
1 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

COVID-19 FEMINIST  

RECOVERY PLAN 

 
 

Contact: Rachel Powell 

Women’s Sector Lobbyist 
rachel.powell@wrda.net 

…………

…………

…………

.........

.... 

UK Government 



 

2 
 

 

Contents 
 
 

Introduction 3 

Economic Justice Pillar 4 

Overview of the Economic Impact of COVID-19 4 

Gender Segregated Labour Markets and Care Work 11 

Women’s Poverty and Austerity 29 

Increasing Debt 34 

Childcare 41 

A Feminist Green Economy 47 

Paramilitarism, Gate Keeping and Control of Funding 52 

Health Pillar 54 

Additional Health Concerns 54 

Health Impacts of Austerity on Women 56 

Abortion, Maternal Health and Bodily Autonomy 57 

Health Inequalities and Hostile Environment for Migrants and Racialised 
People 60 

Social Justice Pillar 63 

Racial Justice 63 

Politics, Public Life, Peacebuilding and Decision Making 67 

Restorative Justice 71 

No Recourse to Public Funds/Immigration 73 

Brexit and a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland 76 

Brexit and the Impact on Women: Rights at Risk 76 

Good Friday Agreement legislation, New Decade, New Approach     
& a Bill of Rights 82 

International Best Practice 87 

Amnesty International UK - International Outlook 88 

Northern Ireland Women’s European Platform - International Outlook89 

The Purple Pact: Economics that work for women 92 

Initiatives at UN level 94 

Conclusion 97 



 

3 
 

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 provide a 
summary of evidence and recommendations taken from the Feminist 
Recovery Plan which are of particular significance for the UK Government. 

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has created an unprecedented 
challenge across the UK. It has put into sharp focus the value and 
importance of care work, paid and unpaid, and highlighted the essential 
nature of often precarious and almost always low paid retail work. Women 
undertake the majority of this work, and women will bear a particular 
brunt of this crisis; economically, socially and in terms of health. The WPG 
is calling on decision-makers across the UK to take action to ensure a 
gender-sensitive crisis response as we transition from crisis response to 
recovery. 

The current crisis affects men and women differently, and in many cases 
deepens the inequalities women experience on an everyday basis.1 Not 
only does this crisis have a disproportionate impact on women, but this 
impact is worsened for women from particular backgrounds: for instance, 
women from ethnic minorities, disabled women, women with caring 
responsibilities, and LGBT women. Recovery planning after the COVID-19 
pandemic must meaningfully take into consideration the institutionalised 
inequalities that exist within Northern Ireland, and must co-develop a 
roadmap forward with the communities affected.  

 

 

 

 
1 See Women’s Resource and Development Agency (WRDA) Reports on Gender Inequality in NI in 2020 ; Brexit 
and the Impact on Women in NI; Disabled Women and Discrimination; Childcare: A Women’s Issue.  

https://wrda.net/2020/02/07/gender-inequality-in-northern-ireland-where-are-we-in-2020/#:~:text=In%202020%2C%20Northern%20Ireland%20has,decision%20making%20across%20Northern%20Ireland.
https://wrda.net/2019/10/18/brexit-and-the-impact-on-women-in-northern-ireland/
https://wrda.net/2019/10/18/brexit-and-the-impact-on-women-in-northern-ireland/
https://wrda.net/2019/11/18/disabled-women-and-discrimination-facts-we-need-you-to-know/
https://www.childcareforallni.com/post/childcare-a-women-s-issue-by-rachel-powell-women-s-sector-lobbyist-at-wrda.
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Economic Justice Pillar  

 

Overview of the Economic Impact of COVID-19 
 

The spread and aftermath of COVID-19 will have vast implications for 
women’s equality globally. Evidence is emerging from across the world of 
COVID-19 deepening pre-existing inequalities through exposing 
vulnerabilities in social, political and economic systems which are 
amplifying the impacts of the pandemic.2 The economic shock from 
COVID-19 is unprecedented in modern times, both in its magnitude and its 
nature.3 The COVID-19 pandemic has caused mass disruption to markets 
and supply chains with businesses being required to close or scale back 
operations and millions have lost their jobs and livelihoods.4  

The International Labour Organisation has estimated that lockdown 
measures have affected 2.7 billion workers, which equates to 
approximately 81% of the world’s workforce.5 In the second quarter of 2020 
alone, it was predicted that there would be massive losses in working 
hours, equivalent to 305 million full-time jobs, while 38% of the global 
workforce (1.25 billion workers) are employed in high-risk sectors.6 The ILO 
also highlights that women have been the hardest hit, as they “are 
disproportionately represented in high-risk sectors and are often amongst 
the first to lose employment and the last to return.”7  

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) projected a significant contraction 
of the global output in 2020, creating a global recession which is strikingly 
different to any past recessions.8 The IMF projected that the global 
economy would contract sharply by 3% in 2020, which is much worse than 
during the 2008-09 global financial crisis.9   

 

 

 

 
2 United Nations, (2020), ‘Policy Brief: The Impact of COVID-19 on Women’, UN Women, p.2. 
3 International Monetary Fund (2020), ‘World Economic Outlook, April 2020: The Great Lockdown’  
4 United Nations (2020) ‘Shared Responsibility, Global Solidarity: Responding to The Socio-Economic Impacts Of 
Covid-19’ 
5 Ibid, (n2), p.4.  
6 ILO (2020), ‘COVID-19 causes unprecedented jobs crisis, almost all workers and businesses affected by 
lockdown measures’, ILO COVID-19 Protecting Workers in the Workplace. 
7 Ibid, (n6). 
8 Ibid (n3) 
9 Ibid, (n3). 

https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/policy-brief-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-women-en.pdf?la=en&vs=1406
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/WEO/Issues/2020/04/14/weo-april-2020#Introduction
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/2020-03/SG-Report-Socio-Economic-Impact-of-Covid19.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_748441/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_748441/lang--en/index.htm
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To address this, they suggest:  

‘Effective policies are essential to forestall the possibility of worse 
outcomes, and the necessary measures to reduce contagion and protect 
lives are an important investment in long-term human and economic 
health. Because the economic fallout is acute in specific sectors, 
policymakers will need to implement substantial targeted fiscal, 
monetary, and financial market measures to support affected households 
and businesses domestically. And internationally, strong multilateral 
cooperation is essential to overcome the effects of the pandemic, 
including to help financially constrained countries facing twin health and 
funding shocks, and for channelling aid to countries with weak health 
care systems.’10 

As the world is struggling with the health and economic impacts of 
COVID-19, this is 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.11 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.”12   

As highlighted by the IMF and shown in figure 1 below, interest rates in 
advanced economies have been in a downward spiral for many years, a 
trend that accelerated after the global financial crisis. Central banks have 
decreased interest rates further in response to the pandemic, including 
the Bank of England, where the Base Rate was cut to an unprecedented 
0.25% followed by a further cut to 0.1% last year, in an attempt to mitigate 
against the sharp economic shock by enabling cheaper borrowing for 
businesses and households in the UK. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
10 Ibid, (n3).  
11 Ibid, (n3), Chapter 2: Countering Future Recessions in Advanced Economies: Cyclical Policies in an Era of Low 
Rates and High Debt, p.27. 
12 Ibid, (n3), p.30.  
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Monetary policy options may seem limited in this climate; however, we are 
advocating for monetary decision-making with a gendered lens that will 
support long-term economic reform.  In addition, although there is limited 
scope for conventional monetary measures of cutting rates and 
introducing rounds of quantitative easing, further monetary 
accommodation in the short term is possible using unconventional tools.13 
In sticking to the status quo, women will remain bearing the brunt of 
economic shocks and face greater barriers to economic participation.  

Relying on monetary policy alone is a risky strategy and despite an era of 
historically low interest rates, the UK government still has an immense 
capacity to enact several rules-based fiscal policies and further 
government borrowing to provide government support.  It is evident that 
the global economy is facing an unprecedented challenge and with that, 
significant inter-governmental economic planning and creative policy-
making is needed to recover.  

We would like to highlight the comments made by UN Secretary-General, 
António Guterres, in June 2020: 

“The world of work cannot and should not look the same after 
this crisis. It is time for a coordinated global, regional and 
national effort to create decent work for all as the foundation 
of a green, inclusive and resilient recovery.”14 

The WPG agrees with this statement, but would add that it is crucial that 
this is also done through a gendered lens, as the ILO, UN and many 
international bodies and countries across the world have recognised that 
the socio-economic impact of the pandemic is falling disproportionately to 
those who were already in precarious circumstances and who can least 
absorb the additional blow.15   

 
13 Ibid, (n3), p.28. 
14 Ibid, (n6).  
15 Ibid, (n6). 
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Figure 1: Policy Rates and Public Debt in Advanced Economies: 

Source: International Monetary Fund Global Outlook April 2020, p.28. 

 

We know that women overwhelmingly make up those in precarious 
circumstances across the world. As highlighted by UNICEF: 

‘Given the longer-term impacts of COVID-19 on gendered and 
multidimensional poverty, social protection responses that do 
not address the fundamental drivers of gender inequality, 
including unpaid care and responsibilities, will entrench 
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already existing gender inequalities. As COVID-19 amplifies 
these inequalities, now is a critical window of opportunity to 
build more effective social protection to endure through 
future pandemics.’16  

 

The global picture described above can be seen playing out in Northern 
Ireland. It has become clear that the Northern Ireland economy has 
suffered immensely due to COVID-19, and the impacts of this are likely to 
be wide-reaching and long-term.   

Women were in extremely vulnerable and precarious economic positions 
before the pandemic, and this has now worsened. It is absolutely crucial 
both for women’s wellbeing, and long-term economic recovery, that policy 
decisions to follow the pandemic do not further harm women’s economic 
standing.  Any government revenue raising should not come through 
austerity measures.  

Women faced grave economic suffering following more than a decade of 
austerity,17 as welfare reform policies introduced in the aftermath of the 
2008 financial crash had an adverse disproportionate impact on women. 
Existing research on the ongoing impact of austerity on women in 
Northern Ireland indicates that women are more likely to be greater 
impacted by austerity measures than men due to a range of societal 
factors that make women 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. Regardless of the reason for this 
inequality the effect is the same – the cumulative effect of these reforms is 
felt by women and by the most vulnerable women – those on low 
incomes.”18 

 

 

 

 
16 Nesbitt-Ahmed, Z. and Subrahmanian, R. (2020), ‘Caring in the time of COVID-19: Gender, unpaid care work and 
social protection’, UNICEF. 
17 Harding, S. (2019), ‘Impact of Ongoing Austerity: Women’s Perspectives’, Women’s Regional Consortium. 
18 Ibid. p.6. 

https://blogs.unicef.org/evidence-for-action/caring-in-the-time-of-covid-19-gender-unpaid-care-work-and-social-protection/
https://blogs.unicef.org/evidence-for-action/caring-in-the-time-of-covid-19-gender-unpaid-care-work-and-social-protection/
http://www.womensregionalconsortiumni.org.uk/sites/default/files/Impact%20of%20Ongoing%20Austerity%20Women%27s%20Perspectives.pdf
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Women in Northern Ireland have suffered enough due to what has been 
described as cruel and misogynistic economic choices in recent years,19 
and any recovery cannot be to their detriment. As evidence emerges of 
contractions in Northern Ireland’s private sector economy (figure 2), 
alongside falling levels of consumer confidence (figure 3) and vastly 
increasing levels of claimants (figure 4), rapid creative economic policy-
making is needed to deal with this crisis.  

 

 

Figure 2: Ulster Bank data on Private Sector Economy Contractions 

Source: Northern Ireland Assembly Research Matters: The Impact of 
COVID-19 on Northern Ireland (18th June 2020) 

 

 
19 Alston, P. (2018), ‘UK’s welfare system is cruel and misogynistic, says UN expert after damning report on 
poverty’, The Telegraph.  

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/11/16/welfare-system-cruel-misogynistic-un-expert-warns-damning-report/
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Figure 3:  

 

Source: Northern Ireland Assembly Research Matters 

Figure 4:  

 

Source: Northern Ireland Assembly Research Matters: The Impact of 
COVID-19 on Northern Ireland (18th June 2020) 
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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. The same is true in terms of 
occupational segregation – both men and women continue to dominate in 
occupations that have traditionally been associated with them. 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. What is more, across the 
vast majority of occupations there remains a substantive gender pay gap, 
with women continuing to earn less pay per hour than men. 

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. This may have a potential impact on 
the sustainability of employment, with women and lone parents having to 
consider pay and career progression with flexibility in employment.20 

Gender-segregated labour markets are a reality across the world, and 
Northern Ireland is no exception to this. In the context of the ongoing 
global health crisis, increased attention has been drawn to the fact that 
women constitute over 70% of health and social care staff (79% in Northern 
Ireland), with a significant proportion from Black, Asian and Minority 
Ethnic backgrounds. For many this involves a double burden, as women 
also undertake the majority of unpaid care work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
20 Equality Commission Northern Ireland (ECNI) (2018), ‘Delivering Equality Employment - Key Inequalities’ 

https://www.equalityni.org/ECNI/media/ECNI/Publications/Delivering%20Equality/Employment-KeyInequalities-SummaryStatement.pdf
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UNICEF defines care work as: 

 

“Supporting daily activities of individuals (such as cooking, 
cleaning, and providing daily essentials), as well as the health 
and wellbeing of others, including children and elderly.”21 

 

Before the pandemic, globally women and girls carried out on average 
three times the amount of unpaid care and domestic work compared to 
men and boys.22 Pre-covid disparities in unpaid care work between men 
and women in the UK can also be seen in figure 8.23  During the lockdown, 
these responsibilities have increased significantly as women have faced 
increased responsibilities in relation to home schooling, providing basic 
health care, childcare, shopping for vulnerable family members, ensuring 
dependents are abiding by new health and hygiene requirements and 
more. Figure 8 highlights unpaid care differentials in the UK.  

This puts women at increased risk of infection, as well as spreading 
infection to vulnerable family members. In addition to this, people over the 
age of 60 have the highest risk of infection, but they are also often the 
source of childcare to support many families and enable younger women 
to access work, education and training.  As highlighted by UNICEF, the 
intergenerational impacts of the virus on long-term care arrangements, 
whereby children need to be separated from older family members, needs 
to be better understood.24  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
21 Nesbitt-Ahmed, Z. and Subrahmanian, R. (2020), ‘Caring in the time of COVID-19: Gender, unpaid care work and 
social protection’, UNICEF. 
22 UN Women (2019), ‘Families in a Changing World’, Progress of the World’s Women 2019-2020, p.15. 
23 The only exception of where men’s responsibilities are greater than women is transport, in which this data 
includes transport to work for the individual.  
24 Ibid, (n22).  

https://blogs.unicef.org/evidence-for-action/caring-in-the-time-of-covid-19-gender-unpaid-care-work-and-social-protection/
https://blogs.unicef.org/evidence-for-action/caring-in-the-time-of-covid-19-gender-unpaid-care-work-and-social-protection/
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2019/progress-of-the-worlds-women-2019-2020-en.pdf?la=en&vs=3512
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Further evidence from UNICEF highlights: 

“When it comes to the economic and social fallout of the pandemic, 
women and girls face much greater risks.”25  

 

A UN policy-brief on the impact of COVID-19 on women also states:  

“Women will be the hardest hit by this pandemic, but they will also 
be the backbone of recovery in communities.  Every policy response 
that recognises this will be the more impactful for it.”26 

 

 

Figure 8: Unpaid Care Work Differentials for Men and Women in 
the UK  

 

 
25 ibid. 
26 United Nations, (April 2020), ‘Policy Brief: The Impact of COVID-19 on Women’, UN Women. 

https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/policy-brief-the-impact-of-covid-19-on-women-en.pdf?la=en&vs=1406
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According to the World Economic Forum, gender segregated labour 
markets and a lack of gender parity has a negative fundamental bearing 
on whether or not economies and societies thrive.27 Significantly, strong 
correlations can be found between high levels of unpaid work per day and 
the inability to access economic participation and opportunity, as seen in 
figure 9 below.28 How the UK compares to other countries in the unequal 
distribution of unpaid care can also be seen in figure 10.  

 

Figure 9: World Economic Forum Data on Unpaid Work and Economic 
Opportunities Correlations 

 

 
27 World Economic Forum (2020) ‘Mind the 100 Year Gap’, Global Gender Gap Report 2020.  
28 Ibid, p.14.  

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2020.pdf
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Figure 10: Paid and Unpaid work (minutes per day) for men and 
women, by country 

 

Source: OECD Social Protection and Wellbeing Database29  

 

Significantly, the findings from the World Economic Forum Gender Gap 
Report 2020 also highlight the strong correlation between a country’s 
gender gap and its economic performance. When looking at the UK 
gender gap in figure 11 below, the gender gap is still extremely prevalent 
and likely to worsen due to the economic impact of COVID-19.  

 

 
29 Found in: Parker, C. (2017), ‘It’s official: women work nearly an hour longer than men every day’, World 
Economic Forum.  

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/06/its-official-women-work-nearly-an-hour-longer-than-men-every-day/
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Figure 11: Global Gender Gap Index Rankings by region 2020 

 

Source: World Economic Forum - Gender Gap Report 2020  

 

The WEF argue that this economic evidence “highlights the message to 
policy-makers 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.”30  

 

 

 

 
30 Ibid (n31), p.33. 
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Across the UK, there is mass gender segregation across sectors. In 
particular, women are under-represented in high-paying jobs, STEM 
related work, and high-level decision-making roles. The under-
representation of women in companies’ board of directors can be seen in 
figure 12 below and the gender segregation clusters across sectors can also 
be seen in figure 13 below.   

 

Figure 12: Representation of women in companies’ board of directors 
globally 

Source: OECD31 

 
31 Found in: World Economic Forum, (2019), ‘Mind the 100 Year Gap: None of us will see gender parity in our 
lifetimes, and nor likely will many of our children’, World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap Report 2020. 

https://www.weforum.org/reports/gender-gap-2020-report-100-years-pay-equality
https://www.weforum.org/reports/gender-gap-2020-report-100-years-pay-equality
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Figure 13: Share of Men and Women by Professional Cluster 

 

 

 

Source: World Economic Forum World Gender Gap Report 2020 

 

According to the World Economic Forum, gender segregated labour 
markets not only lower innovation levels in professions which lack gender 
diversity, but also that this professional gender divergence has a 
compounding effect on gender pay gaps.32 As the UK moves towards the 
“Fourth Industrial Revolution,” the ramifications of this are set to worsen if 
urgent action in tackling gender segregated labour markets is not taken.  

Figure 14 below further highlights the gender gaps in the UK in 2020. 
Clearly, economic participation and opportunity and political 
empowerment are areas of concern, where urgent action is needed to 
reduce gender gaps and segregation.  

 
32 Ibid, (n31), p.42. 
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Figure 14: World Economic Forum Gender Gap UK Score Card 

Source: World Economic Forum Global Gender Gap Report April 2020, 
p.35133 

 

 
33 More information on how to analyse the UK score card can be found on p 59-61 of the World Economic Forum 
Global Gender Gap Report April 2020. 

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GGGR_2020.pdf
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Northern Ireland Specific Data  

When looking specifically at Northern Ireland (NI), gender segregation and 
the unequal distribution of caring responsibilities is prevalent. Women are 
more likely than men to be forced out of the labour market by unpaid, 
domestic work or caring responsibilities and 69% of carers are women. 
Women in NI also have a 70% chance of providing care in their adult life, 
compared to 60% for men and by the age of 46, half of all women have 
been a carer (11 years before men).34  

Research from Carers NI shows that Northern Ireland’s carers save the 
economy £4.6 billion per year;35 whilst unpaid carers across all the UK 
provide social care worth £57 billion per year.36 What women have always 
known, and what has now been more unavoidable as the world tries to 
cope with the pandemic, is that care work, which is predominantly 
undertaken by women and girls, is central to the functions of every 
economy; yet it is still treated as a private issue and undervalued as 
contributors to economies.  

Research on the rise of unpaid carers in the UK during COVID-19 highlights 
that the pandemic has led to an increase of 4.5 million people providing 
unpaid care; which is an almost 50% increase in the number of unpaid 
carers since the crisis began.37 Many new unpaid carers are drawn from the 
working population, as 26% of all workers are now juggling work and 
unpaid care; an increase from one in six to one in four.38  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
34 WRDA (2020), ‘Gender Inequality in Northern Ireland: Where are we in 2020?’, Bold Women Blogging. 
35 Carers NI (2015), ‘NI Carers save government £4.6 billion a year’; see also: Carers NI (2017) ‘State of Caring 2017’, 
36 Office for National Statistics (2017), ‘Unpaid carers provide social care worth £57 billion’ 
37 Carers Week (2020), ‘Carers Week 2020 Research Report: The rise in the number of unpaid carers during the 
coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak’, Making Caring Visible, p.4. 
38 ibid. 

https://wrda.net/2020/02/07/gender-inequality-in-northern-ireland-where-are-we-in-2020/#:~:text=In%202020%2C%20Northern%20Ireland%20has,decision%20making%20across%20Northern%20Ireland.
https://www.carersuk.org/northernireland/news-ni/valuing-carers-15
http://www.hscbusiness.hscni.net/pdf/state-of-caring-ni-version-2.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/healthandlifeexpectancies/articles/unpaidcarersprovidesocialcareworth57billion/2017-07-10
https://www.carersuk.org/images/CarersWeek2020/CW_2020_Research_Report_WEB.pdf
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Significantly, this raises the issue of where future carers may come from if 
there is not sufficient investment in carer support and the redistribution of 
care work. The losses of a failure to invest in care will not only be felt by 
carers and their families, but also by employers and the Northern Ireland 
economy in general. This research also found that in Northern Ireland:39 

 

● 15% of respondents said they were already providing care before the 
COVID-19 outbreak (212,000 people) and a further 7% stated that 
they have started caring since the outbreak (98,000 people). Using 
population projections, it can be estimated that there are as many as 
312,000 unpaid carers, 

● 59% of respondents stated that unpaid caring responsibilities was 
having a detrimental impact on their ability to do paid work,  

● 54% identified the financial impact of additional care costs as a key 
concern, 

● 49% expressed high concern over not having anyone to talk to about 
the challenges of caring, 

● 54% of respondents in NI stated that they are now more aware of the 
role of unpaid carers than before and 74% thought that carers were 
not well valued or valued at all, 

● 72% of respondents in NI do not believe that unpaid carers have 
been supported by the Government during the COVID-19 pandemic, 

● 74% of NI respondents also believed that the government should 
increase support; for example, though increased financial support, 
investment in care and support services so unpaid carers can take a 
break and through further investment in social services.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
39 Ibid, pp. 27-28. 
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It is clear that both the UK government and the Northern Ireland Assembly 
need to urgently address unpaid caring responsibilities in any recovery 
planning and longer-term economic modelling. Given the 
disproportionate levels of unpaid caring responsibilities taken on by 
women, and the drastic impact this has on women’s participation in paid 
work, a gendered lens is needed in addressing the segregation of care 
work to prevent further embedding gender inequality.  

In analysing gender segregation in paid work, women also 
disproportionately work in care, cleaning, catering, retail, hospitality and 
clerical jobs with poor protections, including sick leave, which makes them 
particularly vulnerable. In Northern Ireland, 70% of workers that are 
ineligible for Statutory Sick Pay and 82% of part-time workers are women, 
in large part due to their additional caring responsibilities such as those 
mentioned above. This is of particular concern, as women frontline care 
workers are at higher risk of infection, especially given the failures to 
ensure all frontline workers had access to Personal Protective Equipment 
(PPE), or PPE that adequately fits women due to their “universal” build.40   

Given the precarious nature of much of this work, particularly in the private 
sector or for those caring for people in other people’s homes, women are 
more likely to be unable to take time off work or stay at home to care for 
themselves and others due to the lack of SSP, not having employment 
contracts or feeling more pressure to stay at work.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
40 Equality Coalition (2020), ‘Civil Society Groups Call for Action to Ensure Inequalities are not Exacerbated by 
COVID-19 Crisis’  

https://www.equalitycoalition.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Equality-Coalition-Covid-19-joint-statement.pdf
https://www.equalitycoalition.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Equality-Coalition-Covid-19-joint-statement.pdf
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The above trends are also evident in labour markets beyond those 
mentioned above as further evidence of gender segregation is present; 
with women underrepresented in higher-paying jobs in every sector in 
Northern Ireland. The below statistics from the NI Assembly Research and 
Information Service shine a light on the vast gender segregation and 
disparities across the public sector in January of 2020:41 

 

● In Northern Ireland politics, women represent 37% of Lord Mayors, 
26% of Local Councillors, 33% of MLAs and just 22% of MPs, 

● In Public Appointments, women represent 28% of Chairs and 42% of 
all Public Appointments, 

● Women represent 0% of Lord Chief Justice and Lord Justices of 
Appeal, just 25% of High Court Judges and 33% of County Court 
Judges, 

● In the PSNI, zero women hold the position of Chief or Deputy Chief 
Constable and only 20% are Assistant Chief Constables. Women 
represent 30% of police officers and 58% of all PSNI staff,  

● In the Civil Service, women represent 33% of Permanent Secretaries; 
38% of Senior Civil Servants and 50% of the total NICS workforce,  

● In the Education Sector, women represent 27% of University 
Chancellors or Pro/Deputy Vice Chancellors, 29% of FE College 
Principals and 60% of School Principals; despite 77% of all teachers 
being women, 

● In the Health and Social Care Sector, women make up 79% of all staff 
but just 20% of Trust Chairs and 20% of Trust CEOs,  

● In Local Government, women are 42% of all employees but just 27% 
of Council CEOs. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
41 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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When looking at the UK as a whole, the WPG recommends the 
widespread use of gender-budgeting and progressive fiscal and monetary 
policy making from the UK government. In particular, the WPG would like 
to endorse calls from Tax Justice UK in agreeing common goals to build 
back a better world affected by coronavirus. These calls include drastic tax 
reform across the UK as Tax Justice UK have highlighted that:  

‘The pandemic has reminded us just how valuable the contribution of 
carers, nurses and key workers is to a caring society. In the long term we 
need to be spending more money on health, care and other areas to 
ensure we have a resilient society and economy. However, this cannot 
happen without reform of the tax system. The UK’s approach to tax is 
dysfunctional: we don’t raise enough money, avoidance is rife and wealth 
is under-taxed. Despite progress, estimates suggest that £35 billion to £90 
billion of tax goes uncollected per year. 

The government also spends over £164bn a year on tax reliefs - many of 
which are badly targeted and largely benefit the well off and big 
companies. The corporate tax rate has been slashed from 28% in 2010 to 
the current 19%. The UK also contributes through its reliefs and loopholes 
to a broken international tax system, which deprives other countries of 
revenue. The Covid-19 crisis shows that the government has huge 
financial power, flexibility and choice over how to support public 
spending. Tax reform to support a fairer and greener future argues that 
as the immediate crisis fades there will be big political debates about how 
to build back better. A fair tax system should underpin more investment 
in high quality public services and we must be ready to challenge those 
who are already arguing for austerity 2.0.’42 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
42 Tax Justice UK (2020) ‘Progressive groups call for tax reform post-covid’  

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/measuring-tax-gaps
https://www.taxresearch.org.uk/Blog/2019/06/19/the-uk-tax-gap-is-90-billion-a-year/
https://www.taxresearch.org.uk/Blog/2019/06/19/the-uk-tax-gap-is-90-billion-a-year/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/press-releases/uks-tax-relief-bill-has-grown-to-164bn-more-than-the-countrys-entire-health-spend/
https://www.taxjustice.uk/uploads/1/0/0/3/100363766/tax_reform_to_support_a_fairer_and_greener_future.pdf
https://www.buildbackbetteruk.org/
https://www.taxjustice.uk/blog/progressive-groups-call-for-tax-reform-post-covid
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Recommendations: 

WPG recommendations to address gender segregation and the unequal 
distribution of care include:   

● Action must be taken to acknowledge the many women who work 
in precarious, low-paid jobs that are unable to stay at home due to 
employer reluctance to furlough these workers; particularly as many 
of these women do not have trade union representation nor can 
they benefit from collective bargaining.  

● In addition to this, action needs to be taken to address how difficult 
it is for women to complete all aspects of work from home when 
trying to manage their workloads, childcare and providing education 
from home.  

● Monitor gender parity in the professions of the future so as to guide 
the emerging labour market to more equitable outcomes in the 
future of work.  

● To ensure that the professions of the future can target gender parity 
within the coming decade, reskilling and upskilling efforts for 
women interested in expanding their skills range should be focused 
on those already in the labour market or looking to re-enter the 
labour market after a period of inactivity.  

● Build on existing good practice evidenced in alteration of policy on 
Maternity Allowance for women furloughed due to COVID-19. 

● Promote conciliation measures and actions finalised to increase 
equal opportunities in both education and work.43 Family policies, 
social protection systems and measures finalised to reduce gender 
inequalities, encouraging high education and job opportunities for 
women are some measures that can be taken.  

● Analyse the economic value of putting money into caring 
● Help carers get back into paid employment and thus improve their 

health and financial wellbeing; consequently, reducing pressure on 
the health and benefits systems in the long-run.  

● For a better, more resilient economy, it is essential that we value and 
recognise care work. This means it should be paid well, attracts 
investment in education and training, provides opportunities for 
promotion and is seen as a valued career.  

● Require all workplaces to record and publish gender segregation 
and gender pay gap data.  

 
43 Castellane, R. et. al. (2019), ‘Analyzing the gender gap in European labour markets at the NUTS-1 level’, Cogent 
Social Sciences, Vol 5. Iss. 1.  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/23311886.2019.1595294
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The WPG also supports the below medium-term and longer-term 
recommendations from the UK Women’s Budget Group:44  

 

● Require employers to report the numbers of people made 
redundant with breakdowns by gender and other protected 
characteristics. 

● Require the reinitiation (or implementation in the NI context) of 
gender pay gap reporting; including reporting on pay gaps during 
the COVID-19 lockdown. 

● Do not turn to austerity measures to pay for the cost of the crisis. 
● Invest in social infrastructure, including health, care and education.  
● Design a sustainable and stable social care system so that no-one 

has unmet needs, free to the point of use with well paid, well trained 
permanent staff and funded via general taxation. 

● Reform the social security system so that it protects all people, 
including migrants, against risk, poverty and destitution. 

● Rethink work so that jobs pay a decent wage regardless of age – a 
true living wage for all – and reflects a shared balance between work, 
care and leisure for all. 

● Take action to address the housing crisis by reducing rent and 
increasing housing support. 

● Introduce policies to encourage sharing of care and unpaid work 
between women and men. 

 

 

Recommendations from Carers Week Report which we endorse 
include:45 

● Better information and advice for carers, forward planning and 
better support so that people can rely on what they need. 

● Whilst Governments in every nation across the UK have 
implemented measures to support carers, there is no doubt that 
there are gaps that need to be plugged to improve carers’ lives in 
the short term. In the longer term, the Government needs to build a 
better future for carers that tackles the underlying issues that they 
face. 

 
44 UK WBG (May 2020), ‘Briefing from the UK Women’s Budget Group: Easing Lockdown: Potential Problems for 
Women’,  
45 See (n37). 

https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Easing-lockdown-.pdf
https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Easing-lockdown-.pdf
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● Fund and rebuild social care and health services. There needs to be a 
significant increase in funding levels to allow the social services and 
the NHS to rebuild after the crisis, alongside bringing forward plans 
for long-term reform of social care.  

● Greater investment in care will lead to a healthier and happier 
population that is better able to balance important aspects of their 
lives, including personal relationships, work and family. 

● End carers’ financial hardship - Financial support for carers must be 
urgently improved, which would particularly benefit women who are 
more likely to be caring and providing higher levels of care. The UK 
Government and NI Assembly should immediately increase the 
basic level of Carer’s Allowance, and a one-off coronavirus 
Supplement to those entitled to Carer’s Allowance of £20 a week to 
match the rise in Universal Credit. 

● Greater consistency is needed in connecting carers to support 
available to look after their own mental and physical health and 
wellbeing. Support for carers to take part in physical activity, for 
example, can be hugely beneficial in preventing them developing 
health problems in later life as well as reducing isolation. 

● Support working carers more through employers and by 
Government - ensuring that there are carer-friendly policies in place 
that enable working carers to balance their caring responsibilities 
with work. We fully support the Government’s plans to introduce an 
entitlement to take care leave for working carers; our preference 
would be for this to be paid. 

● Schools, colleges and universities should be encouraged to 
introduce policies and programmes that support carers and improve 
their experience of education. 

 

 

The WPG also supports UN recommendations to:46 

● A greater focus on both health and economic activity after 
lockdowns ease, with workplaces that are safe, and rights for all. 

● Mobilization now for a human-centred, green, sustainable and 
inclusive recovery that harnesses the potential of new technologies 
to create decent jobs for all, and takes advantage of the creative and 
positive ways companies and workers have adapted to these times. 

 
46 Ibid. (n4). 
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We support the following recommendations from Tax Justice UK:47  

● No bailouts for tax dodgers - require companies receiving large 
bailouts to end artificial tax avoidance arrangements and tax haven 
structures, publicly disclose where profits are made and who 
benefits, and publish their tax policy. 

● Tax companies properly - close down loopholes, end the tax 
subsidies many companies enjoy, bringing in a higher effective tax 
rate and require the publication of corporate tax affairs. 

● Tax wealth more - Ensure that income from wealth is taxed at least 
as much as income from work. Reform areas where wealth is 
currently under-taxed including property, inheritances, capital gains, 
dividends and pensions. Actively consider a wealth tax. 

● Stop undermining the tax systems of other countries -  shut down 
the tax loopholes and secrecy provisions that deprive other countries 
of revenue. 

● Enforce the rules - clamp down on tax dodging. Properly fund 
HMRC and Companies House, and give them tools so that they can 
enforce our laws.   

A combination of measures both at a UK-wide and Devolved level are 
needed from elected representatives to address the systemic gender 
segregated markets and unequal distribution of care. Investment in care 
provides strong returns economically in the long run, and we would urge 
decision-makers to consider the above recommendations to fund 
adequate investments and to oppose the implementation of further 
austerity.  

 

  

 
47 Ibid. (n42). 
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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 showing that 86% of the savings to the 
Treasury from the tax and benefit changes since 2010 have come from 
women.48 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.  Regardless of 
the reason for this inequality the effect is the same – the cumulative effect 
of these reforms has been felt by women and by the most vulnerable 
women – those on the lowest incomes.  

Research by the Women’s Regional Consortium49 details the struggles 
many local women have faced with austerity policies and illustrates that 
many women continue to feel the effects of austerity and welfare reform 
many years after these were introduced. A decade of austerity has meant 
that families who were already struggling to get by are facing 
compounded challenges as a result of the Coronavirus pandemic.  

Research by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and Save the Children50 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, 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.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
48 Cracknell, R., and Keen, R. (2017) “Estimating the gender impact of tax and benefit changes” Commons 
Briefing Papers [SN06758] 
49 Women’s Regional Consortium (2019) ‘Impact of Ongoing Austerity: Women’s Perspectives’  
50 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] 

http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN06758/SN06758.pdf
http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN06758/SN06758.pdf
http://www.womensregionalconsortiumni.org.uk/sites/default/files/Impact%20of%20Ongoing%20Austerity%20Women%27s%20Perspectives.pdf
https://www.jrf.org.uk/file/55316/download?token=zdQGDbBp&filetype=briefing
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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.51 The research 
showed that in the highest income bracket, average earnings in February 
stood at £832 a week, and fell by £46 a week. In the lowest income bracket, 
they fell £43 a week, but from an average of £297.  On average, single 
parents’ earnings fell by more than double the amount experienced by 
households with children and more than one adult.  Their average weekly 
household earnings fell £36, from £511 in February to £475 in April but 
single-parent households saw their average weekly earnings fall by £73, 
from £326 to £253 over the same period. 

The result of this loss of income has meant that people have been forced 
to take action to mitigate the economic effects of the pandemic including 
reducing their spending, using savings, borrowing money, applying for 
Universal Credit and approaching charities including food banks for help.  
Demand for food banks in Northern Ireland has soared because of COVID-
19.  In April the number of emergency food parcels given out by the 
Trussell Trust locally rose 142% compared to the same time last year.52 

The Coronavirus pandemic has had a huge impact on the number of 
Universal Credit claims due to the scale of job losses and the impacts on 
people’s working lives of the lockdown.  On 1 March, 70,000 people were 
claiming Universal Credit in Northern Ireland and by 26 April this number 
had risen by 80% to 126,000.  The number of applications during this 8-
week period totalled 65,700 with a ten-fold increase in new claims 
recorded at the height of the crisis in mid-March.53 Figures by the 
Department for Communities show that there were 134,000 people 
claiming Universal Credit at 31 May 2020.54 

 

 

 

 

 
51 Institute for Social and Economic Research (2020) Understanding Society: The UK Household Longitudinal 
Study, COVID-19 Survey, Briefing Note, University of Essex.  
52 Black, J. (2020) “Coronavirus crisis sees demand for foodbanks in Northern Ireland soar” Belfast Telegraph 
[article] 
53 Department for Communities (2020) ‘Minister publishes information on impact of COVID-19 on Universal 
Credit Claims’ 
54 Department for Communities (2020) ‘Universal Credit Claims, Payments and Advances’ [Excel Spreadsheet]  

https://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/2020/05/29/single-mothers-and-lowest-paid-covid
https://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/2020/05/29/single-mothers-and-lowest-paid-covid
https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/health/coronavirus/coronavirus-crisis-sees-demand-for-food-banks-soar-in-northern-ireland-39257078.html
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/news/minister-publishes-information-impact-covid-19-universal-credit-claims
https://www.communities-ni.gov.uk/system/files/publications/communities/dfc-uc-management-information-march-may-2020.xlsx
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The Coronavirus pandemic has highlighted the need for the benefits 
system to act as a safety net for people in difficult times.  It is likely that as 
the economy emerges from lockdown and faces a significant recession 
that many household finances will continue to struggle.  Part of the 
solution must be to ensure that the benefits system provides sufficient 
support to the huge numbers of people impacted by this crisis both those 
facing a temporary income shock and also those facing longer-term 
financial hardship. 

Before the pandemic women were already more vulnerable to poverty as 
they made up the majority of lone parents, those with precarious/low-paid 
jobs and those with caring responsibilities which limited their time for paid 
work.  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.  It is therefore imperative 
that as society emerges from the pandemic and the resulting recession, 
women must not pay the price for Covid-19 as they did for the previous 
financial crash.   

The Women’s Budget Group (WBG) has urged the Government not to turn 
to austerity measures to pay for the cost of the crisis.  The WBG stressed 
that this will repeat the past and impact poor, BAME and disabled women 
the most.  The WBG has suggested a range of alternative ways to pay for 
the measures needed including investment in social infrastructure to 
boost the economy, increased taxes on wealth and tackling tax evasion, 
avoidance and havens.55 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
55 Women’s Budget Group (WBG) (2020) ‘Easing Lockdown: Potential Problems for Women’  

https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Easing-lockdown-.pdf
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Recommendations for changes in relation to social security benefits: 

● Direct payments in lieu of school meals should continue throughout 
the summer months and until such times as all children are fully 
back to school. 

● Increase the level of Child Benefit to £50 per child per week to help 
poorer families stay out of poverty and reflect the additional costs 
facing parents. 

● Increases in the standard allowances for Universal Credit and Tax 
Credits by £20 are to be welcomed but the Government should 
mirror these increases to households on legacy benefits also. 

● As Universal Credit is one of the key benefits for those who have lost 
their jobs or suffered significantly reduced income a range of 
changes are required to help ensure it better supports people: 

○ The basic levels of Universal Credit should be increased in line 
with real living wages indefinitely to support those who have 
lost their jobs. 

○ At the very least Government should hold on to the increase in 
the standard allowance even after lockdown has ended to help 
people get back on their feet. 

○ The five-week wait should be removed.  If this does not 
happen then Advance Payments should be converted from 
loans to grants to ensure people are supported to get through 
the five-week wait without risking hardship or getting into 
debt. 

○ In Northern Ireland consideration should be given to providing 
an automatic grant from the Universal Credit Contingency 
Fund for all those claiming Universal Credit for the first time, 
reducing the devastating impact of the five-week wait as 
suggested by the CliffEdge NI Coalition.56 

○ Extend the suspension of benefit deductions to include 
Universal Credit Advance Payments.   

○ Amend the Universal Credit Regulations so that Maternity 
Allowance is treated in the same way as Statutory Maternity 
Pay (SMP).  This can leave women in receipt of Maternity 
Allowance up to £5,ooo worse off over 39 weeks of maternity 
leave relative to women in similar circumstances in receipt of 
SMP. 

 
56 The CliffEdge NI Coalition is a group of over 100 organisations from across Northern Ireland who came 
together to express concerns about the end of welfare reform mitigations in March 2020.  The Women’s Policy 
Group is a Coalition member. 
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● Scrap the two-child limit in Tax Credits and Universal Credit which 
would help to protect against an increase in child poverty.   

○ In Northern Ireland consideration could be given to providing 
an additional mitigation payment for families who have 
children and who are impacted by the two-child limit as 
suggested by the CliffEdge NI Coalition. 

● A review of mitigation payments is needed to ensure a strengthened 
safety net to prevent and alleviate child poverty and homelessness.   

● The Benefit Cap mitigation should be extended to new claimants as 
suggested by the CliffEdge NI Coalition.  The pandemic means that 
increasing numbers of claimants will be subject to the benefit cap as 
a result of losing their jobs.  Extending the Benefit Cap mitigation to 
new claimants will ensure people can access adequate levels of 
financial support during this period and beyond.  

● Increase the budget for Discretionary Support, remove the income 
ceiling, extend the eligibility criteria and make more payments as 
grants rather than loans. 

● Continue the pause for deductions for benefit debts (without 
pausing deductions for child maintenance). 

● Increase the level of Carer’s Allowance and consider a one-off 
Coronavirus supplement of £20 a week to match the rise in Universal 
Credit as suggested by Carers UK.57  This would particularly benefit 
women who provide higher levels of care. 

 
 
 
 
 
  

 
57 Carers Week (2020), ‘Carers Week 2020 Research Report: The rise in the number of unpaid carers during the 
coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak’, Making Caring Visible.  

https://www.carersuk.org/images/CarersWeek2020/CW_2020_Research_Report_WEB.pdf


 

34 
 

Increasing Debt 
 

We are already dealing with a debt crisis but the Coronavirus pandemic 
will add many more people to the numbers in debt and in need of help to 
resolve problem debts.  This increasing level of debt has the potential to 
stifle economic recovery and means that debt advice agencies will be 
inundated with people requiring assistance as the impact of the crisis on 
people’s personal finances continues to be felt. 

The impact of the Coronavirus pandemic is concerning in a Northern 
Ireland context where levels of savings are generally lower.  According to 
Financial Conduct Authority research58 fewer adults in Northern Ireland 
have a savings account (52% compared to 59% in the UK).  Well over half of 
adults in Northern Ireland (54%) have either no cash savings or savings of 
less than £2,000 compared with 46% in Wales, 45% in England and 43% in 
Scotland.   

A greater proportion of people in Northern Ireland than anywhere else in 
the UK are considered potentially vulnerable due to their financial 
circumstances.  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%.  This leaves them less able to cope 
with any sudden change of circumstances or income shocks such as that 
presented by the pandemic. 

Widespread job losses, reductions in income and increasing household 
bills as a result of the lockdown will mean that many people in Northern 
Ireland will have little or nothing to fall back on during this unprecedented 
crisis.  Many people on low incomes with little or no savings who find 
themselves in these situations will have no other option than to borrow 
money.  These families often struggle to manage their debts and are 
vulnerable to spiralling into problem debt. 

 

 

 

 

 
58 Financial Conduct Authority (2018) ‘The financial lives of consumers across the UK: Key findings from the FCA’s 
Financial Lives Survey 2017’ 

https://www.fca.org.uk/publication/research/financial-lives-consumers-across-uk.pdf
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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.59  
The charity also reported that around 4.2 million people had borrowed to 
make ends meet, mostly by using a credit card (1.7 million), overdraft (1.6 
million) or a high-cost product such as a payday loan (980,000). According 
to StepChange, as many as 2.7 million people have used payment holidays 
on mortgages and credit products that were brought in after talks 
between ministers and the banking industry. 

While some people will undoubtedly face financial hardship as a result of 
the pandemic others have saved money as a result of not being able to go 
out socialising, shopping and saving on the costs of commuting to work.  
This highlights the uneven impact of the pandemic on personal finances.  
According to the Resolution Foundation60 almost two in five high-income 
families (38%) have experienced budget gains in the crisis, compared with 
one in eight low-income households (12%).   

As Universal Credit will be the main benefit claimed by those who have lost 
their jobs, or who have suffered reduced incomes as a result of the 
pandemic, it is clear that existing problems with this benefit could also 
lead to debt problems. Research by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation and 
Save the Children61 shows that the crisis is causing seven in ten families 
with children claiming Universal Credit or Child Tax Credit to cut back on 
essentials, six in ten to borrow money and over five in ten to be behind on 
rent or other essential bills.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
59 StepChange (2020) “Coronavirus and personal debt: a financial recovery strategy for households 
60 Resolution Foundation (2020) ‘Return to spender’  
61 Save the Children and Joseph Rowntree Foundation (2020) “A lifeline for our children: Strengthening the social 
security system for families with children during this pandemic” [Briefing]. 

https://www.theguardian.com/money/2020/may/22/uk-mortgage-payment-holiday-extended-by-three-months-covid-19
https://www.stepchange.org/Portals/0/assets/pdf/coronavirus-policy-briefing-stepchange.pdf
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2020/06/Return-to-spender.pdf
https://www.savethechildren.org.uk/content/dam/coronahub/stc-jrf-joint-briefing-lifeline-for-children.pdf
https://www.savethechildren.org.uk/content/dam/coronahub/stc-jrf-joint-briefing-lifeline-for-children.pdf
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Research by StepChange shows that a quarter of all people in Britain who 
receive Universal Credit are facing very serious debt problems.  This figure 
is three times the rate in the general population (8%) and 11% more than 
those receiving legacy benefits (14%).  Two thirds of StepChange clients say 
being on Universal Credit has made budgeting and financial management 
more difficult.   

Citizens Advice reports62 that in a survey of those who applied for Universal 
Credit as a result of the Coronavirus outbreak, more than half (53%) have 
faced hardship during the five-week wait for their first payment.  The five-
week wait for Universal Credit has been described as “a real shock for 
people navigating the benefits system for the first time” by a welfare 
adviser in Citizens Advice in evidence to the Work & Pensions Committee.  
The five-week wait has been widely criticised since Universal Credit was 
introduced putting an enormous strain on people both financially and 
emotionally.    

This looming debt crisis is likely to impact on women who are already 
more vulnerable to poverty.  Women are more likely than men to claim 
social security benefits, more likely to be in low-paid, part-time and 
insecure work, more likely to be providing care for children and other 
family members and more likely to have to make up for cuts to services 
through unpaid work.  This keeps their incomes lower and leaves them 
vulnerable to short-term financial problems or income shocks.  

Borrowing and debt is therefore far from gender neutral and women are 
more likely to have to rely on borrowing to make ends meet.  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.  

 
1  
1  
1  

 

 

 

 

 
62 Citizens Advice (2016) “Coronavirus claimants facing further hardship in wait for Universal Credit” [Press 
Release] 

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/how-citizens-advice-works/media/press-releases/coronavirus-claimants-facing-further-hardship-in-wait-for-universal-credit/
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Pre-lockdown research by the Women’s Regional Consortium63 on 
women’s access to lending showed that 87% of the women involved in the 
research needed to borrow money in the last three years.  Most had little or 
no savings or the ability to save due to low income or living on benefits.  
Other pre-crisis ONS data64 shows that women are consistently more 
vulnerable to poverty.   

39% of women and 34% of men reported it was a struggle to keep up with 
bills some or most of the time, 26% of women and 23% of men said they 
ran out of money by the end of the month, and 29% of women and 23% of 
men said they would not be able to make ends meet for a month or less if 
they lost their main source of income.  Single parents are likely to be 
particularly affected by this and in Northern Ireland the majority of single 
parent households are headed by a woman (91%).65 

In 2020, a survey by Turn2US66 on the impact of Coronavirus on UK 
households showed that the percentage of single parent families 
anticipating that they would have £1,000 or less by June was 66%, up from 
54% in February. That equates to 1.2 million single parents anticipating that 
they will be living on £1,000 or less within four months of the pandemic, an 
increase of 216,000 compared to February, before COVID-19 measures 
began. 

Gingerbread research67 shows that few single parents have a financial 
buffer with almost six in ten (59%) rarely or never saving money while 
approximately half view keeping up with their bills and credit 
commitments as at least a ‘constant struggle.’  Gingerbread found that 
most single parents had to make cutbacks or borrow money to keep up 
with their bills and credit commitments, whether unexpected or routine, 
and to fund essential or standard items. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
63 Women’s Regional Consortium (2020) Making Ends Meet:  Women’s Perspectives on Access to Lending, 
64 ONS (2020) ‘Early indicator estimates from the Wealth and Assets Survey: Bills and Credit Commitments, April 
2018 to September 2019’ 
65 Northern Ireland Assembly (2014) Census 2011 – Key Statistics for Gender, Research and Information Service 
Research Paper, Ronan Savage and Dr Raymond Russell. 
66 Turn2US (2020) Insight Briefing: Coronavirus  
67 Gingerbread (2019) ‘Scraping and Saving’ [Research Report]  

http://www.womensregionalconsortiumni.org.uk/sites/default/files/Making%20Ends%20Meet%20-%20Women%27s%20Perspectives%20on%20Access%20to%20Lending.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/personalandhouseholdfinances/incomeandwealth/datasets/earlyindicatorestimatesfromthewealthandassetssurveybillsandcreditcommitments
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/documents/raise/publications/2015/general/3415.pdf
https://www.turn2us.org.uk/T2UWebsite/media/Documents/Communications%20documents/Insight-briefing_12_05_2020_v4.pdf
https://www.gingerbread.org.uk/policy-campaigns/publications-index/scraping-and-saving/
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Debt advice agencies report that single parents may be particularly 
vulnerable to debt as they are more likely to be in low-paid and part-time 
work as well as disproportionately impacted by welfare reform and 
increases in the cost of living.  StepChange reports that single parents are 
over-represented amongst their debt clients compared to the UK 
population. Single parents made up 23% of their clients in 2018 yet 
represent only 6% of the UK population. StepChange reported that 85% of 
their single parent clients are female.68 In Northern Ireland, Christians 
Against Poverty (CAP) reported that 27% of their clients are single parents 
(25% of which are single mothers).69 

For a variety of reasons including low-incomes, job losses, reductions in 
working hours and caring commitments this pandemic will cause many 
women to suffer financial hardship and debt.  Many women will have 
struggled to meet the additional living costs associated with being at 
home during lockdown, many will get into debt or further into debt and 
many will struggle to meet their existing debt repayments both coming 
out of lockdown and well into the future.  

It is clear that many people, particularly many women, will also struggle 
once job support and temporary forbearance measures are withdrawn.   
Many will have borrowed to get by and those who have had payment 
holidays or bills suspended during lockdown will face high interest rates 
and the potential for spiralling debts.  There are a range of actions which 
should be taken to provide protection against hardship and debt coming 
out of this pandemic.  While the costs of implementing these actions may 
act as a barrier the costs of not taking action will ultimately be much 
higher. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
68 StepChange (2019) ‘Life Happens, Understanding financial resilience in a world of uncertainty’  
69 Christians Against Poverty (2019) Changing perceptions: Northern Ireland edition’ [Client Report] 

https://www.stepchange.org/Portals/0/assets/pdf/life-happens-safety-nets-stepchange-debt-charity.pdf
https://capuk.org/fileserver/downloads/general/Client-Report-2019-NI-WebDP.pdf
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Recommendations to take action to protect people from getting into 
problem debt as a result of the pandemic: 

● Households struggling with arrears and debt should be provided 
with strong protections against unaffordable repayment demands 
and housing insecurity.  Government should extend the existing 
(time-limited) protections and forbearance measures on a range of 
credit repayments, benefit debt repayments and in housing 
(including mortgage holidays, increases in Local Housing Allowance 
rates, extending notice to quit periods, etc).  This would provide a 
sustainable route back to normality over a manageable period for 
households whose incomes recover but who are left with a backlog 
of debt. 

● Flexible terms are needed once payment holidays end to prevent a 
‘cliff edge’ for people who have to start paying back their debts.  
Government should work with stakeholders to develop a package of 
protections for those negatively affected by Coronavirus which 
allows them a safe route out of difficulty including allowing for 
repayments to be made at an affordable level without increasing 
their debt or incurring poor credit ratings. 

● Many people will have turned to high-cost credit to make ends meet 
since the crisis began.  Financial support through the benefits 
system and through crisis payments is central to preventing crisis 
borrowing but the need for alternatives to high-cost credit is more 
pressing than ever.  Government should work with charities, 
financial institutions and other investors to introduce or underwrite 
the development of schemes to provide low or no interest loans to 
help those on the lowest incomes access affordable credit. 

● Providing short-term relief on debt repayments and evictions is not 
enough and, in many cases, will simply defer arrears until a later 
date.  We agree with StepChange who have recommended that in 
order to be effective in tackling the debt crisis, as a result of the 
pandemic, Government must provide financial support by 
establishing a central fund to enable grants for struggling 
households in order to address arrears and debts accumulated to 
pay for essential costs during the crisis. 

● Reforms to Universal Credit including extending the increase to the 
standard allowance, ending the five-week wait, converting Advance 
Payments to grants instead of loans and extending the suspension 
of benefit deductions to include Universal Credit Advance Payments. 
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● In Northern Ireland existing welfare mitigations should be 
strengthened to include new challenges such as Universal Credit 
(which has seen big increases in claimants as a result of the 
pandemic). 

● The budget for Discretionary Support should be increased, the 
eligibility criteria should be relaxed including the removal of the 
income ceiling and more payments should be made as grants 
instead of loans. 

● Sufficient funding should be made available to debt advice agencies 
to not only continue with their free debt advice services but also to 
expand in order to meet increasing demand as a result of the 
pandemic. 

● Government should acknowledge and support the role of 
community-based women-only provision in addressing women’s 
poverty and financial vulnerability in disadvantaged and rural areas.  
This should include a commitment to increase and provide longer-
term funding for grassroots women’s organisations to enable them 
to continue and develop the vital services they provide to financially 
vulnerable women and their families in disadvantaged areas. 

 

 

  



 

41 
 

Childcare  
 

The Women’s Policy Group supports the Childcare for All Campaign and 
believes that a universal, free and high-quality childcare provision, which 
meets the diverse needs of children, is essential for economic recovery in 
Northern Ireland.  This is fundamental to facilitating women’s participation 
and ability to access paid work, education and training and progressing 
gender equality in paid and unpaid work.  

Like many other aspects of society, great inequalities existed that have 
now been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic, and childcare is no 
exception to this.  Many women faced stark choices between their work 
and childcare commitments, as school closures and limited access to 
childcare settings created significant challenges for families.  Women are 
more likely to be forced to care for children, either in addition to their work, 
or instead of paid work.   

This applies particularly to parents of disabled children, as childcare 
options are extremely limited even in ordinary circumstances. This 
increases the risk of poverty and is also likely to have health impacts for 
parents. Crucially, additional economic support is required for parents and 
carers who are isolating due to a family member showing symptoms or are 
looking after a child or relative with COVID-19, especially for single parents, 
the vast majority of whom in Northern Ireland (91%) are women.  

Economically, we know that gender segregated markets in Northern 
Ireland sees women over-represented in the hospitality and leisure sectors 
and subsequently, women face disproportionate ramifications of the 
health risks and economic crisis. Whilst the Job Retention Scheme, 
amendments to Universal Credit and other benefits and expansion of the 
definition of key workers did provide a degree of support for some women, 
a longer-term plan is required to ensure all women affected by job losses 
can provide for themselves and their families both now and in the recovery 
phase. To do this, an adequate childcare provision is crucial.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.childcareforallni.com/
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Access to childcare is a key part of our economic infrastructure and it is 
necessary for people to be able to return to work place settings, and for 
those working from home, and is a key component to any pathway to 
recovery.  It will not be possible to transition to a stage where the 
lockdown is fully lifted without childcare being treated as a major factor in 
being able to do this.70  

It is essential for governments to look ahead to the future sustainability of 
childcare and consider what policies are needed to create a strong, secure 
childcare infrastructure that supports the rebuilding of the economy.  
Research suggests that as many as 10,000 childcare settings may be 
unable to reopen after COVID-19, as roughly 75% blamed financial 
difficulties and 25% referenced fears of parents being able to afford or need 
the childcare they had previously employed.71 Research from the Fawcett 
Society, UK Women’s Budget Group and academics also suggests that half 
of parents with young children are struggling to make ends meet and 
women key workers face significantly more anxiety and under pressure to 
work.72   

The economic impact of COVID-19 has been severe, and the lack of an 
adequate childcare provision in Northern Ireland will exacerbate many of 
the concerns highlighted above as we move further out of lockdown and 
more women have to work outside the home, or struggle with 
unemployment.  A recent TUC report on ‘Forced out: The cost of getting 
childcare wrong73’ provided some further evidence and recommendations 
on measures to prevent widespread and unnecessary job loss among 
working parents. In particular, this report raised the grave concerns of  

 

“Not having enough childcare for working parents and how 
the risk of this reversing decades of progress women have 
made in the labour market, and increasing the gender pay 
gap - as well as having a damaging impact on our national 
economic productivity.’74 

 

 
70 See Childcare for All Campaign Statements on Childcare and COVID-19 (June 2020); and (May 2020). 
71 Adams, R. (2020), ‘UK childcare industry ‘crushed’ by coronavirus crisis’, The Guardian [article], see also: Berry, C. 
(2020), ‘If we need childcare to reopen the UK economy, why is it so undervalued?’ The Guardian [article]. 
72 UK WBG et. al., (May 2020), ‘Half of parents with young children struggling to make ends meet’, UK Women’s 
Budget Group, Fawcett Society, QMUS and LSE. 
73 TUC (June 2020), ‘Forced out: The cost of getting childcare wrong’ 
74 Ibid, (n75), p.2. 

file:///C:/Users/aoifemallon/Desktop/FRP%20Reports/%20https/www.childcareforallni.com/post/childcare-for-all-campaign-childcare-critical-to-families-and-economy
https://www.childcareforallni.com/post/childcare-for-all-campaign-covid-19-statement
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2020/apr/24/childcare-industry-crushed-by-coronavirus-crisis
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/may/23/childcare-reopen-economy-children-school-coronavirus
https://wbg.org.uk/media/half-of-parents-with-young-children-struggling-to-make-ends-meet/
https://www.tuc.org.uk/research-analysis/reports/forced-out-cost-getting-childcare-wrong
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The WPG believes that childcare should be treated as a key part of our 
economic infrastructure and a public good, rather than a private family 
matter that is preventing many women from working. Some relevant 
statistics on childcare, flexible working and gender pre-COVID in England 
and Wales that follow patterns in Northern Ireland include: 

 

● 54,000 women per year are forced out of work due to pregnancy and 
maternity discrimination,75  

● Five years after a child’s birth, only 13% of mums have increased 
earnings compared to 26% of dads,76 

● 56.2% of mothers had to make a change to their employment due to 
childcare, compared to 22.4% of fathers,77 

● 1/3 requests for flexible work were rejected by the employer,78 
● 87% of men in paid work were full-time workers compared to 59% of 

women,79  
● Children from low income backgrounds in England were the least 

likely to attend early years provision but stand to gain the most from 
it,80 

● Between 2008 and 2018, the cost of nursery fees rose three times 
faster than working parents’ wages,81 

● Childcare costs for lone parents working time in that same time 
period rose seven times faster than earnings, 

 

In particular, we would like to reference TUC concerns82 that:  

“As the job retention scheme winds down and employers begin to make 
decisions about job losses, women with caring responsibilities and those 
returning from maternity leave are at higher risk of being unfairly 
targeted for redundancy and dismissal due to difficulties with their 
childcare. The Equality and Human Rights Commission have already 
warned that pregnant women and new mums face being made 
redundant during the crisis due to discrimination…  

 
75 ONS (2019) Families and the Labour Market, p.5. 
76 ibid. 
77 Ibid.  
78 TUC (2019) ‘Good work plan: Proposals to better support families’, p.6 
79 ONS (2019) Families and the Labour Market, p.6. 
80 UK Department for the Economy (2019) Childcare and Early Years Survey of Parents in England 2018 
81 TUC (2018) ‘Childcare fees have risen three times faster than wages since 2008’ 
82 Ibid, (n75), p.4. 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/familiesandthelabourmarketengland/2019
https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/2019-12/TUC_BEISConsultation_GoodWorkPlan.pdf
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/articles/familiesandthelabourmarketengland/2019
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/766419/Surveys_on_childcare_and_early_years_in_England.pdf
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/childcare-fees-have-risen-three-times-faster-wages-2008-tuc-analysis-reveals
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…Our affiliated unions are also hearing from mums returning from 
maternity leave who are stuck without any childcare at all, as the limited 
places on offer are to children already in a setting prior to Covid-19.  

BME and disabled women also face intersecting barriers to equal 
participation in the labour market that prevent them from accessing and 
thriving in the labour market fairly and additional difficulties accessing 
childcare could intensify and damage the discrimination they face [...] the 
government must also do their part to ensure employers are compliant 
with their obligations under existing legislation such as the Public Sector 
Equality Duty and strengthen the rights of pregnant women, those on 
maternity leave and with caring responsibilities to ensure their jobs and 
incomes are protected.  

Employers must be given clear messages from the government, 
highlighting existing guidance, that redundancy procedures and the 
criteria used must not unlawfully discriminate against workers with 
protected characteristics.” 

 

It has also been reported that since the crisis began, mums are 1.5 times 
more likely than dads to have quit or lost their job or been furloughed83. 
The above statistics from the TUC coupled with the Northern Ireland 
specific data from Employers for Childcare, ICTU and the Nevin Economic 
Research Institute paint a stark picture of the growing unsustainability and 
crisis of childcare across the UK. This is a UK wide issue that needs urgently 
addressed through devolved mechanisms in any COVID-19 recovery 
planning.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
83 Institute of Fiscal Studies (IFS) (2020) ‘How are mothers and fathers balancing work and family under 
lockdown?’ 

https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/14860
https://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/14860
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Childcare Workers 

In relation to workers in the childcare sector, there are major concerns 
relating to the attitudes of undervaluing care work through the 
underinvestment and gender segregation in the sector. Almost half of all 
childcare workers earn below the real living wage (48%).  This is a 
significantly higher figure than the proportion of all workers who earn 
below the real living wage (30%).  

More worryingly, the median annual gross pay for childcare workers is 
almost half of that compared to the average of all workers (£11,028 
compared to £21,254).  This is related to the fact that not only are childcare 
workers likely to earn significantly less per hour worked than the average 
employee but they are also more likely to work on a part-time basis. There 
is little evidence that experience, skills or additional qualifications will reap 
much reward in the childcare sector with much smaller gaps between the 
lowest paid and the highest paid in the sector.   

If childcare is to become an important and valued service, then the 
workers who provide that service also require to be valued. The current 
situation regarding pay and job quality shows that workers are underpaid 
and undervalued.  To bring workers into the childcare sector, to maintain 
staff morale and reduce turnover, there needs to be significant action in 
properly valuing childcare workers and rewarding skills and experience. 

Unionisation and collective bargaining or a system of sectoral agreements 
provide a mechanism to introduce a skills and wage infrastructure that 
could improve job quality. Previous research has shown the role that 
unions have historically played in introducing specificity in occupations 
and skills recognition. Furthermore, devolved bargaining structures such 
as works councils in Germany, which implement sectoral agreements at 
the ground level, have also been shown to give the greatest premium to 
low paid workers. 
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The childcare sector is one facing a sustainability crisis and deep gender 
segregation. Focus needs to be placed on creating greater diversity within 
the sector to support the needs of BME families and children with 
disabilities, to remove stereotypes of working in childcare being seen as a 
“woman’s job”, and to ensure that any provision in place is one that 
supports the needs of women, families, children, providers and wider 
society.  

 

Recommendations: 

● Investing adequately, based on an informed assessment of realistic 
needs, to deliver a high-quality childcare infrastructure that is 
affordable for all to access, and providers to deliver.   

● Fully implementing the CEDAW recommendations, noting the 
particular reference to Northern Ireland where we call on the 
Government to introduce a fully costed Childcare Strategy, 
underpinned by legislation, that meets the needs of children, 
parents, childcare providers and benefits the local economy.   

● Address the gender segregation of the childcare sector through the 
creation of sectoral agreements to provide a mechanism to 
introduce a skills and wage infrastructure that could improve job 
quality.  

● Promoting family friendly policies and practices across all sectors to 
reduce barriers to women accessing and progressing in the 
workforce.84  

  

 
84 Childcare has been identified as an issue across the world and different solutions implemented. For example, 
in Italy, the Cura Italia economic package includes parental leave of up to 15 days paid at 50% of salary, for 
parents of children under 12 or children with disabilities of any age. The scheme is designed for employees in the 
private sector and self-employed people, and the days are to be used between both parents (where relevant). 
Separate provision is being made for public sector workers. Parents can also request a set number of days’ paid 
leave in each month or babysitter vouchers worth up to €600. The package also includes a €5 million ring 
fenced element for female entrepreneurship in a fund for small and medium enterprises (SMEs). In Belgium, 
paid part time parental leave schemes have been introduced. 
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A Feminist Green Economy  
 

The lockdown exposed the severe impact of government decisions to 
neglect public services on our society. Many of the existing socio-economic 
inequalities were exacerbated during the lockdown, as the lack of 
resilience or ability to cope with the ramifications of the pandemic became 
glaringly obvious. The need for basic levels of income, access to food, 
childcare, a fully-functioning health service, education, changing 
considerations of “low-skilled” work to essential work, recognising the 
importance of unpaid care, digital poverty, holiday hunger, access to the 
internet and many more factors have been the topic of a lot of 
conversations in recent months.  

Now, more than ever, it is necessary to reassess our economic decision 
making and recent history of severely under-resourced public goods. The 
Women’s Policy Group NI endorses the UK Women’s Budget Group and 
Women’s Environmental Network paper for the WBG Commission on a 
Gender-Equal Economy, ‘Towards a Feminist Green New Deal for the 
UK.’8586 Before highlighting what a Feminist Green New Deal may look like, 
it is important to consider what Green New Deals typically include.  

Typical priorities highlighted by the UKWBG and WEN include:  

● Decarbonising the economy, 
● Democratising the economy, 
● Creating fair green jobs, 
● Preserving the natural environment, 
● Reform of finance and banking systems, 
● Community organising and ownership, 
● International responsibilities to repay debts and inequalities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
85 Cohen, M. and MacGregor, S. (2020), ‘Towards a Feminist Green New Deal for the UK: A Paper for the WBG 
Commission on a Gender-Equal Economy’, UK Women’s Budget Group and Women’s Environmental Network. 
86 Cohen, M. and MacGregor, S. (2020), ‘What would a Feminist Green New Deal look like? – [Summary Briefing] 
UK WBG and WEN.  

https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Feminist-Green-New-Deal.pdf
https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Feminist-Green-New-Deal.pdf
https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/A-Feminist-Green-New-Deal.pdf
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In their proposed Feminist Green New Deal, these priorities would be 
combined with aims of gender equality, including: 

● Redressing economic and social disadvantages faced by women, 
● Changing social norms of gender at home and at work to share and 

value care, 
● Increasing women’s representation in all aspects of public life and 

decision-making,  
● Ending violence against women and girls. 

 

The WPG would add that in the context of Northern Ireland, the need for 
women’s involvement in peacebuilding processes should also be a priority, 
as set out in UN Security Council Resolution 1325 on Women, Peace and 
Security.87 The WBG and WEN Feminist Green New Deal has several 
recommendations under five broad themes: 

 

1. Investment in (social) infrastructure - including transport, housing, 
agriculture and social infrastructure such as jobs and training for 
carers and educators, 

2. Green jobs - emphasising the need to be aware of reproducing 
occupational gender segregation and take steps to enrol women in 
STEM jobs crucial to a green economy, 

3. Sharing Care - recognising that paid care jobs are low carbon and 
redress gender inequality and women undertake the majority of 
unpaid care work, 

4. Democracy and Ownership - encouraging women’s community 
involvement in governance, especially BAME and disabled women, 
as they are underrepresented in all areas of political life and this 
needs to be rectified in order to democratise the economy, 

5. (Inter)national responsibilities - reducing and redressing 
international inequalities.  

 

 

 

 

 
87 United Nations (2000) Security Council: Resolution 1325 (UNSCR 1325) Women, Peace and Security. 

https://undocs.org/S/RES/1325(2000)
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The WPG would also like to endorse the following evidence and 
recommendations from the Feminist Green New Deal:  

 

“WBG research indicates that a 2% GDP investment in care 
(social care, childcare, parental leave etc.), creates double the 
amount of jobs for women and almost as many for men than 
the same investment in construction88. Investment in free 
universal childcare especially, returns almost all of its initial 
investment”89 

 

This is of particular importance to Northern Ireland given our calls for a 
universal, free and high-quality childcare provision. If the Northern Ireland 
Assembly, and the Department of Education, introduce free universal 
childcare, statistics from the WBG submission to HM Treasury indicate that 
a full return would be made on this investment through additional tax 
revenue generated by the additional jobs created90. In addition to this, 
when relating the investment in social infrastructure to the environment, 
WBG and WEN reference Eurostat data which suggests:  

 

“The care industry is 30% less polluting (in terms of 
greenhouse gas emissions) than the construction industry 
and, the education industry is 62% less polluting than the 
construction industry.”91 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
88 ITUC (2016), ‘Investing in a Care Economy: A gender analysis of employment stimulus in seven OECD 
countries’,  
89 Ibid, (n88), p.1. 
90 UK WBG (2020), ‘Budget Representation to HM Treasury: Invest in Social Infrastructure’  
91 Ibid. 

https://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/care_economy_en.pdf
https://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/care_economy_en.pdf
https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/WBG-Budget-2020-FINAL.pdf
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Recommendations from the WBG and WEN Feminist Green New Deal, 
which we have applied to Northern Ireland, include:  

 

1. Investment in (social) infrastructure: 
● Co-designing social infrastructure at a local level with the needs of 

women taken into account, 
● Taking the differing transport needs of women with caring 

responsibilities into account when creating transport plans; 
particularly given issues in Northern Ireland of inadequate rural 
public transport and the fact that women are more likely to rely on 
public transport. 

 

2. Green Jobs: 
● Provide subsidies and other incentives, including paid education 

leave, to support women, particularly low-income and BAME 
women, in accessing training and development programmes in 
high-skilled work in a new green economy,  

● Provide subsidies and other incentives to those working in jobs at 
high risk of being replaced by automaton, particularly as women are 
at much higher risk of this, 

● Encourage women and girls into male-dominated green sectors that 
are encouraged through a Northern Ireland Green New Deal. 

 

3. Sharing Care:  
● Recognising the dual-benefit job creation and increased tax revenue 

through investing in paid care jobs that are already done in an 
unpaid capacity by majority women, 

● Through increased investment in care jobs and the care sector, not 
only will women’s employment and economic opportunities 
increase, but children from disadvantaged backgrounds will benefit 
from increasing qualities of childcare and education, 

● Broaden definitions of ‘green jobs’ beyond construction and 
technology to incorporate the care sector as an already existing low 
carbon, high compense sector that is increasingly neglected, 

● Ensure that all green jobs in Northern Ireland include a real living 
wage, are securely contracted, ethically procured and unionised, 

● Implement a 30-hour paid work week in recognition of unavoidable 
unpaid care,  
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● Actively encourage and incentivise care leave and caring 
responsibilities being undertaken by men, 

● Establish a Universal Basic Income or Universal Basic Services to 
ensure minimum living standards and recognise and remunerate 
the £4.6 billion unpaid carers contribute to Northern Ireland each 
year,  

● Balance recommendations for greater food self-reliance with 
recognition of the gendered, unpaid and low-paid labour involved in 
producing and providing food, particularly as Northern Ireland may 
be disproportionately impacted by different food standards to Great 
Britain post-Brexit,  

● Supporting and developing sustainable small businesses that reduce 
domestic work through mass preparation and distribution of locally 
grown food. 

 

4. Democracy and Ownership: 
● Promoting economic, ecological and carbon education campaigns 

for schools and the wider public to be adequately funded through a 
Climate Change Act and within the Programme for Government,  

● Ensure equality impact assessments of all environmental policies 
and ensure consultation on policies with groups representing 
various genders, races and classes within civil society,  

● Make socio-economic equality of protected characteristics a key goal 
of any new green new deal framework and ensure co-design of 
planning and policies with the Women’s Sector, 

● Promote a cultural shift towards valuing care as a key part of the 
infrastructure of the environment and economy.  
 

5. (Inter)national Responsibilities:  
 

● Ending the hostile environment in the UK towards migrants and 
fully remove information exchanges between public bodies 
(including those in Northern Ireland) and the Home Office, 

● Promote fair tax policies which close tax loopholes, redistribute 
wealth between women and men and hold transnational 
corporations to account for exploitation of people and harm to the 
planet92, 

● Introduce a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland. 

 
92 Examples provided by the WBG and WEN include a fossil fuels tax for corporations, a financial transaction tax 
and reforms of progressive taxation like income and corporation tax, (n85), p.11. 
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Paramilitarism, Gate Keeping and Control of Funding  
 

Paramilitarism is a reality in Northern Ireland, and one that persists 22 
years after the Good Friday/Belfast Agreement. The reality of our history 
means that it is difficult to draw a line under the legacy of the violence of 
the past and those who were involved with it.  

Paramilitary organisations continue to exist, despite, in most cases, 
ceasefires being in place and the conflict being behind us. Further, many 
of those who are involved in paramilitary activity are not the same actors 
that were involved during the conflict, and the activities that continue to 
come under the umbrella name of “paramilitary activity” are not the same 
as those carried out during the conflict. Evidently, these organisations 
continue to recruit new members, and to engage in activities that would 
ordinarily be categorised as common criminality; loan-sharking, protection 
rackets, and drug dealing.  

Justice Minister, Naomi Long, signalled her intention to introduce 
Unexplained Wealth Orders by October 2020; however, this legislation is 
yet to be put in place and is thought to have been delayed by Brexit93. This 
legislation would be a welcome change, but it is vital that these Orders are 
used properly and wherever appropriate to tackle paramilitarism. Another, 
and arguably more difficult barrier, is the concern that there may be a lack 
of political will to truly uproot the paramilitary organisations behind some 
of this criminality.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
93 Madden, A. (2021) ‘Brexit leads to delay in introduction of criminal assets law’ Belfast Telegraph [Article] 

https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/brexit/brexit-leads-to-delay-in-introduction-of-criminal-assets-law-40058152.html
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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. 

We need more robust and routine checks on the bona fides of community 
organisations to screen out those with active involvement in ongoing 
paramilitary and/or criminal activity. It is unacceptable that public money 
should contribute to the coffers of organisations that have associations 
with criminal elements, while groups doing genuine peacebuilding work 
suffer through lack of support.  

With regards to paramilitary activity, paramilitaries are known to be 
involved in loan sharking and this particularly impacts upon those with 
limited incomes, especially women. Recent research by the Independent 
Reporting Commission, compiled by Monica McWilliams, confirms that 
paramilitary activity remains a constant issue in Northern Ireland, and 
laments that civil society has apparently learned to live with it. She 
describes the situation as one of “coercive control” of entire communities.94  

The Paramilitary Crime Task Force have arrested multiple individuals but 
have not been able to stamp out the organisations themselves. More 
robust action against these organisations would free up money to be 
invested in the communities that are currently being harmed by this 
coercive control, many of which have some of the worst levels of 
deprivation in the UK and even in Europe.  

 

 

 

 

 
94 See: Independent Reporting Commission (2021) [Website]: https://www.ircommission.org/ 

https://www.ircommission.org/
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Health Pillar 

Additional Health Concerns  

In addition to the health concerns associated with the COVID-19 virus, 
there are other concerning implications on women’s physical and mental 
health as a result of the lockdown, including the ramifications of cancelled 
cancer screenings, increased waiting lists, the on-going health impacts of 
austerity cuts, issues around access to abortion, maternal health, and 
bodily autonomy, and specific concerns for the health of immigrant 
women, trans women and disabled women.  

 

Ramifications of cancelled cancer screenings  

Cancer Research UK have highlighted their concerns over the suspension 
of cancer screenings and the long-term impact on cancer services and 
individual health.95 As of the beginning of June 2020, more than 2 million 
people across the UK were waiting for screening, tests and treatments 
since lockdown began. Figure 17 from Cancer Research UK highlighted the 
backlog created by suspended cancer screenings:  

 

Figure 17: Backlog of Cancer Screenings Due to COVID-19 Lockdown 

Source: Cancer Research UK 

 
95 Roberts, K. (2020) ‘Over 2 million people waiting for cancer screening, tests and treatments’, Cancer Research 
UK.  

https://scienceblog.cancerresearchuk.org/2020/06/01/impact-of-coronavirus-on-cancer-services-revealed-over-2-million-people-waiting-for-screening-tests-and-treatments/
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According to Cancer Research UK, for every week that screenings are 
paused, 7000 people aren’t being referred for further tests and 380 
cancers aren’t being diagnosed. While screenings have been suspended, 
individuals with symptoms have been less likely to go to their GP and 
some GPs have been reluctant to risk sending their patients to hospitals 
for further tests due to the risk of COVID-19.  

For those needing treatments across the UK (around 12,750 waiting for 
cancer surgery), operations have fallen to 60% of expected levels, which 
will also have a long-term impact. For those receiving treatment for 
cancer, COVID-19 testing is still necessary before their treatment can 
begin, and Cancer Research UK estimate that between 21,000 to 37,000 
COVID-19 tests are needed each day to facilitate treatment; which can lead 
to further delays.96 Organisations such as the Women’s Resource and 
Development Agency (WRDA) travel across Northern Ireland to deliver 
sessions to increase awareness of the need for people to assess themselves 
and attend Breast, Cervical and Bowel cancer screenings;97 and these 
services must be prioritised as we move out of the lockdown.  

The issue of backlogs extends beyond cancer screenings, as the NHS 
Confederation has estimated that NHS waiting lists ‘could hit 10 million 
this year.’98 As a result, the NHS Confederation has made calls for urgent 
emergency funding and long-term spending by the UK Government. In 
particular, medical professionals are concerned about the uphill battle 
they face in restarting cancer, stroke and heart care services, while 
continuing to manage thousands of sick and recovering COVID-19 patients 
while implementing social distancing measures in health settings.  

Health waiting lists pre-COVID-19 in Northern Ireland were already at crisis 
levels, as before the lockdown, around 130,000 people were waiting more 
than a year for treatment which creates real risks to patients’ quality of life 
and increases disease and preventable death. When compared to England 
and Scotland where approximately 1 in 12 people were on elective waiting 
lists, 1 in 5 people in Northern Ireland were on waiting lists in 2019. A 
potential solution for this is to create elective care centres, which may be 
politically and financially easier than closing sites to centralise care; given 
huge problems with access poverty and public transport in Northern 
Ireland.  

  

 
96 Ibid, (n95).  
97 WRDA (2021) ‘Breast, Cervical and Bowel Cancer Screening Awareness Programme,’ Funded by the Public 
Health Agency 
98 BBC News (2020) ‘Coronavirus: NHS waiting lists ‘could hit 10 million this year’, BBC News Health 

https://wrda.net/breast-cervical-and-bowel-screening-awareness-programme/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-52984742
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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 has also been 
proven to have profound health impacts. Research by the British Medical 
Association highlights: 

 

‘Austerity and welfare reform in the UK has resulted in substantial 
reductions in public spending, principally through budgetary cuts on 
departments and services. This has significantly affected local 
government funding and welfare support. The broad impact has been to 
hamper progress in reducing inequality and job prospects; a decrease in 
the number of households achieving a minimum income for healthy 
living; increases in relative child poverty; and increased levels of material 
deprivation. These factors can impact negatives on health and wellbeing 
in the absence of strong support systems.’99 

 

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 as important mechanisms for improving 
health outcomes and narrowing health inequalities, while supporting 
long-term, sustainable economic growth. We support recommendations 
from the British Medical Association to:  

 

● Increase investment in social protection systems - such as 
unemployment programmes, housing support and income 
maintenance - to counter the projected recession and austerity,  

● Increase investment in healthcare and public health services in the 
short and long-term, including adequate funding for evidence based 
preventative and early intervention services. 

 

  

 
99 BMA (2016), ‘Health in all policies: health, austerity and welfare reform: A briefing from the board of science’, 
British Medical Association. 

https://www.bma.org.uk/media/2086/bos-health-in-all-policies-austerity-briefing-2016.pdf
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Abortion, Maternal Health and Bodily Autonomy  
 

The Department of Health has failed to commission the full abortion 
services provided for in the NIO regulations100 and has failed to enable 
women, girls and pregnant people to safely manage an abortion at home 
through telemedicine services. We need an abortion provision that is 
evidence-based, relies on best medical practice, and is fully implemented 
in the safest manner to address the difficulties around and barriers created 
by COVID-19. This includes telemedicine for self-managed abortions to 
reduce risk, provisions for those unable to take misoprostol, and full, 
accessible provisions for those accessing an abortion after 10 weeks 
gestation.  

The availability and accessibility of sexual and reproductive healthcare 
services is crucial to women’s health and well-being. We believe that free, 
non-directive sexual and reproductive healthcare should be made 
available to all women who wish to avail of it. Women must also be able to 
access sexual and reproductive health services, including contraception, 
emergency contraception and the means to access safe abortion care. 
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.101  

Introducing additional barriers to abortion and/or failing to ensure 
abortion access during the COVID-19 pandemic contravenes UN treaty 
bodies’ consistent critique of states’ denial of safe abortion services, and 
recommendations that states both refrain from introducing new barriers 
and eliminate existing barriers to abortion.102  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
100 UK Government (2020) “A New Legal Framework for Abortion Services in Northern Ireland” [Consultation 
Response] 
101 Centre for Reproductive Rights (2020) ‘Breaking Ground: Treaty Monitoring Bodies on Reproductive Rights’ pp 
12-14 
102 Todd-Gher, J. and Shah, P. K. (2020) ‘Abortion in the context of COVID-19: A Human Rights Imperative’ 

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
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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, this has been made clear 
by WHO advice. The Northern Ireland Office have so far implemented an 
abortion framework that is inadequate.103 The women of Northern Ireland 
have travelled to Great Britain to access abortions for too long, travel was 
considered an unviable solution by CEDAW,104 therefore they should be 
able to fully access healthcare at home during this global pandemic.105  

The Government has an obligation to take effective measures to protect 
and guarantee women, girls and pregnant persons’ right to health, 
physical integrity, non-discrimination and privacy as they seek healthcare 
information and services, free of harassment and intimidation amounting 
to obstruction of their access to that healthcare.  As access to abortion is 
often timebound and urgent, it is vital that exclusion / safe access zones 
are introduced. 

Other areas of reproductive healthcare, including access to fertility 
treatments for lesbian and bisexual women, as well as access to timely and 
human rights compliant gender affirming care, are not currently 
guaranteed by the Department of Health and are often held behind long 
waiting lists and/or gatekeeping. The constraints on bodily autonomy 
imposed by the Department of Health on LGBT+ women must be 
addressed and rectified, in close partnership with organisations working 
directly with those communities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
103 For details on the best provision for NI, see the WPG response to the NIO Abortion Framework Consultation. 
104 For more information on the heavy financial, emotional and logistical burden of travelling to GB on women, 
see CEDAW Committee comments (2018) 
105 World Health Organisation (2019) ‘Self Care Interventions’ [Recommended Guidelines] 

https://wrda.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/WPGNIOAbortionConsultation.pdf
https://undocs.org/CEDAW/C/OP.8/GBR/1
https://www.who.int/reproductivehealth/publications/self-care-interventions/en/


 

59 
 

 In recovery planning, we recommend that the Government:   

 

● Set up a dedicated fund specifically for organisations who offer 
contraception and nondirective information,  

● Extend sexual and reproductive healthcare services across Northern 
Ireland to ensure equal access for all women, particularly those in 
rural areas, 

● Ensure there are free, safe, legal and local abortion services accessible 
to all who want or need them,  

● Introduce telemedicine for early medical abortions, 
● Introduce safe access/buffer zones, 
● Ensure there is funded assisted fertility treatment for everyone who 

wants or needs it, including same sex couples and single women,   
● Ensure there is funded perinatal mental health provision, 
● Ensure Relationships and Sexuality Education (RSE) is standardised, 

starts early, is relevant to pupils at each stage of their development 
and maturity and is taught by people who are trained and confident 
in talking about the course content, in line with CEDAW 
recommendations. 
 

  



 

60 
 

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.106 Furthermore, Black, Asian and minority ethnic people living in 
Northern Ireland are at heightened risk of discrimination and racist hate 
crimes in Northern Ireland.107 Prejudice and hate crimes impart a 
significant psychological toll on victims. Any attempt to address the 
mental health needs of Black, Asian and minority ethnic communities 
needs to encompass a strategy to combat racism, particularly institutional 
racism in the health care system.  

Some of the identified challenges to minority ethnic and migrant 
communities accessing mental health services include language barriers, 
discrimination, difficulty with GP registration and other aspects of 
accessing care, stigma associated with accessing mental health services.108 
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.  

It is also the case that, should an individual have a negative experience in 
accessing mental health care or any kind of health care, they will be 
unlikely to engage in the future. The lack of cultural competency on caring 
from ethnic minority groups, 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.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
106 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. 
107 BBC News (2020) ‘Racism: More than 600 cases of Hate Crime Reported to PSNI’  
108 Ibid. (n106). 

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
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Members of the migrant community, particularly those without secure 
immigration status may be put off from accessing healthcare for 
themselves or their families during COVID-19 because of the continued 
operation of ‘hostile environment’ measures which have the NHS sharing 
migrant data with the Home Office. This impacts some of the most 
vulnerable women in society such as pregnant women, victims of 
trafficking and domestic violence and persons living with HIV.  

The history of data sharing between the Home Office and the NHS differs 
across the UK. In England a 2016 Memorandum between the NHS, English 
Department of Health and Social Care and the Home Office previously 
allowed the Home Office to request confidential patient information for 
immigration enforcement purposes, including for minor immigration 
infractions.109 This Memorandum was halted in November 2018 following 
condemnation from a Health & Social Care Select Committee inquiry and 
legal action taken by Migrant Rights Network, represented by Liberty.110 UK 
wide data sharing continues between the NHS and the Home Office 
regarding migrants who have incurred a debt to the NHS.111   

NI legislation such as the Provision of Health Services to Persons not 
Ordinarily Resident Regulations (Northern Ireland) 2015 does not embed 
Hostile Environment practices in the same manner that equivalent English 
legislation does. However, data sharing related to migrants who have 
incurred debt to the NHS does apply to treatment received in Northern 
Ireland.  

The Health Minister Robin Swann publicly said in a debate on 24 March 
2020 that data on migrants/Asylum seekers accessing treatment for 
COVID-19 would not be passed on to the Home Office. At the same time, 
he also gave a (clearer) assurance that treatment would be free to 
everyone. This was later backed up by a response from the Minister to a 
written question from Gerry Carroll MLA (AQW 3899/17-22), which was 
answered in May 2020, almost two months after the question was first 
tabled.  

 

 

 
109 MoU between HSCIC, Home Office and DH (came into effect January 2017. Subsequently withdrawn)] 
110Liberty (2018) ‘Legal victory against Government’s hostile environment’ [Press Release]  
111 UK Government (2019) ‘Overseas chargeable patients, NHS debt and immigration rules’  

http://aims.niassembly.gov.uk/questions/subjectsearchresults.aspx?&t=dH5b+c/hviX9RlQLZIU+d+EODfKkchJ4&pn=0&qfv=1&ss=NjHBUSrPhnb%20sZ3/gmE7Hw==&sus=1
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/774071/MoU_between_HSCIC__Home_Office_and_DH.pdf
https://www.libertyhumanrights.org.uk/issue/legal-victory-against-governments-hostile-environment/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/793132/overseas-chargeable-patients-nhs-debt-and-immigration-rules.pdf
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While these assurances are welcome, the atmosphere of fear created by 
the Hostile Environment means that this is not enough to ensure migrants 
will seek treatment. At no point has this information been widely 
publicised by the NI Executive or another public authority. A public 
information campaign would have allayed the fears of many migrants. 

A different approach was taken in the Republic of Ireland where Simon 
Harris TD gave a clear, widely reported declaration at the start of the crisis 
that all people, document or undocumented, could access health services 
in Ireland without their details being passed on the Department of Justice 
and Equality. 

It is crucial that all persons in Northern Ireland, including migrants living 
here without immigration status, feel safe contacting health services to 
report COVID-19 symptoms and to seek advice. It is not enough to remove 
charging practices without also making it clear that no person’s data will 
be shared with the Home Office during the crisis. With the statutory basis 
for data sharing practices in Northern Ireland unclear and healthcare a 
devolved competence, it is within the power of the NI Executive to take 
action to address this issue yet action is not being taken. 

Article 12 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights provides the right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest 
attainable standard of physical and mental health and includes steps 
which should be taken by states to achieve this.112  The UN Committee on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights has clearly stated that this obligation 
also applies to migrants with or without status.113 The right to health and 
wellbeing is also found in Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights. Therefore, removing barriers to access to healthcare is an approach 
grounded in international human rights law.  

 

Recommendation: 

● Going forward, as we recover from the pandemic, all NHS Charging 
and data-sharing with the Home Office should be suspended 
indefinitely and this must be accompanied by a public information 
campaign reassuring people that it will be safe for them to access 
healthcare, regardless of their immigration status. 

 
112 United Nations (1966) ‘International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights’ (ICESCR) 
113 United Nations (2013) CESCR General Comment No. 14. 

https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/cescr.aspx
https://www.refworld.org/pdfid/4538838d0.pdf
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Social Justice Pillar  
 

Racial Justice  
 

Black Lives Matter  

The WPG stands in solidarity with the Black Lives Matter movement. From 
Minneapolis to Northern Ireland, the message is the same, we cannot 
tolerate racism in our society and we all have a duty to work to remove the 
barriers that uphold systemic racism. It is absolutely essential that we all 
take action to urgently address the harm systemic racism has caused in 
our society. 

We are deeply concerned about how the PSNI treated the Black Lives 
Matter protesters in Belfast and Derry/Londonderry on Saturday 6th June 
2020. We note that it has been confirmed that a last-minute amendment 
was made to the Health Protection (Coronavirus, Restrictions) Regulations 
(Northern Ireland) 2020114 just hours before the anti-racism protests 
started, which attached enforcement powers to the regulations and 
enabled the PSNI to fine those in attendance; despite evidence of safety 
and social distancing being in place. 

We also believe that the last-minute introduction of this legal basis to 
create penalties is completely unacceptable and largely disproportionate. 
There is a balance to be drawn between the right to protest and a public 
health emergency and, given the social distancing measures 
implemented by protest organisers, the measures taken by the PSNI are 
deeply concerning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
114 Department of Health (2020) ‘The Health Protection (Coronavirus, Restrictions) (Amendment No. 5) 
Regulations’ 

https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/publications/health-protection-coronavirus-restrictions-northern-ireland-regulations-2020
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In 2016-17, statistics show that racially motivated hate crime overtook 
sectarian hate crimes115 for the first time in the history of Northern Ireland. 
More recently, the PSNI recorded 936 racist incidents including 626 racist 
crimes116 between April 2019 and March 2020.  Many people may not have 
felt able to report to the police and so the real figure is likely much higher.  

We also support 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 many 
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. This is a situation 
that disproportionately impacts people of colour. 

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. The NHS Confederation BME Leadership Network 
have outlined the below concerns to ensure senior health leaders and 
policy makers can make informed decision-making to address this117: 

 

● Early analysis points to an overrepresentation of BME health and 
care professionals among COVID-19 fatalities. 

● Some BME groups are at higher risk of certain diseases and 
conditions and a number of BME staff from various socio-economic 
backgrounds, including hospital consultants, nurses, healthcare 
assistants and cleaners have died from the virus. 

● Better and more transparent collection and reporting of ethnicity 
data is needed to understand the full impact of COVID-19. 

 

 

 

 
115 PSNI (2018) “Trends in Hate Motivated Incidents and Crimes Recorded by the Police in Northern Ireland 
2004/05 to 2017/18,” p.6 
116 PSNI (2020) “Incidents and Crimes with a Hate Motivation Recorded by the Police in Northern Ireland,” p.4 
117 NHS Confederation BME Leadership Network (2020) Member Briefing. 

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
https://www.nhsconfed.org/resources/2020/04/the-impact-of-covid19-on-bme-communities-and-staff
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Research from the WBG, LSE, Queen Mary University of London and the 
Fawcett Society has also produced significant evidence on racialised 
women and the impact of COVID-19118: 

 

● Women of colour are more worried about debt as a result of the 
pandemic - 49.9% compared to 37.1% of white women and 34.2% of 
white men. 42.9% of women of colour also said they would struggle 
to make ends meet over the next three months. A quarter of BAME 
mothers reported that they are struggling to feed their children 
(23.7%). 

● Work-related anxiety for those working outside the home was 
highest among people of colour, with 65.1% of women and 73.8% of 
men reporting anxiety. 

● Of those working from home, a higher proportion of people of colour 
(41.0% of women and 39.8% of men) reported working more than 
they did before the pandemic compared to white people (29.2% of 
women and 28.5% of men). 

● Nearly half of women of colour (45.4%) said they were struggling to 
cope with all the different demands on their time at the moment 
(work, home schooling, unpaid care, domestic labour) compared to 
34.6% of white women and 29.6% of white men. 

● Around ¾ of all women reported doing the majority of housework 
and childcare during the lockdown. 

● For all questions regarding struggling to balance paid work and 
unpaid care, women of colour were the most likely to report 
struggling and white men were the least likely.  

● Twice as many women and men of colour reported that they had 
recently lost support from the government (42.5% and 48.3%) than 
white women and men (12.7% and 20.6%).  

● People of colour were also more likely to have lost support from 
other people (48.3% compared to 34.0%) and were less likely to say 
there were people outside of their household who they could rely on 
for help (47.4% compared to 57.2%). 

● Over half of women of colour said that they were not sure where to 
turn for help as a result of the pandemic compared to 18.7% of white 
respondents.  

 

 

 
118 WBG et. al. (2020), ‘BAME women and COVID-19 - Research Evidence’ 

https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/BAME-women-and-Covid-FINAL.pdf
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Recommendations: 

 

● Immediately close the Larne Detention Centre. 
● Better and more transparent collection and reporting of ethnicity 

data is needed to understand the full impact of COVID-19; including 
reports from employers of redundancies with breakdowns of 
protected characteristics. 

● As recommended elsewhere in this plan, immediately increase child 
benefit to £50 per child per week; scrap the two-child cap which can 
disproportionately impact BAME families across the UK; make UC 
advanced payments grants instead of loans. 

● Scrap No Recourse to Public Funds. 
● Ban exploitative zero-hour contracts and increase the real living 

wage to improve the working conditions of people of colour, 
particularly women, who are over-represented in low-paid 
precarious work. 

● Complete and publish meaningful and comprehensive equality 
impact assessments of all COVID-19 policy decisions informed by 
intersectional data.  
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Politics, Public Life, Peacebuilding and Decision Making  
  

Women, Peace and Security issues in light of COVID-19 

As the impact of COVID-19 is deeply gendered, a rights-based approach 
and gender post-conflict analysis of the Northern Irish context must be at 
the centre of the COVID-19 response and recovery process. The Women, 
Peace and Security (WPS) Agenda provides an essential framework for 
analysing and responding to COVID-19, however dispute over the legal 
status of the conflict in Northern Ireland continues to preclude application 
of UNSCR 1325 on Women, Peace and Security to the region.  

In 2008, 2013 and 2019 the CEDAW Committee called for the 
implementation of UNSCR 1325 on Women, Peace and Security in NI, as 
has the UN Special Rapporteur on Violence against Women.119 A 
consultation on legacy issues120 (2018) acknowledged that a 
‘disproportionate number of survivors and family members are women’.  

The CEDAW Concluding Observations 2019 call for effective participation 
of women in post conflict reconstruction, and addressing obstacles 
including paramilitary intimation121. It can be noted that 2020 marked the 
20th anniversary of the UN Security Council Resolution 1325, and activities 
and actions globally are planned to mark the Resolution, which was the 
first to highlight women’s central role in peacebuilding and post-conflict 
decision-making.  

Despite this, there has been little progress on increasing women’s 
participation in securing peace or in post conflict reconstruction. The 2014 
Stormont House Agreement (SHA), the latest agreement outlining 
structures to deal with the past in Northern Ireland, contained no specific 
mechanisms for increasing the involvement of women. Extensive 
consultation with women122. found that many feel disempowered, have 
difficulty circumnavigating community gate-keepers (including 
paramilitary groups) and fear harm if they were to speak out. 

 

 
119 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. 
120 Concluding Observations 2019, 2013, 2008 on examinations of the UK under CEDAW 
121 Council of Europe (2007) Gender equality standards and mechanisms: Recommendation CM/Rec (2007) 17 of 
the Committee of Ministers and Explanatory Memorandum. 
122 Council of Europe Convention on the prevention and combating violence against women and girls (Istanbul 
Convention, 2011) 

https://www.ohchr.org/documents/professionalinterest/cedaw.pdf
https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/_layouts/15/treatybodyexternal/Download.aspx?symbolno=CEDAW/C/GBR/CO/8&Lang=En
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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The COVID-19 crisis with its particular impacts on women’s income, socio-
economic independence and increased caring responsibilities is likely to 
compound barriers to women’s involvement in peacebuilding and 
decision-making processes. Focused action is more important than ever to 
enable women’s active inclusion. As the Women, Peace and Security 
agenda provides an essential framework for analysing and responding to 
COVID-19, the structures, policies and guidance contained in the agenda 
should be applied to the COVID-19 response in Northern Ireland. 

 

Good Friday Agreement 

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, at Westminster, in the Stormont 
Assembly and in local government, as well as in public life and economic 
decision making. The three year collapse of the Northern Ireland Executive 
will likely impact the 2021 target date for reaching gender equality in 
public appointments.  

Multiple reports, including annual reports of the Commissioner for Public 
Appointments for Northern Ireland; the report on Women in Politics and 
the Northern Ireland Assembly by the Assembly Executive Review 
Committee (2015); the 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.  
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New Decade, New Approach 

In the context of COVID-19 recovery planning, it is imperative that women 
are included in decision making across all departments in Northern 
Ireland. Already, we have seen recovery planning take place with little to 
no consultation with the women’s sector, who have been consistently 
producing evidence of the disproportionate impact COVID-19 is having on 
women. Voluntary and community sector groups have been set up 
without women’s organisations being initially invited.  

Additionally, the Department for Economy’s Economic Advisory Group was 
established without the inclusion of any civil society organisations, trade 
unions, or the women’s sector. We have also seen significant delays to all 
commitments set out in the New Decade, New Approach agreement. 
COVID-19 is exacerbating existing inequalities, and women’s equality 
cannot be deprioritised due to COVID-19 response planning. Rather, 
gender equality should be embedded within all governmental decision-
making relating to COVID-19, health, the economy, infrastructure, budgets, 
the Programme for Government and more.  

Worryingly, the New Decade, New Approach agreement did not mention 
women at all, and already we have seen the impact of women’s 
participation being absent from emergency response planning; as 
evidenced in the Executive roadmap to recovery which neglected to 
mention childcare.  

Future mechanisms for dealing with the legacy of the past in NI must 
actively encourage the participation of women, regardless of what exact 
form they take. Broader adoption of the ‘Gender Principles for Dealing 
with the Legacy of the Past,’123 which were developed in 2015 by a multi-
disciplinary group of human rights experts and academics, could assist in 
achieving this. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
123 O’Rourke, C. (2015) ‘Gender Principles for Dealing with the Legacy of the Past’, Transitional Justice Institute.  

https://www.ulster.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0009/66285/Gender-Principle-Report-Sept-2015_Final-Version.pdf
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Recommendations: 

 

● Ensure women’s groups are adequately represented in all 
departmental COVID-19 recovery planning procedures. 

● Recognise and act concretely on implementation of specific 
measures to realise the full spirit and intention of UNSCR 1325 and 
CEDAW Recommendation No.30 to ensure women’s effective 
participation and leadership in conflict prevention, post-conflict 
reconstruction and peacebuilding processes in Northern Ireland.   

● Guarantee women’s participation in transitional justice mechanisms 
envisaged in the draft Northern Ireland (Stormont House 
Agreement) Bill.  Implement special temporary measures to advance 
women’s substantive equality.   

● Ensure the women’s sector is consulted with and included in the co-
design of all departmental strategies and the Programme for 
Government.  

● Utilise Section 43A of the Sex Discrimination (NI) Order 1976 to 
improve the proportion of women elected to parliamentary 
institutions through gender quotas.  Accelerate action to reach 
gender equal representation in public bodies.   

● Address obstacles to participation including: intimidation and 
violence by paramilitary groups. As noted by the 2014 inquiry by the 
All-Party Parliamentary Group on Women, Peace and Security, these 
can include;  

o Online abuse of women political and public representatives;  

o Intersectionalities which compound barriers to participation 
eg. specific issues impacting BME women, disabled women, 
rural women, LGBT+ women, younger women, lone parents 
and those with childcare responsibilities;  

o The rule obliging political candidates to publish their home 
addresses for elections which threatens the personal safety of 
Domestic and Sexual Abuse survivors.  
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Restorative Justice  
 

In the Independent Hate Crime Legislation Review led by Judge Desmond 
Marrinan, restorative justice is described as a mechanism that “gives 
victims the chance to meet, or communicate with, the relevant people 
who have harmed them, to explain the impact the crime has had on their 
lives. This has the potential to help some victims by giving them a voice 
within a safe and supportive setting and giving them a sense of closure.124”  

We believe restorative justice does have a place within the criminal justice 
process in dealing with hate crime in Northern Ireland. Research illustrates 
how restorative justice mechanisms can help to reduce levels of anger, 
anxiety and fear and prevent further incidents from recurring or 
escalating.125 It is also clear that punitive responses such as prison 
sentences can have limited deterrent value and can act as breeding 
groups for intolerance and hate.  

However, any restorative justice process that is created needs to be led by 
victims entirely. Victims must not be put into a position where they can be 
pressurised by the offender, for example through the virtue of their 
relationship, to opt for restorative justice measures as an alternative to 
seeking punitive justice. Any form of restorative justice needs to work 
alongside the judicial system and be made up of adequately trained 
professionals. Further, restorative justice should only be an option in cases 
of “low-level” crimes. In order to test the effectiveness on reducing 
recurring incidents and increasing awareness, the changing attitudes or 
views of the perpetrator needs to be evaluated and tested.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
124 Judge Marrinan (2020) ‘Independent Hate Crime Legislation Review Northern Ireland,’ para 15.2. 
125 Ibid, para 15.4. 

https://www.hatecrimereviewni.org.uk/sites/hcr/files/media-files/Consultation%20Paper%20Feb%202020.pdf
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There are serious concerns regarding how restorative justice applies to the 
crime of domestic abuse. Restorative justice, even if victim-led, is not 
appropriate if there are power disparities between participants, and in the 
case of a victim and abuser, power resides with the abuser by the nature of 
the offence. It is widely accepted that psychological abuse is routine in 
these cases and it damages a victim’s self-esteem to such a degree that 
they regularly need several abortive attempts to leave before they have the 
necessary resources to do so.  

In light of this knowledge, it is important that we remember that 
restorative practices may be initiated by a victim who simply wants the 
legal trouble to “go away” and the relationship to resume. Further, power-
dynamics must be acknowledged and many victims may feel pressured to 
undergo restorative justice practices by their abusers. The WPG is mindful 
also that survivors should not be belittled and it remains necessary for a 
very robust system of safeguards to be in place to ensure that this cannot 
be the case.126 

Rethinking what justice means and moving away from a punitive and 
carceral criminal justice system is imperative to reducing harm in our 
communities and building a Northern Ireland on foundations of care over 
violence. We welcome the current consultation process from the 
Department of Justice on Restorative Justice, but recognise that a 
consultation does not ensure action. The Department of Justice should 
commence work into the demilitarisation of the Police Service, and move 
to prioritising care in our communities.  

 
126 For more information, see: Liebmann, M. and Wootton, L. (2010), ‘Restorative Justice and Domestic 
Violence/Abuse’, HMP Cardiff. 

https://restorativejustice.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/files/Restorative%20Justice%20and%20Domestic%20Violence%20and%20Abuse.pdf
https://restorativejustice.org.uk/sites/default/files/resources/files/Restorative%20Justice%20and%20Domestic%20Violence%20and%20Abuse.pdf
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No Recourse to Public Funds/Immigration  

The barriers which exist to migrant communities in accessing social 
security have been painfully highlighted during the economic uncertainty 
of the coronavirus crisis. Section 3(1)(c)(ii) of the Immigration Act 1971 
provides that limited leave to enter or remain in the United Kingdom may 
be subject to a condition requiring that person maintain themselves, and 
any dependants, without recourse to public funds. This is known as ‘No 
Recourse to Public Funds’ or NRPF. Since 2012, a ‘NRPF condition’ has 
been imposed on nearly all migrants granted the right to live or work in 
the UK.  

The Home Office justifies this condition on the basis that people seeking to 
establish their family life in the UK must do so on a basis that “prevents 
burdens on the taxpayer and promotes integration”.127 This covers a huge 
number of visas including those for spouses, parents and adult 
dependants. The effect of this condition is that the person holding leave is 
permitted to work in the UK and pays taxes but is prohibited from 
accessing the safety net of 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.  

Paragraph 6 of the Immigration Rules lists the benefits considered as 
‘public funds’ for the purpose of the Immigration Rules.128 This definition 
covers most benefits which are paid for by the state such as child benefit, 
housing benefit or universal credit. It does not include benefits that are 
based on National Insurance contributions, such as statutory sick pay or 
statutory maternity pay. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
127 UK Government (2020) ‘Family Policy, Family life (as a partner or parent), private life and exceptional 
circumstances’ 
128 UK Immigration Rules 25th February 2016. 

https://.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/889361/family-life-_as-a-partner-or-parent_-private-life-and-exceptional-circumstances-v8.0-gov-uk.pdf
https://.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/889361/family-life-_as-a-partner-or-parent_-private-life-and-exceptional-circumstances-v8.0-gov-uk.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-introduction
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Some people who have a NRPF condition on their visa can apply to have it 
lifted, but they must show they have become destitute, or particularly 
compelling reasons relating to the welfare of a child, or exceptional 
circumstances relating to their finances. This option is also limited to 
persons on certain visa routes such as family and private life. Applying to 
have NRPF lifted can also result in your visa renewal period being changed 
to a ten-year route; effectively doubling the time it will take for the person 
to gain indefinite leave to remain in the UK.129 

NRPF stands out as a particularly draconian element of the Hostile 
Environment because it impacts such a broad range of migrants. A report 
by the Migration Observatory found that around 1.376 million people hold 
valid UK visas that would usually be subject to the NRPF condition.130  
People who have been living, working and contributing to taxes in the UK 
for years are subject to this measure.  

The policy also 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.131 This was exacerbated during the 
coronavirus crisis as job losses and economic uncertainty left people 
subject to NRPF unable to access support, leaving them forced to work in 
unsafe conditions, trapped in unsafe housing, and unable to self-isolate 
and support their families.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
129 UK Government (2014) ‘Application for change of conditions of leave to allow access to public funds if your 
circumstances change’  
130 Migration Observatory (2020) ‘Between a rock and a hard place: the Covid-19 crisis and migrants with No 
Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF)’  
131 Maternity Action (2020) ‘Migrant Women, No Recourse to Public Funds and the Pandemic’  

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://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://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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A recent High Court challenge to the NRPF policy has led to a slight 
softening of the rules. In R (W, A Child By His Litigation Friend J) v 
Secretary of State for the Home Department & Anor, the court found the 
Home Office’s policy of imposing NRPF under paragraph GEN.1.11A of 
Appendix FM to be unlawful and a breach of Article 3 ECHR.132 As a result, 
the Home Office amended its guidance to state that: “In all cases where an 
applicant has been granted leave, or is seeking leave, under the family or 
private life routes the NRPF condition must be lifted or not imposed if an 
applicant is destitute or is at risk of imminent destitution without recourse 
to public funds.”133 

There is a vocal movement from Westminster and external stakeholders 
calling for the suspension or complete lifting of NRPF in light of the 
coronavirus crisis.134 Boris Johnson has even appeared to call for a review 
into the policy on the 27th May 2020 when he stated before the Liaison 
Committee “people who’ve worked hard for this country who live and work 
here should have support of one kind or another”.135 However, a review is 
not enough, the human rights and equality impact of NRPF is shockingly 
clear and the stated policy goal of preventing migrants becoming a 
burden to the taxpayer is not proportionate to the detrimental impacts 
caused.  

 

 

 

Recommendations: 

● The NRPF policy must be suspended in light of the coronavirus 
pandemic and the economic downturn faced as we move out of 
lockdown.  

● Long term, the policy must be abolished in order to ensure that 
those who have worked and contributed taxes and the most 
vulnerable in our society can access the support they need to live in 
safety and dignity. 

 

 

 
132 BAILII (2020) ‘R (W, A Child By His Litigation Friend J) v Secretary of State for the Home Department & Project 
17’  
133 UK Government (2020) ‘Family life (as a partner or parent), private life and exceptional circumstances’  
134 The Guardian (2020) ‘Scrap UK rule that has left 1m migrant workers at risk of destitution, say MPs’  
135 The Guardian (2020) ‘If Boris Johnson is baffled by Britain's cruel migration laws he should change them’ 

https://www.bailii.org/ew/cases/EWHC/Admin/2020/1299.html
https://www.bailii.org/ew/cases/EWHC/Admin/2020/1299.html
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/889361/family-life-_as-a-partner-or-parent_-private-life-and-exceptional-circumstances-v8.0-gov-uk.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2020/jun/22/scrap-no-recourse-to-public-funds-rules-left-1m-migrants-on-edge-of-destitution-say-mps
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/may/29/boris-johnson-baffled-britain-migration-laws
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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, such as 
access to education, training, work, affordable childcare and more, 
highlight the profoundly negative impact Brexit is set to have on women 
in Northern Ireland. This is compounded by the political instability in 
Northern Ireland which creates barriers to women having their voices 
heard, as well as the current prioritisation by governments of dealing with 
the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Many areas of women’s human rights have yet to be achieved, and Brexit 
has added a new threat to existing, hard-fought rights women currently 
have. Northern Ireland faces unique constitutional complexities meaning 
Brexit presents a unique threat to this region.136 With women’s voices 
largely absent from negotiations, at a local, national and EU level, it is 
necessary to analyse the unique and disproportionate impact Brexit will 
have on the women of Northern Ireland.  

 

Women’s Rights Achieved Through EU Membership 

 

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. For women, there are great concerns that Brexit will 
erode many of these protections. Some of these protections include:  

● Equality between men and women,137 
● The right to equal pay for equal work,138  
● Protection against discrimination on the ground of pregnancy and 

maternity,139 

 
136 Human Rights Consortium (2018), ‘Brexit and Northern Ireland: Rights at Risk Report’, p.32.  
137 The EU Charter of Fundamental Rights (2012). 
138 Article 119 Treaty (2016) establishing the European Economic Community. 
139 Equality Commission Northern Ireland (2016) “Expecting Equality: A Formal Investigation into the Treatment 
of Pregnant Workers and Mothers in NI Workplaces.” 

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
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● Introducing measures to provide specific advantages to the 
underrepresented gender,140 

● Prohibition of discriminations on the grounds of sex,141 
● Introduction of paid holidays.142 

  

Furthermore, the EU recognises the need for wide-spread structural 
change to deal with systematic gender discrimination through their 
commitment to Gender Mainstreaming and the Gender Recast Directive 
2006. The Gender Recast Directive covers a range of areas including access 
to employment, promotion, vocational training schemes and working 
conditions to ensure the rights of women are considered central to 
decision making. The Gender Mainstreaming approach involves five main 
priority areas:  

 

1. Increase women’s participation in the labour market,  
2. Reduce the gender pay gap, pension gap and levels of poverty 

women face,  
3. Address gender disparity in decision making and promote greater 

representation of women in public life across a range of sectors,  
4. Combat gender-based violence and support victims,  
5. Combat gender equality beyond the EU and advocate for women’s 

rights across the world.143 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
140 Ibid, p. 21. 
141 Sex and other grounds for discrimination are covered in Article 21, EU Charter of Fundamental Rights 
142 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. 
143 Ibid, p.75 

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


 

78 
 

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,144 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.  

Based on previous comments by the UK government, alongside election 
manifestos and public pledges, there are some worrying insights into the 
future of women’s rights in Northern Ireland.  

 

EU Charter of Fundamental Rights (ECHR) and Case Law 

 

One of the most concerning pledges of the UK government has been to 
remove the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights from all applications in UK 
law and judiciary systems. Whilst the UK government would still be 
required to abide by the European Convention of Human Rights, the 
removal of the EU Charter is deeply worrying as it has a much broader 
level of protection for human rights.145  Articles relevant to women in 
Northern Ireland include, but are not limited to, Article 20 on the right to 
equality before law; Article 21 which prohibits discrimination; Article 23 on 
the right to equality between men and women; Article 34 on the right to 
social security; and Article 35 on the right to healthcare.  

Future case law of the Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU) will 
no longer be binding in UK courts post-Brexit. Any existing CJEU laws from 
before Brexit will still be binding, however, these can now be overturned in 
future cases in UK courts and a departure from current jurisprudence may 
lead to a divergence on human rights standards on either side of the 
border in Northern Ireland. As EU human rights instruments will be seen 
as invalid post-Brexit, it will be difficult to enforce human rights through 
the courts or hold UK government failures to account in courts outside of 
the UK. 

 
144 NIRWN (2018), ‘Rural Voices Report: Action Research and Policy Priorities for Rural Women 2018’, p.5. 
145 A comparison of the breadth of the EU Charter and the ECHR can be found in the Human Rights Consortium 
Rights at Risk Report, p.26-27. 

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
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Human Rights Act 1998 

 

In the lead up to the Brexit referendum, many calls were made to repeal or 
replace the UK Human Rights Act post-Brexit. Since the 2016 referendum, 
the UK Government has failed to provide commitments that it will not 
repeal or replace the Human Rights Act. Many are deeply concerned with 
the impact this, and the removal of the EU Charter, will have on human 
rights. The EU human rights framework is much more robust than the UK 
Human Rights Act, however, the removal of both the Human Rights Act 
and the EU Charter will make it much more difficult for people to access 
their rights through the courts, as the ECHR is nowhere near as broad or 
strong as a standalone human rights framework. 

 

Good Friday Agreement  

 

There have been worrying reinterpretations of the Belfast/Good Friday 
Agreement by the current Prime Minister Boris Johnson, in a vastly 
different approach to previous UK Governments, with EU officials accusing 
Prime Minister Johnson of reneging on pledges to uphold the 
agreement.146 It is essential to point out the importance of avoiding a 
divergence of rights on either side of the border.  

For example, 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.147 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. 

 

 

 

 
146 See: Rankin, J., (2019), ‘Johnson has reneged on Good Friday Agreement Vows Says EU’, The Guardian; see 
also: Hughes, B. (2020), ‘Brexit: Good Friday Agreement Cannot Slip Through The Cracks in US Trade Deal Talks’, 
Irish News.  
147 EU Council (2003) “Directive 2003/8/EC: Legal aid in civil and commercial matters” [EU Legislation] 

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/sep/08/johnson-has-reneged-on-good-friday-agreement-vows-says-eu
https://www.irishnews.com/news/brexit/2020/05/08/news/brexit-good-friday-agreement-cannot-slip-through-cracks-in-us-trade-deal-talks-1930539/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=LEGISSUM:l33184
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Missed Opportunities: Current EU Work on Rights 

 

There are many missed future opportunities for the enhancement of rights 
that would benefit the lives of women in Northern Ireland. For example, as 
highlighted by the Human Rights Consortium, the EU has also sought to 
extend parental rights to leave148 and encourage better childcare support 
for families149 with the strategic aim of reducing the gender pay gap and 
advancing women’s rights more generally. Furthermore, as NIRWN have 
highlighted,150 there is a new, ongoing consultation of trade unions and 
employers launched at EU level focusing on a new package of rights to 
improve work-life balance, including proposals for carers’ leave, flexible 
working and stronger protections from dismissal for new mothers.151  

In particular, with uncertainty of what will happen to the customs union 
and the freedom of movement across the EU, it is unlikely that caring 
responsibilities, and the rights associated with them, will be improved or 
advocated for post-Brexit. The UK Women’s Budget Group maintains that 
women will be adversely impacted by the economic impacts of Brexit.152 
This can only get worse for the women of Northern Ireland, who have 
greatly suffered from the past decade of austerity and are deeply 
concerned about the impact of welfare reform153 and future austerity on 
gender equality.154   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
148 EU Council (2010) Directive 2010/18/EU implementing the revised Framework Agreement on parental leave 
149 European Commission (2013) “Investing in Children: Breaking the Cycle of Disadvantage” Recommendations. 
150 NIRWN (2018), ‘Rural Voices Report: Action Research and Policy Priorities for Rural Women 2018’, p.30. 
151 Trades Union Congress (TUC) (2016) ‘Women workers’ rights and the risks of Brexit’  
152 UK Women’s Budget Group (2017) ‘Economic Impact of Brexit on Women’  
153 Harding, S. (2019), ‘Impact of Ongoing Austerity: Women’s Perspectives’, Women’s Regional Consortium.  
154 NIWEP (2018), ‘Women and gender equality in a changing Europe: A roundtable to explore women’s priorities 
in Brexit’ [Unpublished] 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2010:068:0013:0020:en:PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reco/2013/112/oj
http://www.nirwn.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/NIRWN-Rural-Voices-Research-Report-March-2018.pdf
https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/Women_workers_and_the_EU.pdf
https://wbg.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/brexit-pre-budget-nov-2017-final.pdf
http://www.womensregionalconsortiumni.org.uk/sites/default/files/Impact%20of%20Ongoing%20Austerity%20Women%27s%20Perspectives.pdf
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The economic consequences of Brexit are set to have disproportionately 
negative impacts on rural women, disabled women, LGBTQ+ women, 
women of colour, women living on the border, migrant women and more 
as they lose many human rights protections and funding streams 
supporting their participation and empowerment.  Women in Northern 
Ireland are already facing great barriers due to political instability, an 
arguably failed peace process, catching up on legislation after three years 
of a collapsed Assembly, the lack of implementation of the UNSCR 1325, an 
outdated Northern Ireland Gender Strategy, unprecedented levels of 
poverty and having limited representation in Brexit negotiations.  

With the implications that have arisen due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
rights at risk highlighted above are due to worsen as pre-existing 
inequalities are exacerbated. With all the hard fought women’s rights 
protections won at an EU level now at risk, and many human rights still 
failing to have been implemented at all, there are many reasons to be 
deeply concerned about the impact of Brexit on the women in Northern 
Ireland.  

 

 

Recommendation: 

• In line with our recommendations throughout this recovery plan, we 
are calling for a gendered approach to policy making relating to 
Brexit; for equal representation of women in negotiations; and for 
the hard-won rights for women to be protected and enhanced in 
Northern Ireland. 
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Good Friday Agreement legislation, New Decade, New 
Approach & a Bill of Rights 

 

A series of agreements in Northern Ireland in recent years155 have made 
mention of a Bill of Rights without making any actual progress towards 
delivering this. Indeed, in the New Decade New Approach document, 
beyond provision for new languages legislation, there is little evidence of 
positive progress in advancing the legal protection of rights formally. The 
New Decade New Approach document strays from previous agreements 
in recent years in that it provides for the (now functioning) Ad Hoc 
Committee on a Bill of Rights. However, with no agreed process for 
delivery of a meaningful set of rights outcomes when the Committee 
concludes its work, there is concern that the Committee could simply 
become the latest delaying tactic in this long running process.   

Provision for a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland, which was to build upon 
the rights contained within the European Convention of Human Rights 
(ECHR) by including supplementary rights influenced by International 
Standards and our local circumstances, 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 that was to run 
throughout the Agreement and the government institutions it established 
was to be an important confidence building measure in society.  

The Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission (NIHRC), created and 
tasked by this Agreement with providing advice on the content of a Bill of 
Rights for Northern Ireland, fulfilled that duty in 2008.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
155  New Decade New Approach (2020), A Fresh Start (2015), Stormont House Agreement (2014) 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/856998/2020-01-08_a_new_decade__a_new_approach.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/479116/A_Fresh_Start_-_The_Stormont_Agreement_and_Implementation_Plan_-_Final_Version_20_Nov_2015_for_PDF.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/390672/Stormont_House_Agreement.pdf


 

83 
 

The NIHRC advice called for the inclusion of additional economic, social 
and cultural rights such as: the right to health (including access to gender-
sensitive and appropriate healthcare services and information), the right to 
an adequate standard of living, the right to work (including fair wages and 
equal remuneration for work of equal value without distinction of any 
kind), environmental rights, social security rights and children’s rights 
(including play and leisure).156 

A Bill of Rights for NI based on a model advised by the NIHRC would have 
provided a practical mechanism for the realisation of many of the rights 
contained within international treaties of which the UK is a signatory. The 
advice was based on extensive participatory consultation with thousands 
of people across NI over the course of 8 years, and therefore represents a 
clear articulation of public opinion in this regard. However, in December 
2009, the UK government produced a consultation document, which 
rejected the majority of the advice provided by the Northern Ireland 
Human Rights Commission.  

In their reasoning for failing to include the extensive advice of the NIHRC, 
the government stated that they did not see these additional rights as 
falling within the test of being particular to Northern Ireland or of not 
being the most appropriate method to realise the particular rights. Within 
the consultation document this view was expressed as follows: “It is the 
Government’s view that the introduction of such rights in Northern Ireland 
would either be unworkable in practice, or could give rise to unjustified 
inequalities across the UK.”157 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
156 NIHRC (2008) ‘A Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland: Advice to the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland’ 
157 Northern Ireland Office (2009), ‘A Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland: Next Steps’ [Consultation Paper] 

http://www.nihrc.org/uploads/publications/bill-of-rights-for-northern-ireland-advice-to-secretary-state-2008.pdf
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Since the 1998 peace agreement there has been a consistent need for a Bill 
of Rights for NI, given its potential to build confidence within communities 
that abuses of the past will not be repeated, and that those abuses which 
did occur will be rectified. However, given the current time of uncertainty 
created by the UK exit from the EU, the potential repeal of the Human 
Rights Act, the impact of years of austerity and now COVID-19, a Bill of 
Rights for Northern Ireland is even more valuable as it could provide 
assurance and stability that whatever the future of Northern Ireland, the 
rights of all will be protected, respected and fulfilled.   

As noted above, the Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland, as provided for in 
the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement, was to build upon the rights 
contained within the European Convention of Human Rights (ECHR) by 
including supplementary rights influenced by International Standards and 
our local circumstances. The NIHRC advice in 2009 drew upon these 
international instruments in order to advise a number of rights, also noted 
above, that would particularly help to increase women’s equality. Since the 
2009 advice there have been a number of additional developments which 
merit consideration for inclusion in a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland.   

The Human Rights Act 1998 (HRA) gave further effect to rights from the 
European Convention of Human Rights (ECHR) in domestic legislation 
across the UK and allowed access to UK courts for violations of Convention 
rights. The development of this legislation was also a key provision of the 
Belfast/Good Friday Agreement and took on special significance in 
Northern Ireland where it acted as one of the key safeguards to prevent 
against inequalities or abuse of human rights in the exercise of power by 
the new Stormont Government.  
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The Conservative government would like to repeal the HRA and replace it 
with a British Bill of Rights, although some within the party would also like 
a withdrawal of the United Kingdom from the European Convention on 
Human Rights.   Recent statements include: 

 

● “We will not repeal or replace the Human Rights Act while the 
process of Brexit is underway but we will consider our human 
rights legal framework when the process of leaving the EU 
concludes." Conservative Party Manifesto 2017   

● “There is a discussion to be had around how essential the Human 
Rights Act is to protecting rights. But with Brexit, now is not the 
right time to have that discussion.” David Gauke, Lord Chancellor 
and Secretary of State for Justice, May 2018  

● “We will update the Human Rights Act and administrative law to 
ensure that there is a proper balance between the rights of 
individuals, our vital national security and effective government.” 
Conservative Party Manifesto 2019  

 

The Human Rights Act has been important to the peace here and must be 
defended. However, it does not represent the full protection of the ECHR. 
For example, there is no free-standing right to prohibition of 
discrimination (this is included in Article 1 of Protocol No. 12 of the ECHR, 
which the UK has not ratified). In order to protect enjoyment of the full 
range of ECHR rights, they should be fully incorporated into a Bill of Rights 
for Northern Ireland.  

The two other devolved nations of the United Kingdom, Scotland and 
Wales, have both made strides to incorporate international standards into 
domestic decision making. 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. Scotland 
and Wales, therefore, have used powers within their own devolved 
competencies in order to give further effect to the rights in these treaties 
which represent international obligations to which the UK has agreed to 
be bound.   
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The Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 requires 
that Welsh Ministers, in exercising any of their functions, have due regard 
to Part 1 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child and also select 
articles from the first and second optional protocols.158 Similarly, Part 1 of 
the Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014 imposes duties on 
Scottish Ministers and other public bodies to comply with UNCRC.159 At the 
very minimum, the Northern Ireland Assembly could follow similar steps in 
order to give further effect to treaties such as CEDAW, ICESCR, CRC, 
ICERD, ICCPR, CRPD and CAT.160 This would be possible within its own 
devolved competencies. 

However, 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.   

  

 

Recommendations:  

 

● Bring forward a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland. 
● Complete incorporation of the ECHR.   
● Incorporation of the rights contained within the EU Charter of 

Rights.   
● Complete incorporation of CEDAW, ICESCR, CRC, ICERD, ICCPR, 

CRPD and CAT (including those rights recommended by the NIHRC 
in their 2009 advice).  

● Give further effect to CEDAW, ICESCR, CRC, ICERD, ICCPR, CRPD and 
CAT through use of devolved powers. 

  

 
158 Hoffman, S. (2020) ‘Briefing to the Ad Hoc Committee on a Bill of Rights by Professor Simon Hoffman’  
159 Lock, T. (2020) ‘Briefing to the Ad Hoc Committee on a Bill of Rights by Professor Tobias Lock’  
160 Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Convention on the Rights of the Child, International Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights,  
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman 
or Degrading Treatment or Punishment. 

http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/assembly-business/committees/2017-2022/ad-hoc-committee-on-a-bill-of-rights/written-briefings/simon-hoffman-swansea-university/
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/assembly-business/committees/2017-2022/ad-hoc-committee-on-a-bill-of-rights/written-briefings/tobias-lock-professor-of-law-at-maynooth-university/
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International Best Practice  
 

The UK, including Northern Ireland, has obligations under international law 
to recognise gender-based violence against women as a specific human 
rights issue. 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 overall aim of CEDAW is to strengthen gender equality, and 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.  

The UK is also a member of the Council of Europe - it established the 
integration of gender equality as one of its policy goals. The Council has 
adopted Standards for Gender Equality, which set out a list of measures to 
be taken across policy areas, including violence against women. The 
Standards state that “Violence against women is one of the most serious 
violations of human rights and fundamental freedoms of women and an 
obstacle to the enjoyment of those rights and freedoms.” 

In 2011, the Council adopted the Istanbul Convention on preventing 
violence against women and combating domestic violence, which sets out 
clear standards for states to implement. Compliance with requirements is 
essential to enable states to ratify the Convention; the UK is yet to ratify. It 
is vital that concerned action across the UK is taken to ensure the UK is 
compliant with the Convention and can complete ratification. 
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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’. The guide highlighted that the COVID-19 
pandemic —like all crises—has a distinct impact on women and girls that 
is both immediate and that poses the risk of exacerbating pre-existing 
gender-based and other intersecting inequalities. This crisis has exposed 
the structural and systemic discrimination that women and girls have long 
faced. Unless their rights are protected, their voices are heard and their 
needs are met, they will be further deprived of justice.161  

The United Nations (UN) High Commissioner for Human Rights, the UN 
Special Rapporteur on violence against women, the Council of Europe, the 
European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights and other regional and 
international bodies have issued clear guidelines that States should use to 
respond to the pandemic in line with their human rights obligations.  

States need to live up to their obligations to address the gender-based 
violence and discrimination faced by women and girls, including trans 
women, and by non-binary, gender non-conforming and intersex persons. 
Specific measures are required to minimise the short and long term 
impacts this health and economic crisis may have on them, their families, 
and their communities. As UN Women has noted, violence against women 
is “the most widespread human rights violation in the world.”162 The guide 
outlines urgent actions Governments should undertake to protect the 
rights of women and girls and can be viewed in full here.  

 

  

 
161 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 
162 ibid. 

https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/EUR0123602020ENGLISH.PDF
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/EUR0123602020ENGLISH.PDF
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/EUR0123602020ENGLISH.PDF
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Northern Ireland Women’s European Platform - International 
Outlook 

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 plan 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. While the UK is no longer a member of the EU, the 
proposals in the plan are relevant to both the UK as a whole and to 
Northern Ireland. They are focused on a recovery which is based on a 
human rights framework and on feminist economics. 

The plan163 is structured on the understanding that the COVID-19 crisis has 
not created new gender inequalities, but has highlighted and deepened 
existing inequalities, which are perpetuated by current economic models. 
It proposes, at its core, a raising of the ‘social floor’ to strengthen social and 
economic security for everyone and is based on four key principles: 

1. Supporting equality and protecting democratic principles 

2. Combatting male violence 

3. Realising feminist economics 

4. Building an equal health system 

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. 

 

 

 

 

 
163 European Women’s Lobby (2020) Women must not pay the price for COVID-19! 

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
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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Key recommendations for an economic response and recovery include: 

● Providing gender-responsive social and economic measures to 
support women and girls in precarious situations, including 

o   those at risk of losing their jobs, 
o   at risk of living in poverty, 
o   and/or experiencing in-work poverty. 

● Adequate financial support that extends to women working 
precarious jobs irrespective of their legal status, including: 

o Lump sum payments for qualifying individuals including 
disabled women, 

o Tax relief measures, 

o Subsidising of goods and services, 

o Allowing caregivers and working parents the right to a special 
leave that guarantees 100% of their income (in the immediate 
crisis and early stage recovery).  

● Introduce temporary special measures to protect women from 
facing the brunt of the implications of economic recession and 
austerity (on top of pre-existing measures). 

● Ensure alternatives to austerity are identified in response to the 
economic crisis. 

 

The policy brief also highlights examples of good practice from across 
Europe. Some examples include:  

Domestic violence: 

● Austria: expanded economic support to victims of domestic violence 
during the crisis. 

● Spain: increased access to emergency shelters alongside a 
comprehensive information campaign and measures for victims to 
access help and support through pharmacies. 

● Several European countries including Spain, the Netherlands and 
Italy, designated staff in organisations providing support to victims 
and survivors of domestic violence as key workers.  
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Childcare: 

● Italy: temporary measures for families and women, including the 
extension of parental leave and bonuses for child carers at home. A 
lump sum of 600 euros is also being given to almost five million 
workers, including the self-employed.  

● Czech Republic: parents of children under 13 can claim 60% of their 
salary from the state while taking care of children.  

 

Health care:  

● Belgium: contraceptives free for all women under 25 (these 
initiatives have also been taken previously in other countries, but 
often not comprehensively: for example in Finland, health care is 
devolved to local authorities and free contraceptives for under 25s 
have been trialled in some local authority areas, while others have 
actively resisted this), 

● Latvia: announcement of pay increase for frontline health workers of 
at least 20%. 
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The Purple Pact: Economics that work for women 

The EWL proposals for COVID-19 recovery draw above all on The Purple 
Pact,164 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 all and full participation of women in all areas of life, and it 
also emphasises that feminist economics strives for peace and wellbeing 
for all, on a healthy planet. 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. 

 

The Purple Pact highlights key elements within existing economic models 
that work against gender equality and wellbeing for all. The key issues 
highlighted include: 

● GDP has limitations as a measure of economic well-being, and 
critically does not include the value of unpaid care and voluntary 
work, which means that this is ignored in economic decision-
making. Failure to address this, along with failure to address 
environmental degradation, sends harmful signals to public and 
private decision-makers and encourages unsustainable investment 
and consumption patterns. 

 

(continued on next page) 

 

 

 

 
164 European Women’s Lobby (2020) The Purple Pact: A feminist approach to the economy  

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://womenlobby.org/IMG/pdf/purplepact_publication_web.pdf
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● Education must be treated as an investment, rather than an 
expenditure as is current practice in national accounts. Education is 
critical for a future sustainable economy, and is also an investment in 
the prevention of future burdens in relation to health, crime, 
unemployment and so on. 

● The financialisation of the economy works against the productive 
activities that directly contribute to the employment and wellbeing 
of most people. Similarly, unfair tax competition between states in 
Europe, where labour is taxed much more stringently than capital 
income and states are allowed to create tax incentives for 
multinational corporations, creates perverse conditions that in 
practice encourage tax evasion and fuel economic and political 
corruption. 

 

Key recommendations for action in The Purple Pact include: 

● Introduce gender budgeting as a tool to highlight how budgets 
impact men and women differentially, and make sure public finance 
and economic policies work for gender equality, 

● Develop and invest in a care economy, where quality, accessible care 
is available to all and the provision of care is valued as a vital 
economic activity; this would also contribute to job creation, 
sustaining a green economy as outlined previously in this plan, 

● Developing human rights based sustainable care infrastructure, 
which takes account of the care needs of an older population, 
supports the autonomy and agency of service users and addresses 
the unpaid care burden currently primarily shouldered by women, 

● Ensuring developments such as the digital economy do not 
disadvantage women further; ensuring women’s participation in 
developing the digital economy to support both gender sensitive 
digital technologies and effective job creation, 

● Implementing concepts of decent work, particularly in the ‘gig 
economy’; for example, app based ‘self-employment’ options are 
precarious for all but in particular for women. 
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Initiatives at UN level 

The UN is working with business to promote the Sustainable Development 
Goals and encourage companies at all levels to invest in solutions that 
promote a greener, fairer, safer and more resilient economy. Under the UN 
Global Compact,165 companies align their working practices with 10 
business principles that focus on human rights, labour, environment and 
anti-corruption.  

The UN Global Compact has developed a series of policy briefs designed to 
guide stakeholders on policy and practical action designed to support 
companies to recover stronger and build back better.166 These include a 
brief on gender equality,167 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 resources developed within the UN, including gender 
impact assessment tools and checklists for gender responsive recovery. 
Actions recommended by the Compact in this brief include: 

● Ensure women’s representation and inclusion in all planning and 
decision-making, specifically with COVID-19-related policies and 
responses. 

● Provide flexible working arrangements as well as paid sick, family 
and emergency leave for parents and caretakers, keeping in mind 
that the majority of unpaid care work falls to women. 

● Support employment and income protection for women across the 
value chain. 

● Honour existing contracts with women-owned businesses, support 
their recovery and engage with them as supply chains are re-
established. 

 
 
(continued on next page) 
 
 
 
 
 

 
165 UN Global Impact Support for Businesses Resource [Website] 
166 UN Global Impact (2020) 20th Anniversary Campaign [Website] 
167 UN Global Compact (2020) COVID-19 Impact Brief: Gender Equality 

https://www.unglobalcompact.org/
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
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● Ensure access to quality healthcare for all women and girls, 
especially as resources are diverted to address the pandemic. 

● Collect data disaggregated by gender, age and other factors to track 
the impact of all response efforts. 

● Help challenge gender norms through marketing and advertising, 
encouraging unpaid care to be shared more equally. 

● Chief executive officers and executive teams can publicly signal their 
commitment to the advancement of gender equality, particularly 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, by signing the CEO Statement of 
Support for the Women’s Empowerment Principles. 

The UN is also working with business and finance companies at the global 
level to encourage investment in COVID-19 recovery, including taking 
action on debt, from individual to national debt,  supporting solvent but 
illiquid small business and developing new ways of working across sectors. 
UN Women, the UN’s agency for gender equality, has been very active 
both in providing concrete support, particularly in vulnerable countries, 
and developing guidance for stakeholders on how gender equality can be 
effectively integrated in COVID-19 response and recovery. 

UN Women has been particularly active in highlighting 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 briefing168 
highlights the increase in violence that has been a global trend, sets out 
examples of action taken in a number of jurisdictions, and also outlines the 
economic impact of violence against women and girls, estimated at US 
$1.5 trillion.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
168 UN Women (April 2020) 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/en/digital-library/publications/2020/04/issue-brief-covid-19-and-ending-violence-against-women-and-girls
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The key actions set out for governments include ensuring appropriate 
resourcing 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 guidance169 on the actions 
parliamentarians and governments can take to ensure gender equality is 
embedded in COVID-19 recovery and response planning. This guidance 
emphasises that women are overrepresented in the economic sectors 
hardest hit by the pandemic, and also overrepresented in informal and 
precarious work. It also highlights evidence from previous disease 
outbreaks, such the Ebola outbreak (2014 - 2016), which shows how this 
affects women’s access to work and consequently exasperates barriers to 
being able to provide for their families.  

 

Recommendations from UN Women:  

● Ensure that any emergency response and recovery legislation, 
emergency and/or relief packages and budgets have been 
developed on the basis of sex-disaggregated data, gender analysis 
and consultations with gender experts, and include a gender 
impact assessment. 

● Introduce or support amendments to response and recovery 
legislation, stimulus packages and budgets and social protection 
policies that seek to rectify any identified sources of gender 
discrimination or exacerbate gender inequality. 

● Establish a gender-focused parliamentary body. 
● Using gender budgeting tools to assess the effectiveness, efficiency, 

relevance and impact of COVID-19 related policy measures on 
women and girls. 

● Engage with gender experts, civil society and trade unions to ensure 
a comprehensive analysis of the impacts of COVID-19. 

 

 

 
169 UN Women (June 2020) A primer on parliamentary action: Gender sensitive responses to COVID-19 

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, we have made a 
number of recommendations based on extensive research and evidence 
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. The UK has a long way to go to 
address the gender gap that prevails, and the Feminist Recovery Plan 
provides a roadmap of how this can be done in relation to the economy, 
health, social justice, culture and in the handling of Brexit. This report has 
provided a summary of evidence and recommendations for the UK 
government, but further information on the issues raised can be found in 
the full WPG Feminist Recovery Plan, which can be accessed here. Some of 
our key recommendations for the UK Government 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. 

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