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Introduction 

The WPG Feminist Recovery Plan was written by the Northern Ireland 
Women’s Policy Group (WPG) and published in July 2020. The Plan provides 
a wide range of evidence under various pillars (economic, health, social 
justice, cultural etc.) highlighting the disproportionate impact of the COVID-
19 pandemic on women and puts forward recommendations which would 
help to mitigate against this impact. This report will present evidence from 
various sections under each of these pillars, which has been tailored to the 
UK Government, and which should be considered by the UK Government in 
all decision-making and recovery planning relating to the COVID-19 
pandemic.  

 

Economic Justice Pillar  

 

Gender Segregated Labour Markets and Care Work  
 

Substantive gender segregation remains in the labour market with men 
continuing to dominate in traditionally male-dominated sectors, such as 
manufacturing and construction, and women continuing to dominate in 
public administration, education and health. When the income of men and 
women across occupations ranging from the lowest hourly paid to the 
highest hourly paid is examined, it is apparent that women dominate in the 
low paid occupations. In Northern Ireland, women are underrepresented in 
higher-paying jobs in every sector in Northern Ireland.1 

According to the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland, lone parents, 
91% of whom are women, also experience occupational segregation in 
employment, with lone parents with dependent children mostly employed 
in ‘Personal Service’ and ‘Elementary’ occupations. Care-giving has been 
identified as one factor influencing occupational segregation with women 
and lone parents choosing occupations allowing sufficient flexibility to 
balance the demands of care-giving.  

 
1 NI Assembly Research and Information Service (2020) ‘Who Runs Northern Ireland? A Summary of Statistics 
Relating to Gender and Power in 2020’  

http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/raise/publications/2017-2022/2020/assembly_exec_review/0120.pdf
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/raise/publications/2017-2022/2020/assembly_exec_review/0120.pdf
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According to the World Economic Forum (WEF), gender segregated labour 
markets and a lack of gender parity has a negative fundamental bearing on 
the ability of economies and societies to thrive.2  Significantly, strong 
correlations can be found between high levels of unpaid work per day and 
the inability to access economic participation and opportunity.34 Findings 
from the WEF Gender Gap Report 2020 highlight the strong correlation 
between a country’s gender gap and its economic performance, showing 
that “countries that want to remain competitive and inclusive will need to 
make gender equality a critical part of their nation’s human capital 
development.”5  

 
Women’s Poverty and Austerity  
 

The response to the 2008 financial crash was a programme of austerity and 
welfare reform. Research suggests that these policies had a disproportionate 
impact on women; with 86% of the savings to the Treasury from the tax and 
benefit changes since 2010 coming from women.6 This is due to a range of 
societal factors that make women more vulnerable to these policies. Women 
are more likely to claim social security benefits, more likely to use public 
services, more likely to be in low-paid, part-time and insecure work, more 
likely to be caring for children/family members and more likely to have to 
make up for cuts to services through unpaid work.  

The health and economic impacts of COVID-19 have been compounded by 
the aftermath of the 2008 financial crisis where interest rates have remained 
at historical lows and public debts, on average, are higher than they have 
been over the past 60 years.7 With historically low interest rates, 
governmental monetary policy options appear to be more limited now than 
ever before, as “low rates, and the associated limits on monetary easing 
through conventional interest rate cuts, may be a fact of life for the 
foreseeable future.”8   

Research by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and Save the Children has 
shown that parents who were caught in poverty pre-crisis are around 50% 
more likely to have lost their jobs than parents who were better off. It also 

 
2 World Economic Forum (2020) ‘Mind the 100 Year Gap’, Global Gender Gap Report 2020.  
3 Ibid, p.14.  
4 Parker, C. (2017), ‘It’s official: women work nearly an hour longer than men every day’, World Economic Forum.  
5 Ibid (n2), p.33. 
6 Cracknell, R., and Keen, R. (2017) “Estimating the gender impact of tax and benefit changes” Commons Briefing 
Papers [SN06758] 
7 International Monetary Fund (2020), ‘World Economic Outlook, April 2020: The Great Lockdown’ Chapter 2: 
Countering Future Recessions in Advanced Economies: Cyclical Policies in an Era of Low Rates and High Debt, p.27. 
8 Ibid, p.30.  

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2020.pdf
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/06/its-official-women-work-nearly-an-hour-longer-than-men-every-day/
http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN06758/SN06758.pdf
http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN06758/SN06758.pdf
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2020/04/14/weo-april-2020#Introduction
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found that 6 in 10 families are having to borrow, 7 in 10 families have had to 
cut back on essentials and over 5 in 10 families are falling behind on rent or 
other essential bills.9 Research by the Institute for Social and Economic 
Research at the University of Essex has shown that single mothers and the 
lowest paid are hardest hit by the loss of income in the Coronavirus crisis.10   

Job losses and the need to provide increasing levels of unpaid care as a 
result of the pandemic is likely to increase poverty and dependence on 
social security benefits, especially for women. The Women’s Budget Group 
(WBG) has urged the Government not to turn to austerity measures to pay 
for the cost of the crisis.11 Although monetary policy options may seem 
limited in this climate; monetary decision-making with a gendered lens is 
crucial for supporting long-term economic reform.12  

 

Increasing Debt 
 

Levels of savings in Northern Ireland are generally lower than the rest of the 
UK.  According to Financial Conduct Authority research13 fewer adults in 
Northern Ireland have a savings account (52% compared to 59% in the UK).  
Further, 54% of adults in Northern Ireland have either no cash savings or 
savings of less than £2,000 compared with 46% of adults in Wales, 45% in 
England and 43% in Scotland. 56% said they could cover their living 
expenses for less than a week if the main source of household income was 
lost; this compares to the UK average of 50%. As a result, a greater 
proportion of people in Northern Ireland than anywhere else in the UK are 
considered potentially vulnerable due to their financial circumstances.   

StepChange debt advice charity has said that 4.6 million households risk 
building up dangerous levels of debt because of the pandemic, estimating 
that 4.6 million people will have accumulated an additional £1,076 of arrears 
and £997 of debt on average each because of the health crisis.14 The charity 
also reported that around 4.2 million people had borrowed to make ends 
meet and as many as 2.7 million people have used payment holidays on 

 
9 Joseph Rowntree Foundation and Save the Children (2020) ‘A lifeline for our children: Strengthening the social 
security system for families with children during this pandemic’ [Briefing] 
10 Institute for Social and Economic Research (2020) Understanding Society: The UK Household Longitudinal Study, 
COVID-19 Survey, Briefing Note, University of Essex.  
11 Women’s Budget Group (WBG) (2020) ‘Easing Lockdown: Potential Problems for Women’  
12 Ibid, (n7), p.28. 
13 Financial Conduct Authority (2018) ‘The financial lives of consumers across the UK: Key findings from the FCA’s 
Financial Lives Survey 2017’ 
14 StepChange (2020) “Coronavirus and personal debt: a financial recovery strategy for households 

https://www.theguardian.com/money/2020/may/22/uk-mortgage-payment-holiday-extended-by-three-months-covid-19
https://www.jrf.org.uk/file/55316/download?token=zdQGDbBp&filetype=briefing
https://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/2020/05/29/single-mothers-and-lowest-paid-covid
https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Easing-lockdown-.pdf
https://www.fca.org.uk/publication/research/financial-lives-consumers-across-uk.pdf
https://www.stepchange.org/Portals/0/assets/pdf/coronavirus-policy-briefing-stepchange.pdf
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mortgages and credit products that were brought in after talks between 
ministers and the banking industry. 

Pre-crisis ONS data15 shows that women are consistently more vulnerable to 
poverty; highlighting that borrowing and debt is far from gender neutral. 
Many women who are struggling financially on benefits and low-income 
work are vulnerable to high-cost credit and, in some cases, this can lead to a 
never-ending spiral of debt.  

 
Paramilitarism, Gate Keeping and Control of Funding  
 

Paramilitary organisations continue to exist, despite, in most cases, 
ceasefires being in place and the conflict being behind us. Paramilitary 
organisations continue to recruit new members and engage in activities 
that would ordinarily be categorised as common criminality; loan-sharking, 
protection rackets, and drug dealing. There is a concern that there may be a 
lack of political will to truly uproot the paramilitary organisations behind 
some of this criminality.  

Paramilitary run organisations continue to operate within many vulnerable 
communities, many of which are in receipt of public money. These same 
community workers and organisations can also act as gatekeepers within 
their communities, choosing favoured organisations to work alongside and 
choking off support to groups that may challenge or question paramilitary 
influence. These organisations are often highly male-dominated, leading to 
the silencing of women’s voices within the local community and reinforcing 
gender divisions. This problem has been further exacerbated by the UK’s 
refusal to apply UNSCR 1325 to the Northern Ireland conflict.  

Recent research by the Independent Reporting Commission, compiled by 
Monica McWilliams, confirms that paramilitary activity remains a constant 
issue in Northern Ireland, and describes the situation as one of “coercive 
control” of entire communities.16  

 

 
15 ONS (2020) ‘Early indicator estimates from the Wealth and Assets Survey: Bills and Credit Commitments, April 
2018 to September 2019’ 
16 See: Independent Reporting Commission (2021) [Website]: https://www.ircommission.org/ 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/personalandhouseholdfinances/incomeandwealth/datasets/earlyindicatorestimatesfromthewealthandassetssurveybillsandcreditcommitments
https://www.ircommission.org/
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Health Pillar 

 
Health Impacts of Austerity on Women 
 

As stated previously, women in Northern Ireland were disproportionately 
and cruelly impacted by years of austerity and welfare reform. Not only does 
austerity have significant economic impacts, but it also has been proven to 
have profound health impacts.17 Evidence from countries such as Iceland, 
Sweden, Canada and Norway highlights the importance of maintaining high 
levels of public spending on social welfare and health in order to improve 
health outcomes and narrowing health inequalities, while supporting long-
term, sustainable economic growth.  

 
Abortion, Maternal Health and Bodily Autonomy  
 

The Department of Health has failed to commission the full abortion services 
provided for in the NIO regulations18 and has failed to enable the safe 
management of abortion at home through telemedicine services. The 
availability and accessibility of sexual and reproductive healthcare services is 
crucial to women’s health and well-being. International human rights law 
explicitly recognises the rights to sexual and reproductive health and bodily 
autonomy. These rights give rise to positive state obligations to ensure 
abortion-related information and services and to remove medically 
unnecessary barriers that deny practical access.19 Introducing additional 
barriers to abortion and/or failing to ensure abortion access during the 
COVID-19 pandemic contravenes UN treaty bodies’ recommendations.20 
Women should not, and may not be able to, travel to access an abortion and 
healthcare workers should not be put at risk by requiring pregnant people 
to physically attend healthcare premises. Travel was considered an unviable 
solution by CEDAW,21 who emphasise that women should be able to fully 
access healthcare at home during the pandemic.22 

 
17 British Medical Association (2016) ‘Health in all policies: health, austerity and welfare reform’ [Briefing]  
18 UK Government (2020) “A New Legal Framework for Abortion Services in Northern Ireland” [Consultation 
Response] 
19 Centre for Reproductive Rights (2020) ‘Breaking Ground: Treaty Monitoring Bodies on Reproductive Rights’ 
20 Todd-Gher, J. and Shah, P. K. (2020) ‘Abortion in the context of COVID-19: A Human Rights Imperative’ 
21 For more information on the heavy financial, emotional and logistical burden of travelling to GB on women, see 
CEDAW Committee comments (2018) 
22 World Health Organisation (2019) ‘Self Care Interventions’ [Recommended Guidelines] 

https://www.bma.org.uk/media/2086/bos-health-in-all-policies-austerity-briefing-2016.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/875380/FINAL_Government_response_-_Northern_Ireland_abortion_framework.pdf
https://reproductiverights.org/document/breaking-ground-2020-treaty-monitoring-bodies-reproductive-rights
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/26410397.2020.1758394
https://undocs.org/CEDAW/C/OP.8/GBR/1
https://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/publications/self-care-interventions/en/
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Health Inequalities and Hostile Environment for Migrants and 
Racialised People  
 

Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) communities are at increased risk 
of poor mental health and frequently have less confidence using available 
services.23 Furthermore, Black, Asian and minority ethnic people living in 
Northern Ireland are at heightened risk of discrimination and racist hate 
crimes24 which impart a significant psychological toll on victims. Some of the 
identified challenges to minority ethnic and migrant communities accessing 
mental health services include language barriers, discrimination and 
difficulty with GP registration.25 Further, the culture and power dynamics of 
psychiatry, a field dominated by white men, can be off-putting to racialised 
people attempting to access care.  

The lack of cultural competency on caring for racialised people, widespread 
language barriers, and the UK Government’s hostile environment policy 
have ensured that these off-putting negative experiences happen more 
often to people of colour accessing services, to the detriment of community 
health. UK wide data-sharing continues between the NHS and the Home 
Office regarding migrants who have incurred a debt to the NHS; deterring 
people from seeking help.26 Removing barriers to access to healthcare is an 
approach grounded in international human rights law. 2728   

 

Social Justice Pillar  
 

Racial Justice  
 

In 2016-17, statistics show that racially motivated hate crime overtook 
sectarian hate crimes29 for the first time in the history of Northern Ireland. 
More recently, the PSNI recorded 936 racist incidents including 626 racist 
crimes30 between April 2019 and March 2020. 

 
23 Radford, K., Sturgeon, B., Cuomo, I. And Lucas, O., (2015) ‘Walking This Thin Line: BME Experiences of Mental 
Health and Wellbeing in Northern Ireland,’ Institute for Conflict Research, p. 4. 
24 BBC News (2020) ‘Racism: More than 600 cases of Hate Crime Reported to PSNI’  
25 Ibid. (n28). 
26 UK Government (2019) ‘Overseas chargeable patients, NHS debt and immigration rules’  
27 United Nations (1966) ‘International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights’ (ICESCR) 
28 United Nations (2013) CESCR General Comment No. 14. 
29 PSNI (2018) “Trends in Hate Motivated Incidents and Crimes Recorded by the Police in Northern Ireland 2004/05 
to 2017/18,” p.6 
30 PSNI (2020) “Incidents and Crimes with a Hate Motivation Recorded by the Police in Northern Ireland,” p.4 

http://conflictresearch.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Waking-this-thin-line-Black-and-Minoirty-Ethnic-BME-Experiences-of-Mental-Health-Wellbeing-in-N.Ireland.pdf
http://conflictresearch.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Waking-this-thin-line-Black-and-Minoirty-Ethnic-BME-Experiences-of-Mental-Health-Wellbeing-in-N.Ireland.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-53029899
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/793132/overseas-chargeable-patients-nhs-debt-and-immigration-rules.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/cescr.aspx
https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/4538838d0.pdf
https://www.psni.police.uk/globalassets/inside-the-psni/our-statistics/hate-motivation-statistics/documents/hate-motivated-incidents-and-crimes-in-northern-ireland-2004-05-to-2017-18.pdf
https://www.psni.police.uk/globalassets/inside-the-psni/our-statistics/hate-motivation-statistics/2019-20/q4/hate-motivation-bulletin-mar-_20.pdf
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The WPG supports calls for the closure of the Larne House Immigration 
Detention Centre in the Larne PSNI Station. This centre houses women and 
men together. There is no women-only recreation space and women are 
forced to self-confine to their rooms due to safety concerns. The poor 
conditions and inadequate facilities for traumatised people needlessly 
incarcerated here has been highlighted by HM Inspectorate of Prisons 
multiple times. It is entirely inappropriate to house an immigration 
detention centre in a PSNI station as this prevents people with irregular 
immigration status from coming to the PSNI for help. 

In the context of COVID-19, evidence suggests that the pandemic is having a 
disproportionate impact on people from ethnic minority groups and health 
and care staff. For example, research by the NHS Confederation BME 
Leadership Network31 shows that there is an overrepresentation of BME 
health and care professionals among COVID-19 fatalities. Furthermore, 
research from the WBG, LSE, Queen Mary University of London and the 
Fawcett Society shows that women from ethnic minority backgrounds have 
also been disproportionately impacted by the pandemic in economic 
terms.32 

 
Politics, Public Life, Peacebuilding and Decision Making  

  

In 2008, 2013 and 2019 the CEDAW Committee called for the 
implementation of UNSCR 1325 on Women, Peace and Security in Northern 
Ireland, as has the UN Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women.33 The 
CEDAW Concluding Observations 2019 call for effective participation of 
women in post conflict reconstruction, and addressing obstacles including 
paramilitary intimation.34 Despite this, there has been little progress on 
increasing women’s participation in securing peace in Northern Ireland or in 
post conflict reconstruction.  

The 2014 Stormont House Agreement (SHA) contained no specific 
mechanisms for increasing the involvement of women. Extensive 
consultation with women35 found that many feel disempowered, have 
difficulty circumnavigating community gate-keepers (including paramilitary 

 
31 NHS Confederation BME Leadership Network (2020) Member Briefing. 
32 WBG et. al. (2020), ‘BAME women and COVID-19 - Research Evidence’ 
33 United Nations (1979) Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), 
Articles 1 and 2. The UK signed the Convention in 1981 and ratified in 1986. 
34 Council of Europe (2007) Gender equality standards and mechanisms: Recommendation CM/Rec (2007) 17 of the 
Committee of Ministers and Explanatory Memorandum. 
35 Council of Europe Convention on the prevention and combating violence against women and girls (Istanbul 
Convention, 2011) 

https://www.nhsconfed.org/resources/2020/04/the-impact-of-covid19-on-bme-communities-and-staff
https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/BAME-women-and-Covid-FINAL.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/documents/professionalinterest/cedaw.pdf
https://search.coe.int/cm/Pages/result_details.aspx?ObjectID=09000016805d4aa3
https://www.coe.int/en/web/conventions/full-list/-/conventions/rms/090000168008482e
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groups) and fear harm if they were to speak out. The Good Friday/Belfast 
Agreement committed to increasing women’s representation in public and 
political life, yet women remain under-represented in all spheres of political 
life, as well as in public life and economic decision-making.  

Multiple reports, including an Inquiry by the All-Party Parliamentary Group 
on UNSCR 1325 Women, Peace and Security (2014); and repeated CEDAW 
Committee Concluding Observations (most recently March 2019), have 
concluded that women’s under-representation in political and public life 
and peacebuilding in Northern Ireland is a serious matter to be addressed as 
a matter of urgency.  

 

No Recourse to Public Funds/Immigration  

Since 2012, a ‘No Recourse to Public Funds’ (NRPF) condition has been 
imposed on nearly all migrants granted the right to live or work in the UK. 
This covers a huge number of visas including those for spouses, parents and 
adult dependants. It is estimated that around 1.376 million people hold valid 
UK visas that would usually be subject to the NRPF condition.36 People who 
have been living, working and contributing to taxes in the UK for years are 
subject to this measure.  

The effect of this condition is that persons are permitted to work in the UK 
and pays taxes, but are prohibited from accessing public funds paid for by 
those very taxes. Breaching a NRPF condition can result in a criminal 
conviction and can negatively impact future immigration status. The 
definition of ‘public funds’ in Paragraph 6 of the Immigration Rules37 covers 
most benefits which are paid for by the state such as child benefit, housing 
benefit or universal credit. Applying to have NRPF lifted can result in your 
visa renewal period being changed to a ten-year route; increasing the time it 
will take for the person to gain indefinite leave to remain in the UK.38 

The policy disproportionately impacts vulnerable groups such as single 
parent households, pregnant women and people subject to domestic 
violence, leaving them without the safety net of social welfare and throwing 
families into destitution.39  

 
36 Migration Observatory (2020) ‘Between a rock and a hard place: the Covid-19 crisis and migrants with No 
Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF)’  
37 UK Immigration Rules 25th February 2016. 
38 UK Government (2014) ‘Application for change of conditions of leave to allow access to public funds if your 
circumstances change’  
39 Maternity Action (2020) ‘Migrant Women, No Recourse to Public Funds and the Pandemic’  

https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/commentaries/between-a-rock-and-a-hard-place-the-covid-19-crisis-and-migrants-with-no-recourse-to-public-funds-nrpf/
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/commentaries/between-a-rock-and-a-hard-place-the-covid-19-crisis-and-migrants-with-no-recourse-to-public-funds-nrpf/
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-introduction
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/application-for-change-of-conditions-of-leave-to-allow-access-to-public-funds-if-your-circumstances-change
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/application-for-change-of-conditions-of-leave-to-allow-access-to-public-funds-if-your-circumstances-change
https://maternityaction.org.uk/2020/06/migrant-women-no-recourse-to-public-funds-and-the-pandemic/?utm_source=rss&utm_medium=rss&utm_campaign=migrant-women-no-recourse-to-public-funds-and-the-pandemic
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Brexit and a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland  
 

Brexit and the Impact on Women: Rights at Risk  
 

Women in Northern Ireland are greatly underrepresented in public and 
political life. Underrepresentation in political negotiations and decision-
making, alongside several other areas lacking in gender parity, highlight the 
profoundly negative impact Brexit is set to have on women in Northern 
Ireland. This is compounded by the political instability in Northern Ireland40 
which creates barriers to women having their voices heard, as well as the 
current prioritisation by governments of dealing with the pandemic.  

Many of the rights we enjoy today have come through membership of the 
EU over the past four decades; particularly in areas of economic activity and 
employment law. Some of these protections include: equality between men 
and women,41 the right to equal pay for equal work,42 protection against 
discrimination on the ground of pregnancy and maternity,43 introducing 
measures to provide specific advantages to the underrepresented gender,44 
and introduction of paid holidays.45 

Other areas of EU legislation, representation and funding that are relevant to 
the protection and enhancement of women’s rights and participation 
include the European Protection order, which is significant in recognising 
women’s rights as they cross the border; the Rural Development 
Programme, which NIRWN highlight as significant given historic 
government underinvestment in rural women,46 the European Social Fund, 
which is important to increasing women’s access to the workforce; and the 
European Parliamentary Committee on Women’s Rights and Gender 
Equality, alongside various EU funding streams that support the voluntary 
and community sector in Northern Ireland.  

 

Good Friday Agreement  

 
40 Human Rights Consortium (2018) ‘Brexit and Northern Ireland: Rights at Risk Report’, p.32.  
41 The EU Charter of Fundamental Rights (2012). 
42 Article 119 Treaty (2016) establishing the European Economic Community. 
43 Equality Commission Northern Ireland (2016) “Expecting Equality: A Formal Investigation into the Treatment of 
Pregnant Workers and Mothers in NI Workplaces.” 
44 Ibid. 
45 According to the NIRWN, Rural Voices Report (2018) p.30: ‘Many of the two million workers who had no paid 
holiday before the Working Time Directive, were part-time working women’; See also: Human Rights Consortium 
Rights at Risk Report,, p.75. 
46 NIRWN (2018) ‘Rural Voices Report: Action Research and Policy Priorities for Rural Women 2018’, p.5. 

http://www.humanrightsconsortium.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/RIGHTS-AT-RISK-Final.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:12012P/TXT
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A12016E119
https://www.equalityni.org/ECNI/media/ECNI/Publications/Delivering%20Equality/Expecting_Equality-PregnancyInvestigation-SummaryReport.pdf
https://www.equalityni.org/ECNI/media/ECNI/Publications/Delivering%20Equality/Expecting_Equality-PregnancyInvestigation-SummaryReport.pdf
http://www.nirwn.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/NIRWN-Rural-Voices-Research-Report-March-2018.pdf
http://www.humanrightsconsortium.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/RIGHTS-AT-RISK-Final.pdf
http://www.nirwn.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/NIRWN-Rural-Voices-Research-Report-March-2018.pdf
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It is essential to avoid a divergence of rights on either side of the Irish border 
after Brexit. Areas of protections such as violence against women, or child 
maintenance payments, rely on EU wide measures to ensure the legal 
systems on the island of Ireland are coordinated to protect vulnerable 
people through the criminal justice and family law systems.47 This is essential 
to ensure that people cannot avoid the repercussions of violence against 
women, or refusing to pay child maintenance, by simply crossing the border. 
All aspects of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement need to be protected and 
implemented; including a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland where specific 
focus can be given to the rights of women. 

 

Good Friday Agreement legislation, New Decade, New Approach 
& a Bill of Rights 
 

Provision for a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland was provided for in the 
Belfast/Good Friday Agreement and voted for by an overwhelming majority 
of people in Northern Ireland through referendum. This commitment to 
establishing a framework of human rights was to be an important 
confidence building measure in society. The Northern Ireland Human Rights 
Commission (NIHRC) provided advice to the UK Government on the content 
of a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland in 2008;48 advice which was based on 
extensive participatory consultation with thousands of people across NI over 
the course of 8 years. However, the majority of these proposals were rejected 
by the UK Government in December 2009.49 

The full range of ECHR rights should be fully incorporated into a Bill of Rights 
for Northern Ireland. The United Kingdom is a signatory to seven of the nine 
UN Human Rights Treaties, meaning it has agreed to be bound by them. 
However, because of the dualist system of the UK, these rights are not 
automatically enforceable once the UK becomes a signatory. 

Unlike Scotland and Wales, provision was made for a Bill of Rights for 
Northern Ireland in the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, and this Bill of 
Rights was to be enacted through Westminster legislation. There is no such 
limit to the powers of Westminster to legislate as there is for the devolved 
institutions, therefore complete incorporation of these UN treaties would be 
possible through a Northern Ireland Bill of Rights.   

 
47 Human Rights Consortium (2018) Rights at Risk Report,p.122. 
48 NIHRC (2008) ‘A Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland: Advice to the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland’ 
49 Northern Ireland Office (2009), ‘A Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland: Next Steps’ [Consultation Paper] 

http://www.humanrightsconsortium.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/RIGHTS-AT-RISK-Final.pdf
http://www.nihrc.org/uploads/publications/bill-of-rights-for-northern-ireland-advice-to-secretary-state-2008.pdf
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International Best Practice  
 

As a State Party to the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the UK is required to take action 
on gender equality, which the Convention defines as a prerequisite to 
women and girls enjoying their full human rights. The CEDAW Committee 
has highlighted the importance of action in Northern Ireland in their 
Concluding Observations to all recent periodic reports submitted by the UK. 
The most recent Concluding Observations (2019) emphasise putting 
protections for women in Northern Ireland on an equal footing with 
protections elsewhere in the UK.  

 
Amnesty International UK - International Outlook 

In May 2020, Amnesty International, Women’s Link Worldwide and 
International Planned Parenthood Federation published ‘A Guide for Europe: 
Protecting the Rights of Women and Girls in times of Covid-19 pandemic 
and its aftermath,’ highlighting the disproportionate impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on women.50 The European Women’s Lobby (EWL), which is the 
umbrella network for women’s networks in Europe, integrates a focus on 
feminist economics in its work. EWL has developed proposals for a financial 
solidarity plan51 for Europe in response to the pandemic, which aim to ensure 
that the recovery is gender responsive, not only at European level but in all 
EU member states. The brief emphasises that women must be equally 
represented in decision-making processes and women’s civil society 
organisations must be sustainably funded both in the immediate and longer 
term. There are also specific recommendations for combating male violence 
and supporting victims and survivors, and ensuring women and girls have 
access to health care, including reproductive health care.  

 
The Purple Pact: Economics that work for women 

The EWL proposals for COVID-19 recovery draw above all on The Purple 
Pact,52 an EWL initiative launched in early 2020, which sets out principles for 
feminist economics in Europe. The aim of the Pact is economic wellbeing for 

 
50 Amnesty International (2020) Women’s Link Worldwide and International Planned Parenthood Federation “A 
Guide for Europe: Protecting the rights of women and girls in times of Covid19 pandemic and its aftermath 
51 European Women’s Lobby (April 2020) Women must not pay the price for COVID-19! 
52 European Women’s Lobby (March 2020) The Purple Pact: A feminist approach to the economy  

https://womenlobby.org/IMG/pdf/ewl_policy_brief_on_covid-19_impact_on_women_and_girls-2.pdf
https://womenlobby.org/IMG/pdf/purplepact_publication_web.pdf
https://womenlobby.org/IMG/pdf/purplepact_publication_web.pdf
https://womenlobby.org/IMG/pdf/purplepact_publication_web.pdf
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/EUR0123602020ENGLISH.PDF
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/EUR0123602020ENGLISH.PDF
https://womenlobby.org/IMG/pdf/ewl_policy_brief_on_covid-19_impact_on_women_and_girls-2.pdf
https://womenlobby.org/IMG/pdf/ewl_policy_brief_on_covid-19_impact_on_women_and_girls-2.pdf
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all and full participation of women in all areas of life. The core proposal of the 
Pact is a new economic framework based on three pillars: (1) A new macro-
economic policy framework encompassing three fundamental dimensions: 
economic justice, social justice and environmental justice (2) A universal 
social care system with an infrastructure that can provide social and care 
services for all and quality services which are accessible and affordable (3) An 
inclusive labour market where equality, social protection and caring take 
centre stage. 

 
Initiatives at UN level 

The UN Global Compact has developed a series of policy briefs designed to 
guide stakeholders on policy and practical action,53 including a brief on 
gender equality,54 which emphasises the critical role women play in 
sustainable and resilient economies, while highlighting the specific 
gendered issues and risks that the pandemic has underlined. The brief also 
provides access to UN-developed resources, including gender impact 
assessment tools and checklists for gender responsive recovery.  

UN Women, the UN’s agency for gender equality, has highlighted the need 
for action to protect women and girls from gender-based violence; this has 
been reflected throughout the UN response to the pandemic. A key 
briefing55 highlights the global trend of an increase in violence and also 
outlines the economic impact of violence against women and girls, 
estimated at US $1.5 trillion.  

The key actions set out for governments include ensuring appropriate 
resources for organisations supporting victims and survivors of gender 
based and domestic violence, and also ensuring women are at the centre of 
policy change, response and recovery. A critical element needed is gender-
disaggregated data to fully understand the impact of COVID-19 on women, 
domestic violence and also on the economic activities of women. UN 
Women has also published guidance56 on the actions parliamentarians and 
governments can take to ensure gender equality is embedded in COVID-19 
recovery and response planning. 

 
53 UN Global Impact (2020) 20th Anniversary Campaign [Website] 
54 UN Global Compact (2020) COVID-19 Impact Brief: Gender Equality 
55 UN Women (April 2020) COVID-19 and ending violence against women and girls 
56 UN Women (June 2020) A primer on parliamentary action: Gender sensitive responses to COVID-19 

https://www.unglobalcompact.org/take-action/20th-anniversary-campaign/uniting-business-to-tackle-covid-19
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/take-action/20th-anniversary-campaign/uniting-business-to-tackle-covid-19/genderequality
https://www.unglobalcompact.org/take-action/20th-anniversary-campaign/uniting-business-to-tackle-covid-19/genderequality
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/04/issue-brief-covid-19-and-ending-violence-against-women-and-girls
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/04/issue-brief-covid-19-and-ending-violence-against-women-and-girls
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/a-primer-for-parliamentary-action-gender-sensitive-responses-to-covid-19-en.pdf?la=en&vs=2013
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/a-primer-for-parliamentary-action-gender-sensitive-responses-to-covid-19-en.pdf?la=en&vs=2013
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Conclusion 

Throughout the WPG COVID-19 Feminist Recovery Plan, the Women’s Policy 
Group have provided substantial evidence and recommendations under 
various pillars for the UK Government on how to mitigate against the 
disproportionate impact the COVID-19 pandemic is having on women. Some 
of our key recommendations include: 

1) Gender budgeting should be applied to all UK government COVID-19 
recovery planning (and to government policy-making more generally), 

2) Government stimulus packages should be made available, funded 
through significant tax reform and increased government borrowing 
in an era of historically low interest rates, 

3) Funding shortfalls in Northern Ireland should be addressed (beyond 
the Barnett consequential allocations), 

4) Austerity measures should be avoided in economic recovery planning, 
5) Introduce a Northern Ireland Bill of Rights, 
6) Take measures to ensure recovery plans for COVID-19 dismantle the 

deep systemic inequalities that exist across the UK rather than 
exacerbate them, 

7) Make efforts to obtain comprehensive gender disaggregated data, 
8) Take urgent action to address the UK-wide gender pay gap. 

 

The evidence and recommendations in this plan are based on research from 
women across the UK; including from trade unions, human rights 
organisations and  medical professionals. The UK government is responsible 
for the human rights of all UK citizens, including those in Northern Ireland, 
and urgent action should be taken to ensure this responsibility is fully met. 
Further information on the issues raised in this report can be found in the 
full WPG Feminist Recovery Plan, which can be accessed here. For questions 
or queries regarding the WPG Feminist Recovery Plan, please contact:  

 
Rachel Powell,  
Women’s Sector Lobbyist,  
Women’s Resource and Development Agency,  
Email: rachel.powell@wrda.net 

April 2021 

https://wrda.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/WPG-NI-Feminist-Recovery-Plan-2020-.pdf
mailto:rachel.powell@wrda.net

