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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
  
Choice Ireland is a feminist organisation of volunteers, who come from various 
backgrounds, which aims to promote reproductive freedom and access to all forms 
of reproductive choices and unbiased sex education in Ireland. The Irish Feminist 
Network (IFN) is an organisation aimed at challenging gender inequality in Ireland.  
 
The key points that Choice Ireland the IFN wish to focus on are: 
 

 The lack of access to all forms of reproductive choices within Ireland 
 The lack of unbiased sex education due to the high percentage of state-run 

schools with a Catholic ethos 
 
I. BACKGROUND AND FRAMEWORK  
 
Choice Ireland respectfully submits comments concerning Ireland for the 
consideration by the Human Rights Council (HRC) within its Universal Periodic 
Review of Ireland in its twelfth session, on the 6th October 2011.  
 
Choice Ireland was founded in 2007 and has been working alongside other 
grassroots organisations to promote reproductive freedom within Ireland ever since. 
Choice Ireland takes part in many human rights activities and campaigns throughout 
Ireland, including the recent campaign run by the Irish Family Planning Association to 
highlight the lack of progress made on the Millennium Development Goal part 5b 
(Universal Access to Reproductive Health). Campaigns run by Choice Ireland include: 
 

 Over-the-counter access to emergency contraception (recent success) 
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 Demanding legislation relating to women’s health centres (where the agency 
may be providing false and judgemental information to women in a crisis 
pregnancy) 

 To legislate for the C case, following the judgement made by the European 
Court of Human Rights 

 
Established in May 2010, the Irish Feminist Network aims to make feminism relevant 
and accessible to the next generation of women, and engage all people in working 
for change. The IFN organises regular meetings throughout the year to share ideas 
and take action against injustices faced by women in Ireland. It also aims to hold 
discussion groups and workshops to further education about feminism and its 
practical application, as well as organising campaigns around specific feminist issues 
such as women’s political and media representation. The IFN is an organisation 
committed to actively protesting against gender inequalities across Ireland. 
 
II. PROMOTION AND PROTECTION OF HUMAN RIGHTS ON THE GROUND 
 
A. Cooperation with human rights mechanisms 
 
Ireland has a constitution that seeks to protect the life of the unborn. As a result, 
abortion is not available in Ireland. The Supreme Court, however, has interpreted the 
constitution to allow abortion when the right to life of the woman arises, and which 
they have interpreted to include a risk of suicide (the X case – appendix III). The 
Supreme Court urged the government to legislate for situations where the woman’s 
life was threatened and regulate availability of abortion in those circumstances. The 
government has not done so and were recently castigated by the European Court of 
Human Rights for such failure (the C case - appendix II).  
 
The foregoing ignores the right of a woman to choose to have an abortion in 
circumstances where her life is not in peril, for example, in cases involving rape, 
incest, and domestic violence, or indeed for broader reasons such as career, financial 
constraints, emotional stability and even medical reasons not amounting to a threat 
to her life. This, by definition, is discrimination affecting only women and can be a 
major constraint on the bodily integrity in which a woman should enjoy, in addition 
to the devastating consequences of being forced to carry an unwanted pregnancy to 
full term. The Irish constitution is heavily influenced by religious mores which have 
traditionally been male dominated and has tended to subjugate women.  
 
B. Implementation of International Human Rights Obligations 
 
Ireland has signed the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights and the International Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against 
Women. As such, Ireland should be promoting a society that reflects these 
commitments, which includes the removal of all barriers interfering with a woman’s 
access to health services, education and information, including in the area of sexual 
and reproductive health.  
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Instead of legislating for the X case (1992), the government held two referenda, one 
in 1992, and another in 2002, which if passed, would have further restricted access 
to abortion in Ireland by effectively removing the decision made by the Supreme 
Court from the Irish Constitution. This shows the utter contempt that the Irish 
government has for implementing full and effective healthcare for women.  
 
III. ACHIEVEMENTS, BEST PRACTICES, CHALLENGES AND CONSTRAINTS 
(Approx. 100 words) 
 
In the past four years, the only notable achievement made by Ireland with regard to 
reproductive healthcare was the provision of emergency contraception over the 
counter in pharmacies, without the requirement of a prescription from a general 
practitioner (whom were legally entitled to refuse to provide a prescription on 
personal grounds). 

 
The challenges faced by the state include: 

 A male dominated government (approximately 85 %) 
 A public school system which is dominated by a Catholic ethos 

(approximately 95 % of public schools), providing young adults with the 
Catholic viewpoint on the abortion debate, with no alternative 

 Lack of religious freedom; people in Ireland often have difficulties enrolling 
their children in school if they are not of a Catholic background, as a 
baptismal certificate is often a pre-requisite to enrol in many publicly funded 
schools, without which a child may go to the bottom of the waiting list 

 
IV. KEY NATIONAL PRIORITIES 
 
Ireland should undertake the following to improve its human rights: 

 Legislate for the provisions set out in the constitution (where a woman’s life 
is at risk) 

 Implement changes to the Irish constitution for full access to reproductive 
choice based on best practice abroad 

 Work to remove the Catholic ethos from publicly funded schools 
 Remove restrictions on non-Catholic children enrolling in public schools 

 
 
V. CAPACITY BUILDING AND TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE 
 
Efforts should be made by the international community to put pressure on Ireland to 
make progress on its reproductive rights. Full change is unlikely to come from within 
Ireland in the near future due to the influence of the Catholic Church on the 
developing minds of our young adults. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
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First of all, it is recommended that Ireland legislates for the provision of abortion 
where the life of the woman is at risk, this is already enshrined in our constitution, 
but the government have failed to legislate for this.  
 
It is also recommended that Ireland looks at best practice abroad, especially from its 
nearest neighbours in Europe, on how to implement sufficient reproductive 
healthcare that includes access to all reproductive choices. This would involve 
making changes to the Irish constitution to incorporate the bodily integrity of Irish 
women. 
 
APPENDIX 
 

 Extract of the Irish Constitution 
 Press release from the European Court of Human Rights ruling on A, B and C v 

Ireland 
 Ruling of the Attorney General v X  

 
Appendix I 
Extract from the Irish constitution: 
 
Article 40  
 
3° The State acknowledges the right to life of the unborn and, with due regard to the 
equal right to life of the mother, guarantees in its laws to respect, and, as far as 
practicable, by its laws to defend and vindicate that right.   
 
This subsection shall not limit freedom to travel between the State and another 
state.   
 
This subsection shall not limit freedom to obtain or make available, in the State, 
subject to such conditions as may be laid down by law, information relating to 
services lawfully available in another state.   
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Appendix II 
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Appendix III 
 
The Supreme Court rules in Attorney General v X that a 14 year old girl, known as X, 
pregnant as a result of rape, faces a real and substantial risk to her life due to threat 
of suicide and this threat could only be averted by the termination of her pregnancy. 
Therefore, X is entitled to an abortion in Ireland under the provision of article 40.3.3 

http://www.bailii.org/ie/cases/IESC/1992/1.html
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of the Constitution that requires the State to have "due regard to the equal right life 
of the mother" 
 
Supreme Court of Ireland decision on the X case 
http://www.bailii.org/ie/cases/IESC/1992/1.html 

 
The 14 year old girl subsequently had a miscarriage before an abortion could be 
carried out. 
 

http://www.bailii.org/ie/cases/IESC/1992/1.html

