of ‘austerity’ 
budgets has been characterised by a Government focus on expenditure cuts (approx. 
rate of cuts to taxation 2:1), rather than raising revenue by other means. 

The Programme for Government which was released by the new Government after their 
2011 election contained a commitment to equality, stating that the Ireland of the future 
would be “built on fairness and equal citizenship.” And that “The Government for 
National Recovery will strive to ensure that every one of our citizens has an effective 
right, free from discrimination, to contribute to the economic, social and cultural life of 
the nation.” There is work yet to be done in this area, but progress has been 
encouraging. What is needed going forward is a maintenance of the commitment to 
equality in these times of economic hardship, and sustaining of resources and political 
will to support them, as firm bases for building a more efficient and sustainable economy 
in the future. 
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1.  GENERAL DISPOSITIONS 

1.1. Key legislation and policy 

Two distinct pieces of legislation directly address equality: The Equal Status Act, and the 
Employment Equality Act.1 Other pieces of legislation pertaining to specific aspects of 
equality will be discussed throughout the thematic sections.  

Ireland’s Equal Status Acts 2000 and 2004 relate to discrimination based on the nine 
grounds of gender, civil status, family status, age, race, religion, disability, sexual 
orientation, and membership of the Traveller community. These Acts apply to the buying 
and selling of goods; provision or utilisation of services; obtaining or disposing of 
accommodation; and attending at, or being in charge of, educational establishments. 
Separate provisions exist for discriminatory clubs. 

The Employment Equality Acts 1998 and 2004 address discrimination within 
employment across the same nine grounds. Most employment issues are dealt with by 
these Acts, including dismissal, equal pay, harassment and sexual harassment, working 
conditions, promotion, and access to employment. Employment rights are also protected 
by the Maternity Protection Acts 1994 and 2004, which provide for maternity leave; the 
Adoptive Leave Act 1995; Parental Leave Acts 1998 and 2006; the Carer’s Leave Act 
2001; Protection of Employees (Part-time Work) Act 2001 and the Protection of 
Employees (Fixed-term Work) Act 2003; and the National Minimum Wage Act 2000. 

The National Women’s Strategy (NWS) (2007-2016) is the Government’s core 
policy document for women’s equality, linked to its commitments under the Beijing 
Platform for Action (1995). The Strategy is based around three themes: women’s socio
economic opportunity, wellbeing, and equal engagement as active citizens. The 
document outlines impediments to gender equality in Ireland, and proposes actions to 
tackle these. 

The Strategy is currently under Review; this is expected to be published by the end of 
2012. In their submission to the review, the National Women’s Council of Ireland 
(NWCI), the National NGO representing Irish women, advocated analysis of all 
Government budgetary measures from a gender perspective as a matter of priority, and 
greater transparency of the rationale behind such measures. The NWCI submitted that a 
revised NWS should reflect the evolving situations of Irish women, the complexity of 
their lives, and their roles in both paid work and in care work. It was also urged that the 
State would go further in ensuring the provision of affordable quality childcare, and a 
greater distribution of care work between women and men generally. 

1.2. Infrastructure for implementation 

1 See website of the Equality Authority for further information: www.equality.ie 
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 The policy on gender equality in Ireland 

When Ireland’s equality legislation was passed, the Equality Authority was established 
to promote and develop policies on equality, and an Equality Investigations Tribunal 
was made responsible for investigating alleged breaches of the legislation. Funding for 
the Equality Authority was cut by 43% in 2009, and the body will soon be merged with 
the Irish Human Rights Commission (IHRC). 

After gender mainstreaming was adopted at national policy level in Ireland under the 
National Development Plan (2000-2006), a Gender Equality Division was set up to 
monitor these commitments under the Department of Justice and Equality. This unit also 
advises policy makers, collects and analyses data, and oversees progress on the NWS, in 
conjunction with a National Women’s Strategy Monitoring Committee.  

A Joint Committee on Justice, Defence and Equality in the Government work on 
legislation related to gender equality, and all other equality-related issues. The Equality 
for Women Measure (2008-2013) is a source of funding from the European Social 
Fund, to support women’s participation in the labour market, and in the economy more 
broadly. The Department of Justice has overall responsibility for the Measure.  

The CEDAW monitoring committee have raised concerns about the staffing and funding 
of Ireland’s machinery for gender equality, and advised that it must be adequately 
supported in order to effectively monitor and coordinate the National Women’s Strategy, 
whilst also promoting gender mainstreaming into all aspects of governance, and 
maintaining targeted initiatives to advance women’s equality.2 

2.  THEMATIC DISPOSITIONS 

2.1. Reaching Lisbon employment targets 

Ireland met the Lisbon target for women in employment of 60% in 2007 and 2008, but 
not in 2009, 2010, or 2011, with the rate falling to 56%. This decrease has particularly 
affected young women aged 20-24.3 Under Europe 2020 the Irish Government have 
proposed a target of 69-71% employment for women and men by 2020.  

Unemployment for men is higher than that of women, due in part to the collapse of the 
construction sector. However, unemployment for women is now increasing at a faster 
rate, and their non-employment or 'inactivity' rates are significantly higher, reflecting 
traditional roles as primary carers (Barry, 2011). Unemployed women are also less likely 
than men to qualify for Jobseekers Allowance, the allowance available to those who are 
unemployed and seeking work. This is because the eligibility criteria of this benefit 
system require the individual to be available for full-time work. In reality, the ‘one-and
a-half’ breadwinner model becomes increasingly commonplace, replacing the ‘male 
breadwinner/female carer’ model of labour division, and illustrating the increasingly 
important role of part-time work in many households, particularly for women. This 
necessitates the social welfare system ‘catching up’ with this reality, to respond 
effectively to people’s needs. 

Gender segregation, both horizontal and vertical, still exists to a significant degree in the 
Irish labour market. According to the NWCI Annual Statistics Review (2012), differences 

2 UN : CEDAW/C/IRL/CO/4-5 : July 2005
 
3 National Women’s Council of Ireland (2012) Statistics Review, p. 36.
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in unemployment rates are very pronounced between women and men in low-skill jobs; 
18% of low-skill women are unemployed, compared with one in four men. Most women 
in low-skills jobs are cleaners or domestic workers, while the men in are very often in 
the construction industry. The most gender-balanced occupations are ‘elementary’ 
occupations, requiring minimal education. 

In caring, leisure, and other services, just under one in six employees is male. Sectors 
with greater numbers of men include construction, public administration, retail, business, 
agriculture and land transport. In 2010, men made up 91.2% of employees in the Irish 
construction sector.4 Women are located predominantly in the public sector in areas such 
as health, education, and administration, but are less likely to hold senior positions 
within these areas. For example, in education, which is traditionally female-dominated, 
management positions are occupied by only 40% women (CSO, 2011). 

A large proportion of women are engaged in shift work and atypical employment, and 
they are more likely to be low-paid and on reduced hours. Women are over represented 
in unpredictable, or ‘precarious’ work, as well as part-time and casual work which 
requires significant flexibility (NWCI, 2012b). 

Overall, women are likely to receive less pay than men; last year the pay gap was an 
average of 17.1% and twice as many men than women were earning over €50,000 per 
year. Women are more concentrated in low-paid jobs, and are far more likely to work 
part-time, representing 75.3% of all those who worked up to 29 hours per week in 2011.  

2.2. Reconciliation of work and family life 

Employment trends show a steep decline in women’s labour force participation over the 
life cycle, particularly dependent on factors such as the number and age of their 
children. The Irish employment rate for women without children shows almost no 
difference from childless men, but the rate drops by approximately 30 percentage points 
for women where there are young children present in the household (Murphy, 2012). 
Men’s employment rates show no such child-dependent variation (Barry, 2011). 

Ireland still lacks a comprehensive childcare policy, with progress towards the Barcelona 
childcare targets ranking among the poorest of all Member States. However, a significant 
positive development in this area came with the introduction of the free pre-school year, 
available for all children under the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) 
scheme. Síolta is the national quality framework for ECCE. 

Another positive policy development for gender equality in recent years has been an 
increase in maternity leave entitlement to 26 weeks paid leave and 16 weeks unpaid. In 
March 2013, the EU Directive on Parental Leave will also be implemented, extending the 
period of unpaid parental leave from three months to four, and including one non
transferrable month to encourage fathers to take a share of this.  

In Ireland, there is currently no statutory entitlement to paternity leave. 

4 National Women’s Council of Ireland (2012) Statistics Review, p. 14. 
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 The policy on gender equality in Ireland 

2.3. Gender equality in social protection and the fight against 
poverty 

In the context of Ireland’s austerity budgeting, the social welfare system has seen 
significant cuts. These include: reduction of welfare payments and child benefit, cuts to 
payments to young people under the age of 23, abolition of the double Christmas 
welfare payment, curbing of resources for community and local area programmes, and 
severe cuts to the budgets of equality agencies and initiatives.  

The Irish social protection system is poorly equipped to address current labour market 
challenges such as increasing casual employment, greater demand for flexibility and in-
work poverty. The NWCI campaigns for modernisation of the system to support women’s 
engagement with the labour market, even with atypical work patterns. Provision for 
short time workers in the system is complex and rigid, excluding more workers than it 
covers (NWCI, 2012b). The Social Welfare Act 2011 changed the basis for calculation of 
social protection for those in casual employment from a six to a five day week, a cut of 
20% for those in receipt of these benefits. This has potential to disincentivise women’s 
participation in casual or part-time employment. 

In terms of poverty, Irish households headed by a woman have a higher at risk of 
poverty rate than the general population – 18.4% compared with 15.8% (NWCI, 2012a). 
87% of Irish lone parents are women, and this group have faced particular hardship 
during the recession. One example of this relates to the proposed Social Welfare and 
Pensions Bill 2012. Section 4 of this Bill stipulates that by 2015, a lone parent will lose 
his or her One Parent Family Payment when their youngest child reaches 7 years of age, 
thus presenting parents with difficult choices between work and welfare, in the absence 
of subsidised childcare provision.5 

Another sub-group of women of particular concern in the social welfare system is known 
as ‘qualified adults’ – mainly women who are treated as dependents of their spouses 
within the system. Such individuals receive payments through their partners, on the 
basis of their partners’ welfare payments, but have no individual entitlements. These 
‘coupled registrants’ on Jobseekers’ Allowance are very likely to be educationally 
disadvantaged, to have experience of poverty, and to find it difficult to obtain 
employment (Murphy, 2012). The qualified adult is not required to seek work, nor is the 
payment contingent on care responsibilities; rather, it serves to support a woman’s 
traditional role within the home. 

Positive commitments on the part of the Government are in place in terms of equality 
and social inclusion,6 but reform to the social protection system is needed in order to end 
its reinforcement of traditionalist cultural assumptions in this way (Barry, 2007). 
Ireland’s taxation and welfare system is largely still based on the outdated ‘male 
breadwinner’ model, and its structure can create particular difficulties for women in 
accessing support. 

5 National Women’s Council of Ireland (2012) Statistics Review. 
6 Programme for Government can be retrieved from: http://per.gov.ie/wp
content/uploads/ProgrammeforGovernmentFinal.pdf 
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2.4. Recognising the gender dimension in health 

Irish women have longer life expectancies than men. However, women experience fewer 
‘healthy life years’, are more likely to suffer from chronic conditions and to die from 
cancers than their EU counterparts (NWS). Health problems manifest in different ways in 
men and women, and are greatly influenced by differences in their lives as well as in 
their genetic make-up (NWCI/HSE, 2012). A more gender mainstreamed healthcare 
system would be better equipped to respond to these differences in a sensitive manner.  

In particular, Irish women continue to face significant challenges in the area of 
reproductive health.  A recent tragic case highlighted the difficulties faced by women in 
Ireland with accessing to their Constitutional right to life-saving abortions, when a 
woman died of infection following a prolonged miscarriage during which she was denied 
a medical termination. An inquiry into this case is set to take place shortly. 

Despite a Supreme Court ruling on the matter 20 years ago7, and more recent criticism 
by the European Court of Human Rights8, legislation to guide doctors on how a ‘real and 
substantial’ risk to the mother’s life should be defined is still absent. An expert group 
which has been tasked with examining the situation in relation to abortion have 
produced a report to the Minister for Health, the contents of which have not yet been 
made public. The government have not yet committed to legislating on this issue.  

The importance of a gender mainstreaming approach to health is acknowledged by the 
National Women’s Strategy, as well as by the Health Service Executive’s (HSE) National 
Men’s Health Policy 2008-2013. The HSE and Department of Health and Children (DOHC) 
have committed to reducing inequalities in health under the National Health Strategy, 
Quality and Fairness - A Health Service for You (DOHC 2001), and the HSE Health 
Inequalities Framework 2010-2012 (HSE 2010). Despite this, gender is not currently 
integrated into HSE and DOHC health policies, strategies and plans in a systematic way. 
In their 2013 Pre-Budget Submission, NWCI have called for the Department of Health to 
integrate gender equality concerns into their plans for re-structuring of the Irish 
healthcare system. This should include the establishment of a Gender Mainstreaming 
Unit in the Department. A framework for gender mainstreaming in health is provided in a 
recent document produced by the National Women’s Council of Ireland (NWCI) and the 
HSE, entitled ‘Different but Equal’. 

2.5. Combating multiple discrimination 

The number of non-Irish nationals in the country continues to increase (NWCI, 2012a); 
the number of women in the non-Irish community has increased by 39% since 2006, 
compared with a 21.5% increase of non-Irish men. For these women, and for women 
from Ireland’s indigenous minority ethnic group, the Irish Traveller community, 
discrimination on multiple grounds is a significant problem. This is not fully dealt with by 
the Equal Status Act, nor is it addressed adequately in the National Women’s Strategy, a 

7 Attorney General v. X, [1992] 1 I.R. 1 
8 (2011) 53 EHRR 13; [2010] ECHR 2032. 
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 The policy on gender equality in Ireland 

fact which was criticised by the Follow-Up Coordinator of the CERD Committee’s 2006 
visit to Ireland.9 

Migrant women, many of whom are employed as domestic workers in Ireland, may face 
challenges in this regard. Problems have been documented difficulties in accessing their 
employment rights and protections.10 A Code of Practice has been adopted under  
Towards 2016 for those engaged in domestic service, but the Government have yet to 
ratify the International Labour Organisation (ILO) Convention on Domestic Workers 
(Convention 189), to provide them with greater protection. 

Multiple discrimination is particularly marked for Irish Traveller women, who are not 
officially recognised by the Irish Government as an ethnic minority. This lack of 
recognition was criticised in Ireland’s Universal Periodic Review, and Travellers’ rights 
organisations have repeatedly stated that this is a necessary step towards protecting the 
legitimacy of Traveller culture, and counteracting the serious disadvantages which Irish 
Travellers face in many areas of life. The full extent of this disadvantage is likely to be 
underestimated, due to problems which have existed with collection of National data, 
which has excluded Travellers who do not live in houses in the past. 

A particularly worrying example of Travellers’ disadvantage can be observed in the vast 
discrepancies between Traveller health and that of the general population illustrated by 
the ‘All Ireland Traveller Health Study’ of 2010. This study demonstrated that Travellers 
experience more health problems and worse outcomes than the general population, and 
frequently experience discrimination and cultural insensitivity within the healthcare 
system. Travellers also have much higher mortality rates than the general population; 
the overall mortality rate is 3.5 times higher, while infant mortality is 14.1 per 1000 live 
births, compared with 3.9 in the general population.  

2.6. Eradicating gender-based violence and trafficking 

The Domestic Violence Acts 1996 and 2002 made new arrangements to protect the 
victims of domestic violence, who are mostly women. However, Ireland’s current 
National Strategy on Domestic, Sexual and Gender-based Violence (2010-2014) is 
gender neutral. Cosc is the Office for the Prevention of Domestic, Sexual and Gender-
based Violence in Ireland. 

Irish statistics on sexual violence show that victims of rape and sexual assault are 
predominantly women. Men are also victimised, but the perpetrators of sexual violence 
are overwhelmingly men (RCNI, 2011). Rape in Ireland is criminalised under the 
Criminal Law (Rape) Acts of 1981 and 1990, but prosecution and conviction rates are 
low. Marital rape was criminalised in Ireland in 1990, but only one conviction has ever 
been upheld, despite the estimate by Rape Crisis Network Ireland (RCNI) that at least 
22% of all rapes are perpetrated by partners or ex-partners. Sexual abuse of children is 
dealt with specifically by The Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act 2006. 

9 Report of the Visit of Co-ordinator on Follow-up to Ireland, CERD/C/69/Misc.9, para.15. 
10 Report of the Visit of Co-ordinator on Follow-up to Ireland, CERD/C/69/Misc.9, para. 10. 

10 


http:protections.10


 
_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

   

 
 

   
 

   

 
 

  
 

  
 
 

 

 

 

 

  
 

 

 
 

  

 
 

   

   

 
 
 

 
  

 

 
  

Policy Department C - Citizens' Rights and Constitutional Affairs 

In March 2012, the Criminal Justice (Female Genital Mutilation) Bill was passed, which 
outlaws the practice of FGM in Ireland, and prohibits the transportation of women and 
girls out of the country to undergo the procedure.  

Currently in Ireland, it is not illegal to sell or purchase sex, except in public places. 
However, the laws in this area are currently under review, with women’s organisations 
advocating the criminalisation of the act of purchasing sex, but not the selling, in order 
to provide protection to the women who are exploited in the sex industry. 

Ireland ratified the Council of Europe Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human 
Beings in 2010, the 30th member state to do so. Those who knowingly use the services 
of those who exploit victims of trafficking are criminalised in the Criminal Law (Human 
Trafficking) Act 2008. In 2009, the Immigrant Council of Ireland (ICI) launched a report 
entitled “Globalisation, Sex Trafficking and Prostitution: The Experiences of Migrant 
Women in Ireland”. This study identified more than 100 women and girls who met the 
internationally agreed definition of a victim of trafficking who had presented to 10 
different service providers in Ireland over a period of less than two years. The report 
also suggested that these women represented a mere fraction of the total number of 
women who are victims of trafficking in Ireland. 

2.7. Women’s participation in politics  

A Constitutional Convention will soon examine the Irish Constitution with a view to 
modernisation, and better reflection of the positions of women and men in society, and 
women’s role in public life in particular. 

As of the 30th of September, 2012, Ireland ranks 89th in Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) 
figures for women in politics. Dáil Eireann is comprised of only 15% women, which 
represents an all-time high for women’s participation in political decision making. The 
power-concentrated cabinet has only 2 women out of 16 members.  

This year saw the passing of the Electoral Amendment (Political Funding) Bill 2011, 
legislation which sets out to improve gender equality in Irish politics. This Bill requires all 
parties to put forward a minimum of 30% women candidates for the next general 
election, which will rise to 40% in subsequent elections. 

Although no quota system is planned at the local level, government plans are underway 
to reform this system in a programme entitled ‘Putting People First’. Reforms will consist 
of a reduction of the numbers of city and town councils, some changes to the roles of 
elected representatives, and a reformed funding system. The reforms will also introduce 
a requirement of local authorities to make arrangements to improve gender equality in 
its operations; for example, this will include timing meetings to ensure that they are not 
particularly inaccessible for women with care responsibilities. 

In these proposals for local reform, it is also stated that local governments will take 
leadership in economic, social and community development services, providing an 
oversight function in this sector. The concern has been raised within the community 
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sector that groups who have been most marginalised in the past may potentially be 
further excluded in this process (Community Workers’ Cooperative, 2012). To avoid this, 
the new system would need a special focus on issues of poverty and marginalisation. 
Inefficiency of general structures in this regard was what led to the development of local 
structures and initiatives in the first instance. Poverty and marginalisation are problems 
which exist on an increasing scale in the economic recession, and maintaining a voice for 
groups who are traditionally denied access to decision making spheres is of great 
importance. This includes women, and particularly women who are also socially or 
economically disadvantaged in other respects. 

2.8. Elimination of gender stereotypes in education, training 
and culture 

The Education Act 1998 requires schools to promote equality of opportunity for male and 
female students, as well as staff of the school.  Current Department of Education and 
Science policies in relation to curricula, evaluation and supports for students include a 
gender perspective. However, specific focus on gender mainstreaming is absent from the 
criteria of evaluation of Whole School Evaluations (WSEs). 

There is currently no legislative requirement on schools to have a public admissions 
policy, a problem which was much publicised last year, when one school refused 
admission to a student on the basis that she was pregnant. Ireland’s UPR also 
recommended that Ireland should take measures to end any discrimination on the basis 
of religion in school admissions policies. 

In terms of gender stereotyping in the media, the Broadcasting Act 2009 regulates the 
broadcasting media in Ireland. Under this legislation, the Broadcasting Authority of 
Ireland (BAI) is required to provide codes for broadcasters’ standards and practices. BAI 
are set to produce a Code on Fairness, Objectivity and Impartiality in news and current 
affairs in early 2013. 

In the consultation process for this BAI document, the National Women’s Council of 
Ireland drew attention to their research which demonstrated that women still make up 
less than a quarter of radio contributors. Where women are featured on air, they are 
often still found in stereotypical roles. Even the shows with above-average 
representation as recorded in this research did not feature more than 30% women, and 
only one had a woman as the main presenter. 

The Public Service Broadcasting Charter of 2004 outlines the obligations of RTÉ to its 
audience under the relevant legislation. In relation to gender, the guiding principles of 
the Charter stipulate that no editorial or programming bias shall be shown in terms of 
gender, age, disability, race, sexual orientation, religion or membership of a minority 
community. It also specifies that the programming and editorial content of RTÉ should 
strive to resist gender stereotyping. 

12 
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CONCLUSION 
The legislative and policy framework for realising equality of opportunity and outcome 
for women in Ireland is, for the most part, in place. Improvements needed include better 
focusing on equality concerns in the context of economic difficulty, and careful 
consideration of the social impact of austerity measures. Sustaining political will to follow 
through on commitments is also of central importance. Finally, particular attention must 
be afforded to those experiencing the most serious marginalisation, and discrimination 
on multiple grounds. 
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