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Chairperson and Members of the Committee, I am very pleased to speak to you today in my role as Convenor of the Gender and Equality Committee of the Irish Human Rights Commission.  

I would like to begin by saying that we see an explicit link between the unacceptable view of women’s role in society that is endorsed in the Irish Constitution and Ireland’s lack of progress with regard to eliminating the economic and social discrimination between women and men. Amending the Constitution could provide a legal basis to eliminate discrimination against women in the areas of economic and social rights as required by Article 13 of CEDAW.  Furthermore it would add impetus to implementing anti-discrimination policies and laws for the 23% of Ireland’s female population who are at risk of poverty, as well as the women in Ireland who experience multiple forms of discrimination. 

The Human Rights Comission’s report draws on national data to outline the growth and extent of female poverty in Ireland.  In 1994, 11.6% of women lived below the relative income poverty line of 60% compared to 10.6% of men.  By 2001 23% of women fell below this line compared to 19.4% of men in that same year [IHRC, p. 28-9].  Recent 2003 figures for women still stand at 23% [EU-SILC]. Furthermore, the Commission’s report draws attention to the facts that disabled women [IHRC, p.44-45], Traveller women [IHRC, p. 53] and women single parents [IHRC, p.31] have lower employment participation rates than disabled men, Traveller men and men single parents.

Put simply, there has been significant growth in women’s poverty over the past decade and more women than men are poor in Ireland.  This is so in spite of Ireland’s National Anti-Poverty Strategy that has been in place since 1997, and that was revised in 2002.   In 2002 the UN Committee on Ecomomic, Social and Cultural Rights  judged that Ireland’s National Anti-Poverty Strategy did not adopt a human-rights based approach even within its 2002 revision (‘Concluding Observations’).

Our submission outlines a number of recommendations to reverse women’s discrimination in basic economic rights, in order that Ireland fulfill its obligations under CEDAW, especially in relation to Articles 10, 11 and 13.   Central to these are:

· For the Irish government to put in place temporary special measures to increase the participation of Traveller women and disabled women in education and employment.  Your General Recommendation 25 highlights that temporary special measures are particularly pertinent for those women experiencing the compounded negative impact of multiple discrimination;

· For the Government to provide special childcare schemes for particular groups of women who have a low participation in the labour force and who are at a high risk of poverty;

· That measures are put in place to reduce the exceptionally high levels of poverty amongst older women.   So much of this is due to women’s carrying a disproportionate responsibilty of care in their earlier years, and that this is not adequately remunerated now in pension or social income, such as the Homemaker’s Scheme. 

Our submission also highlights the substantive changes needed for women to move beyond experiences of multiple discrimination, often rooted in how their gender intersects with other characteristics of their identity. 

The Commission recommends, for example:

· That, to fulfill the obligation of Article 6 under CEDAW, legislation should be put in place to suppress the trafficking of women and to ensure that the victims of trafficking are protected.  Ireland does not have this at present, and it is imperative that the Government does so within the context of its publication of an Immigration and Residence Bill later this year.

· That specific public guidelines be put in place to deal with claims of gender-based persecution by asylum seekers who are women.  The absence of these at present allows for too much discretion within the refugee determination process.

· That in accordance with General Recommendation 19, the Government carries out comprehensive research on the experience of violence by disabled women, and put in place appropriate protective measures.  Recent figures in a National Crime Council Survey indicate this is a significant problem, with 27% of disabled women experiencing severe abuse at some point in their lifetime.

It is the view of the Irish Human Rights Commission that changes such as these could initiate a reversal of the historical reality of women’s discrimination—especially as it is experienced in multiple ways—by a substantial number of women living in Ireland today.   

Thank you for your attention.      
