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WPG COVID-19 Feminist Recovery Plan - 
Relaunch One Year On 

Introduction 

The Women’s Policy Group (WPG) is a platform for women working in policy 
and advocacy roles in different organisations to share their work and speak 
with a collective voice on key issues. It is made up of women from trade 
unions, grassroots women’s organisations, women’s networks, feminist 
campaigning organisations, LGBTQ+ organisations, migrant groups, 
support service providers, NGOs, human rights and equality organisations 
and individuals. Over the years this important network has ensured there is 
good communication between politicians, policy makers and women’s 
organisations on the ground. 

The WPG uses our group expertise to lobby to influence the development 
and implementation of policies affecting women. The WPG is endorsed as 
a coalition of expert voices that advocates for women in Northern Ireland on 
a policy level. This group has collective expertise on protected 
characteristics and focus on identifying the intersectional needs of all 
women; in line with international human rights mechanisms. 

 

COVID-19 and Gender - Overview 

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has created an unprecedented challenge 
across the UK. It has put in 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. 
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The ongoing crisis affects men and women differently, and in many cases 
deepens the inequalities women experience on an everyday basis. These 
inequalities, along with key solutions, were highlighted in a Women’s 
Manifesto issued by the WPG in preparation for the general election in 
December 2019. These solutions remain central for a long-term response, 
but the developing crisis has put a number of issues in sharp focus for 
urgent emergency action. 

Not only does this crisis have a disproportionate impact on women, but that 
impact is worsened for women from particular backgrounds: for instance, 
black and minority ethnic women, disabled women, women with caring 
responsibilities, and LGBTQI+ women. The emergency action required, and 
any recovery programme put in place, must meaningfully take into 
consideration the institutionalised inequalities that exist within Northern 
Ireland, and must co-develop a roadmap forward with the communities 
affected.  

. 
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Key Findings from WPG Primary Research 
 

As part of the relaunch of the WPG Feminist Recovery Plan in July 2021, the 
Women’s Policy Group undertook primary research to explore the impact 
of the pandemic on women in Northern Ireland. This research included 
conducting one-to-one interviews and launching a survey that invited 
anonymous written submissions on the topic of experiences during the 
pandemic.  

In total, over 150 women contributed to this research. The findings from this 
research paint a stark picture of women’s experiences in Northern Ireland 
relating to health, employment, poverty, disability, racism, care work, 
violence against women and more. 
 

Key findings from survey:  

● 82.1% of respondents said that their mental health had declined 
during the pandemic, 

● 81.1% of respondents who designated as carers said that their caring 
responsibilities had increased during the pandemic, 

● 58.4% of respondents had experienced either one or multiple of the 
following: domestic abuse, stalking, harassment, hate crime and 
assault, 

● 57.9% of respondents said that their physical health had declined 
during the pandemic 

● 92.3% of respondents who attended school in Northern Ireland said 
they did not feel they had received an adequate relationships and 
sexuality education (RSE), 

● 50% of respondents from an ethnic minority community said that 
they had experienced issues in attempting to access health services, 

● 65.8% of respondents from a rural area described their internet 
connection as ‘not stable’, 

● 98.5% of respondents said that they would or might support the 
introduction of a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland, 

● 55.1% of respondents said that they were concerned about the impact 
of Brexit on women’s rights in Northern Ireland. 

 

Our full primary research findings are available in the supplementary WPG 
Feminist Recovery Plan report: Putting Women’s Voices at the Core. 
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1. Economic Justice Pillar 

Testimonies from WPG Primary Research 

  

 

“Seasonal work to top up employment salary disappeared.” 

“Reduced standard of living due to less income.” 

“Less savings, Increased debt, struggling to pay bills.” 

“I have 2 credit card debts a huge overdraft and credit union loans I 
didn’t have before this.” 

“l became suicidal at one point and have heard many stories of people 
feeling this way also including children.” 

“As a childcare provider I struggle to meet family’s needs for childcare 
due to ratios and restrictions here in N. Ireland.” 

“I was on maternity during the first lockdown, couldn't get a childcare 
place, had to leave my home and go to my parents to get childcare 

support.” 

“I always relied on overtime to earn a reasonable wage but on furlough I 
only received 80% of 4 hours according to my contract.” 

“My child with autism depended on me even more during lockdowns. 
We had no support. We had to manage his home learning while 

working full time.” 

“I had a breakdown after 3 weeks which resulted in me being off work 
sick again. There is no support/ clinic for me to go to with long covid 

symptoms which remain over a year later. There was no support 
whatsoever from GP or health services for me alone at home when I had 
covid…I felt like I was going to die at home with my children downstairs.” 

“My part time job which supports my studies let everyone go from their 
zero-hour contracts, nobody got furlough and I struggled to get another 
job. As a full-time student, I also don’t qualify for universal credit. This left 
me struggling to pay rent, bills and feed myself. I couldn’t move home, 

so I relied on my boyfriend/university hardship funds for a while.” 

“ 

” 
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Overview 
The Economic Justice Pillar of the WPG COVID-19 Feminist Recovery Plan 
highlights the disproportionate economic impact of the pandemic on 
women, and illustrates how this impact has been exacerbated by pre-
existing gender inequalities in our society. This includes an exploration of its 
impact on women’s employment, the gender pay gap, flexible working, 
parental leave, discrimination, care work, occupational segregation, 
women’s poverty, universal credit, women’s debt, welfare mitigations, 
childcare, rural women, climate justice and the economic impacts of 
paramilitarism. This pillar offers a wide-ranging evidence base which 
addresses these topics at the international, UK and Northern Ireland levels.  

Women are more likely than men to be employed in precarious, low-paid 
and part-time work. The Irish Congress of Trade Unions (ICTU) has identified 
workers in food manufacturing, residential care, and workplace cleaning as 
being especially vulnerable to low pay, with women in those sectors being 
particularly vulnerable. Women are disproportionately represented in 
sectors such as the care and childcare sector, the hospitality sector and the 
retail sector. These sectors have been particularly hard hit by the pandemic, 
causing women to have been furloughed at higher rates than men. 

Substantive gender segregation remains in the labour market, with men 
continuing to dominate in traditionally male-dominated sectors such as 
manufacturing, construction and STEM. 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. Whilst the overall gender pay gap is the lowest in the 
UK, according to PwC, women still earn on average around 9.6% less than 
men in Northern Ireland. Having one or more children reduces a woman’s 
likelihood of being in a permanent, full-time job by almost one-third, with 
only 45% of women with one or more children working in a permanent, full-
time job. 

Research has shown that women are more likely to care for children and 
other family members, either in addition to their work, or instead of paid 
work. Roughly 30% of all women aged 16-64 are considered ‘economically 
inactive’ compared to 22% of men; 34% of these women are considered 
inactive due to family and home commitments. Conversely, looking after 
family and the home is the least common reason for male economic 
inactivity (only 6%).  
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Gender inequality is amplified for women in rural areas due to Access 
Poverty. The accessibility of education, training, work and childcare 
provision and the cost and availability of public transport are factors in 
determining women’s participation in the labour market; particularly in 
rural areas. Northern Ireland still does not have a childcare strategy, despite 
commitments in the New Decade, New Approach agreement. The childcare 
sector is one facing a sustainability crisis and deep gender segregation.   

Women are also more likely to be recipients of social welfare, including 
universal credit and child tax benefits, and are more likely to be single 
parents. Women have lower financial wellbeing, have fewer retirement 
plans and smaller pension pots than men as well as being less likely to save 
regularly (56%) compared to men (63%). More women (52%) have never put 
their money into an investment product compared to 37% of men. These 
factors mean that women are more vulnerable to poverty and debt. Job 
losses and the need to provide increasing levels of unpaid care as a result of 
the pandemic are likely to increase poverty and dependence on social 
security benefits, especially for women. 

The Northern Ireland Gender Equality Strategy Expert Advisory Panel 
Report, released in March 2021, provides a comprehensive overview of key 
indicators of women’s economic standing in Northern Ireland and the 
urgent need for gender disaggregated data by official agencies. The 
Executive’s failure to acknowledge or take steps to mitigate the 
disproportionate impact of the pandemic on women, to date, suggests that 
women will bear the brunt of this crisis, as was the case following the 
financial crisis in 2008. It is 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.  
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2. Health Pillar 
 

 

Testimonies from WPG Primary Research 

“It has caused me to develop anxiety and chronic insomnia.” 

“I had a miscarriage during the pandemic and I was offered no support.” 

“It has negatively affected my health, mental health, relationships and 
trust in others.” 

“Having had COVID-19, it has left me with breathing difficulties, dizziness 
and extreme tiredness.” 

“6 years [on waiting list] and losing my sight. Appointment cancelled 
rescheduled and cancelled again and no rescheduled Appointment date 

confirmed.” 

“I know people who I work with… if their immigration status is unstable, 
they will not seek healthcare. They will not seek to get medical support if 

they needed it.” 

“My health has been totally shot. I was a young healthy woman, able to 
do everything, and now am unable to even leave my house due to long 

covid sickness.” 

“My life is now essentially home working and continuous care. My 
calendar is dictated by the date on blister packs of medicine, calls to 

GPs, etc in addition to working an average 10 hours a day...” 

“Have put off contacting the doctors with issues I would have normally 
been happy to talk to a doctor face to face but feel uncomfortable 

having to briefly explain to a receptionist. I have also had trouble trying 
to register with a new dentist.” 

“Was able to access ema [Early Medical Abortion] in a local clinic in 
Western Trust area. Luckily at that time services were still ongoing. I 

don't know what I would have done if the process wasn't so easily 
accessible at the time. I did face a longer wait than I'd have liked due to 

one doctor carrying out the service but the care I received was 
excellent.” 

“ 
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Overview 
The Health Pillar of the WPG COVID-19 Feminist Recovery Plan highlights 
the disproportionate health impact of the pandemic on women, particularly 
in relation to women’s mental health, maternal health, waiting lists, abortion 
access, disabled women, trans healthcare, care work and health inequalities 
faced by ethnic minority women. 

The COVID-19 pandemic, and consequent lockdowns, have had a severe 
impact on women’s mental health.  Over the period 27 January to 7 March 
2021, more than 4 in 10 (43%) women aged 16 to 29 years experienced 
depressive symptoms, compared with 26% of men of the same age. Anti-
depressant prescription rates in Northern Ireland are significantly higher 
than the rest of the UK. During the year 2020/21 anti-depressants were 
dispensed to nearly 1 in 5 people in Northern Ireland (over 357,000 people), 
and 63.7% of these were women. 

The Women’s Budget Group found that being younger and female was 
associated with significantly greater levels of stress, anxiety and depression 
during the COVID-19 pandemic than for other groups. Every week, women 
in the UK spend 5 more hours on housework and 10 more hours on childcare 
than men during lockdown.  This increased housework and childcare is 
associated with higher levels of psychological distress for women. The 
LGBTQ+ community (particularly trans individuals), disabled women, 
Traveller women and black and minority ethnic women are also at increased 
risk of experiencing mental health issues.  

A 2019 review of Northern Ireland waiting lists found that a person in 
Northern Ireland is 48 times more likely than a person in Wales to wait more 
than a year for care. This has particular impacts for marginalised groups, 
such as trans people. Currently, Northern Ireland has some of the worst 
waiting lists and worst future prospects for access to gender-affirming care 
of any part of the UK and Ireland. Issues around waiting lists in Northern 
Ireland have inevitably been exacerbated by backlogs due to the pandemic. 

Since 22nd October 2019, new legislation decriminalised abortion in 
Northern Ireland. However, instead of access becoming mainstreamed 
within the health service, over a year after the regulations were laid, the 
Minister for Health has failed to commission the services required by law. 
Compared with the UK and Ireland, Northern Ireland remains the only place 
where a safe, cost effective and practical method of abortion care has been 
denied to individuals seeking abortions. 
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Northern Ireland remains the only part of the UK with no Mother and Baby 
Unit (MBU) and women who need hospital care must be admitted to a 
general psychiatric ward and be separated from their babies.  Northern 
Ireland has lagged behind the rest of the UK for too long with its perinatal 
mental health care, it is essential that women here receive the same 
equality of care. Within the UK, Black women are four times more likely to 
die in pregnancy or childbirth compared to white women, and Asian ethnic 
backgrounds face twice the risk. The COVID-19 pandemic has worsened 
these disparities. 

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. 

In Northern Ireland, only 7% of disabled people are employed, but those who 
are face low-paid work and underemployment. Disabled women earn 22.1% 
less than non-disabled men and 11.8% less than disabled men. 26% of 
households with a disabled person live in poverty, compared to 22% of 
households overall. It is estimated that disabled women will have lost 13% of 
their annual net income by 2021, due to cumulative tax-benefit changes and 
austerity. 
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3. Social Justice Pillar 

Testimonies from WPG Primary Research 

 

 

 

  

 

“There are plenty of people here who are black and Irish and British… 
those people’s voices are never heard.” 

“I think my whole life in Northern Ireland has been shaped by the hate 
crimes and racism that I’ve faced.” 

“I have had people tell me to die for my pro-choice and leftist stances 
and make threatening comments in reference to my sexual orientation.” 

“[The Noah Donohoe case] sent a very clear message to women with bi-
racial children…if your child goes missing, we’re not going to do as much 

as we would do if he was white.” 

“[On hostile environments] You end up having all of these people, 
whether its doctors, bankers or whoever it is, acting as police 

officers…policing you, policing people.” 

“It seems that, as an ethnic minority woman, everybody felt that they 
needed to save me without allowing myself to save myself… everybody 

felt that they were my saviour… I needed to save myself.” 

“I ran for election in the local council elections in 2019 and was subject to 
abuse via social media and email. It made me scared to use social media 

or speak out in public on social justice issues. I no longer use twitter.” 

“I have had misogynistic abuse. After speaking outside against the 
misogyny of PSNI on Twitter I got about 100 abusive messages some 

threatening me with rape and death. This made me feel very unsafe and 
drastically impacted my mental health where I felt depressed and 

anxious.” 
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Overview 
The Social Justice Pillar of the WPG COVID-19 Feminist Recovery Plan 
highlights a range of social justice issues that disproportionately impact 
women, particularly women from marginalised communities such as trans 
women, ethnic minority women, LGBTQ+ women, Traveller women and 
disabled women. Topics covered in this Pillar include racial justice, women 
in politics, public life, peacebuilding and decision-making, restorative 
justice, the digital divide, no recourse to public funds, and women in prisons. 

Racism is not a problem confined to the USA or Great Britain but is an issue 
that is highly prevalent in Northern Ireland. In 2016-17, statistics show that 
racially motivated hate crime overtook sectarian hate crimes for the first 
time in the history of Northern Ireland. More recently, the PSNI recorded 936 
racist incidents including 626 racist crimes between April 2019 and March 
2020.  The issue of policing is inextricably linked to the matter of racial justice 
and has been brought to the forefront in the Northern Ireland context with 
the disproportionate policing of the Black Lives Matter protests in 2020. 

Women in Northern Ireland are under-represented in all areas of politics, 
public life, peacebuilding and decision-making. The COVID-19 crisis with its 
particular impacts on women’s income, socioeconomic independence and 
increased caring responsibilities has compounded barriers to women’s 
involvement in peacebuilding and decision-making processes. In the 
context of COVID-19 recovery planning, it is imperative that women are 
included in decision-making across all departments in Northern Ireland.  

The UK government has committed to implementing the principles of 
UNSCR 1325 in Northern Ireland. 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 full.  Women need to 
be heard and have an equal role in peacebuilding and leadership at all 
levels, in line with the principles of UNSCR 1325. However, extensive 
consultation with women has found that this is far from being the case.  

Restorative justice must be entirely victim-led and should only be an option 
in cases of “low-level” crimes, and not in cases 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. 
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NI has the lowest level of superfast broadband in the UK and access to 
digital technologies remains limited in the region, primarily due to uneven 
broadband access and coverage, especially in rural areas. The COVID-19 
pandemic has highlighted the gendered nature of the digital divide, with 
reports of mothers struggling to support their children’s education on 
mobile phones or on a single family laptop. Newcomer, asylum seeking and 
refugee families also face distinct challenges in accessing affordable 
internet services, which are critical for them to maintain contact with their 
extended families and to support their health and wellbeing.  

The ‘No Recourse to Public funds’ condition means that migrants in the UK 
face barriers in accessing social security. Since 2012, a ‘NRPF condition’ has 
been imposed on nearly all migrants granted the right to live or work in the 
UK (around 1.376 million people). This policy disproportionately impacts 
vulnerable groups such as single parent households, pregnant women and 
people subject to domestic violence, leaving them without the safety net of 
social welfare and throwing families into destitution. 

Rates of women’s imprisonment have been increasing since 2000 and 
continue to rise significantly. Evidence suggests that most women prisoners 
are imprisoned for low-level offences. Women in prisons in Northern Ireland 
are predominantly non-violent offenders and tend to commit “victimless 
crimes” such as theft (which accounts for 30% of women’s offences in 
Northern Ireland). These crimes are often survival-based and connected to 
poverty, homelessness and mental health issues. The WPG is also deeply 
concerned about the detention of trafficking victims and asylum-seeking 
refugee and migrant women in Northern Ireland. 
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4. Cultural Pillar 
 

Testimonies from WPG Primary Research 

“…I honestly do not know any woman who has not been harassed, 
assaulted or raped.” 

“I was physically assaulted more than once at home during lockdown. It 
felt like I had nowhere to go and was making too big of a deal over these 
incidents. Being isolated has made getting out of bad situations worse.” 

“[I was] sent messages saying I should die/kill myself because I’m not 
straight or cisgender, saying I should be raped to make me "realize I’m 
actually straight", being told I’m disgusted and an embarrassment to 

my family.” 

“I’m terrified of going to clubs and pubs when they reopen without 
social distancing measures as I find the behaviour in NI society from 

men is appalling. There is no sense of consent and many feel they can 
just grab or harass you as they please.” 

“My father was very cruel to my mother and us. He used power and 
control at every stage of his living with us. A man who I accepted a lift 
with tried to murder me. I was in my twenties and still bear the scars 

mentally He was never caught.” 

“…I have personally been sexually assaulted as a younger woman and 
not reported because I didn't even recognise that it was sexual assault. I 
just passed it off as what happens in a club /bar / night out. It shocks me 

now that I and my friends all felt that way.” 

“My RSE in school was wholly inadequate and perpetuates rape myths, 
was anti-choice and delivered by a Christian organisation who 

promoted abstinence. There was no discussion of consent, healthy 
relationships and boundaries, how to access contraception, power 

dynamics, pleasure and sexuality…” 

“I first experienced sexual harassment when I was 13 in my school 
uniform waiting for the bus home. I’ve experienced men’s violence in 
the form of attempted rape and rape in my own home or a partner’s 

home, assault and harassment in bars/clubs, sexualised comments and 
harassment while in work…” 

“ 
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Overview 
The Cultural Pillar of the WPG COVID-19 Feminist Recovery Plan highlights 
a range of cultural issues in Northern Ireland that disproportionately impact 
women, such as rape culture, domestic violence, online abuse, stalking, 
harassment, honour-based abuse, hate crime, relationships and sexuality 
education, and misogyny. 

Northern Ireland continues to be the only region of the UK without a 
Violence Against Women and Girls Strategy. This is despite the fact that 
rates of violence against women in Northern Ireland are extremely high.  In 
2017, NI had the joint-highest levels of femicide in Europe. To effectively 
tackle violence against women, coordinated action from the government is 
required, including preventative measures, early intervention and 
protection, and victim-centred justice to address the lack of services and 
barriers faced by women and girls. 

Rape culture is a significant issue in Northern Ireland. Rape myths are 
particularly prevalent in court trials, media reporting on sexual violence and 
within domestic settings. For example, a recent YouGov survey in the UK 
found that a quarter of those surveyed believed that marital rape does not 
exist and many more expressed confusion about whether rape can occur 
where there is no (non-sexual) violence. Rape myths constitute a significant 
barrier to tackling sexual violence in society as a whole. 

Rates of domestic violence in Northern Ireland have seen a considerable 
increase in recent years. The number of domestic abuse incidents in 
Northern Ireland, recorded in 2019/20, was 31,817. This is the highest level 
since the data series was first compiled in 2004/05 and shows a 53% increase 
on the figure for 2004/05 which was 20,959.  69% victims of all domestic 
abuse crimes were female and 30% were male.  Of all offenders dealt with 
by police in 2019/20 in connection with domestic abuse crimes that resulted 
in an outcome, 86% were male and 12% were female. During the pandemic, 
between March 2020 and March 2021, eight women were murdered by a 
partner or a family member. 

Violence against women and girls can take many forms, including domestic 
abuse, online abuse, stalking, harassment, honour-based abuse and hate 
crime. These issues are inter-related and are almost always driven by 
misogyny. They are also intersectional in how they manifest and in how they 
impact victims. Members of the WPG conducted primary research on 
stalking in Northern Ireland which is available on the WRDA website. Of 
particular concern is the connection between violence against women, in 
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the form of hate crime, stalking and honour-based abuse, with paramilitary 
activity, in the Northern Ireland context.  

There have been 1,220 reports of online violence towards women in 
Northern Ireland since 2015 (the total could be even higher than the figures 
suggest as not all crimes specify the gender of the victim). In the 
independent review of hate crime in Northern Ireland, Judge Marrinan 
acknowledged the issue of hateful abuse online as part of this Review, citing 
the abuse that many women politicians, both in Westminster and locally in 
the Northern Ireland Assembly, have to endure often on a daily basis. Online 
abuse against women and girls has specific implications, and often has a 
specific ferocity and disproportionate volume, for women of colour, LGBTQ+ 
women, and disabled women. 

The WPG, alongside many of our colleagues in the women’s sector and 
LGBTQI+ sector, have long campaigned for misogyny to be recognised as a 
motivator of hate crime in Northern Ireland. Misogyny is defined as the 
dislike of, contempt for, or ingrained prejudice against women. These 
feelings and beliefs are motivators of hate crime against women, and the 
law should regard them as such. Misogynistic hate crime has particular 
impacts for women from ethnic minority backgrounds, LGBTQ+ women, 
and disabled women.  

The WPG are calling for the introduction of a comprehensive, mandatory, 
inclusive and standardised relationships and sexuality education (RSE) for 
all schools and 3rd level institutions. RSE is, at present, dependent on 
individual schools who can choose who to invite to cover the topic and can 
do so in a way that does not deal with these issues directly, guided by their 
ethos. In addition, they are sometimes entirely heteronormative, not 
covering LGBTQ+ relationships at all, and therefore not providing the 
necessary skills to an especially vulnerable demographic. 
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“Everyone deserves to be protected by a Bill of Rights.” 

“I am worried the UK government is going to gradually unpick all our 
equality and human rights legislation.” 

“The rights of women were also backed up by the European Union. We 
have lost a powerful advocate because of Brexit.” 

“As ever women will be hit hardest in terms of potential lost jobs, cuts to 
services and a squeeze on family budgets.” 

“Worried they may remove maternity pay, risk to NHS and our services 
and those who are employed.” 

“…The EU Directive on Flexible working covered Carers Leave but as yet 
the UK/NI governments have not committed to delivering this objective 

here...” 

“I am particularly concerned about the immigration rules [post-Brexit] 
and the right to work going forward esp for women who may not have 
access to applying for themselves relying on males in the family etc.” 

“EU regs and directives kept women's rights to a high legal standard. 
That standard is now no longer guaranteed. Though there has been a 

promise not to roll back on what we have, I don't trust that this promise 
will be kept. And we will miss out on future developments.” 

“The EU provided a fail-safe of a minimum standard of rights, we no 
longer have that. While domestic provision for things like maternity 

leave may be better than the EU ones, they are also easier to reduce.” 

“Obviously now that we've withdrawn from the EU, we no longer have to 
follow those common laws which governed us. I believe a Bill of Rights 

could secure all manner of rights in law to protect various freedoms and 
individuals. That will enshrine rights for people in law and not be 

'coloured' by any religious thinking which denies certain rights, as is all 
too frequent in NI.” 

” 

5. Brexit, Human Rights and a Bill of 
Rights for Northern Ireland 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Testimonies from WPG Primary Research 
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Overview 
The Brexit and a Bill of Rights Pillar of the WPG COVID-19 Feminist Recovery 
Plan highlights the implications of Brexit for women’s rights in Northern 
Ireland and advocates for the introduction of a Bill of Rights for Northern 
Ireland to protect these rights in a comprehensive and intersectional way. 
Primary research by the Women’s Policy Group found that 55.1% of 
respondents were concerned about the impact of Brexit on women’s rights 
and 98.5% said that they would or might support the introduction of a Bill 
of Rights for Northern Ireland. 

Many areas of women’s rights have yet to be achieved, and Brexit has added 
a new threat to existing, hard-fought rights women currently have. 
Protections around equal pay and sex discrimination have been 
strengthened and simplified through the EU 2006 directives and 
particularly, the Gender Recast Directive, which protects against direct or 
indirect sex discrimination in employment, including pay. Two particularly 
regrettable outcomes of the Brexit process for women are the UK’s decision 
to no longer follow the European Court of Justice and the loss of the EU 
Charter of Fundamental Rights. 

Over the years, EU law (including case law) has been brought into domestic 
legislation in Northern Ireland and has supplemented and enhanced 
existing protections. EU membership has also played an important role in 
protecting and advancing women’s equality in Northern Ireland, through 
the facilitating and funding of sectoral pan-European networks to work 
together to push for the advancement of rights and equalities issues. These 
networks allow women’s groups to examine best practice, learn from each 
other and co-ordinate in order to campaign on issues both at a national and 
a European level. 

While the UK Government has committed to both the non-diminution of 
rights and to ensure that Northern Ireland will keep pace with any advances 
to these rights, there is a limited amount of EU law that will be protected 
compared to the various ways that the EU protected and advanced 
women’s equality in Northern Ireland before Brexit. The issue of a disparity 
of rights is brought into starker relief when one considers the concept of 
equivalency of rights across the Irish border that was included in the peace 
agreement. The failure of the UK to ensure Northern Ireland keeps par with 
human rights and equality developments brought into the south of Ireland, 
through EU membership, is a factor which could undermine the principles 
of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement. 
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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), was provided for in the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement (1998) and 
voted for by an overwhelming majority of people in Northern Ireland 
through referendum. This Bill has the potential to build confidence within 
communities and assure them that abuses of the past will be rectified and 
not repeated. In the context of Brexit, a Bill of Rights for Northern Ireland is 
particularly 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.  

The Human Rights Act (1998) 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 WPG stress that nothing should be done to undermine the 
Human Rights Act (HRA) or how the rights contained within it are enjoyed. 
In particular, the way in which the HRA has protected women, including by 
protecting unmarried spouses in relation to receipt of benefits on the death 
of a partner and also access to abortion. 

A series of agreements in Northern Ireland in recent years have made 
mention of the Bill of Rights without making any actual progress towards 
delivering a meaningful set of rights. The clear message from women in 
Northern Ireland is that now, more than ever, continued threats to the 
Human Rights Act, the risks Brexit presents to rights and the impact felt on 
rights due to the pandemic, mean that a strong and inclusive Bill of Rights 
must be delivered as soon as possible. 
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6.  International Best Practice 

Overview 
The International Best Practice Pillar of the WPG COVID-19 Feminist 
Recovery Plan situates women’s rights in Northern Ireland in the 
international context and uses international case studies to make 
recommendations for best practice. 

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 in 
pandemic recovery planning, in line with their human rights obligations. 
Specific measures are required to minimise the short and long term 
impacts this health and economic crisis may have on women, their families, 
and their communities. 

The UN has called on member states to prioritise women and girls in both 
the immediate response and recovery. This requires a gender lens in all 
decision-making, which also forms part of the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals. There is an international mandate to put women and girls at the 
centre of the COVID-19 response, to mitigate disproportionate harms on 
women and support new policies on gender equality in the post-pandemic 
period. However, globally, women are underrepresented on COVID-19 
taskforces, and the UN has called for gender parity in order to strengthen 
the focus on women’s needs in COVID-19 recovery. 

Examples of government approaches that are more supportive of women 
include Germany, where its job support scheme is more generous to people 
with children, and increases over time, as well as Norway, where additional 
payments were made to the lowest paid workers, who are 
disproportionately female. A number of countries have also improved 
access to childcare in the context of the pandemic, including the Czech 
Republic, Luxembourg and Belgium. 

Globally, there is increasing recognition that climate justice and gender 
justice are inextricably linked. COVID-19 recovery offers a crucial opportunity 
to develop policy and practice that underpins both sustainable and 
equitable policies. The UN has urged for the Paris Agreement and the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to act as the roadmap to recovery, 
as the SDGs are agreed as a global compact and encompass social justice 
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and equity as well as environmental goals. A caring economy, education for 
girls and reproductive rights are at the centre of both gender and climate 
justice; in addition, there needs to be gender parity in discussions and 
negotiations at all levels, from COP26 to local level. 

Analysing developments on women’s rights in the global context provides 
clear examples of how decision-makers in the UK and Northern Ireland can 
safeguard the rights of women and girls and mitigate against the 
disproportionate impact of the pandemic on women. The international best 
practice case studies contained within this Pillar should be seen as 
roadmaps for NI recovery planning, putting women and girls at the centre. 
At a minimum, the UK should strive to fulfil all of its international human 
rights obligations, including its commitment to obligations under the 
Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) 
and the United Nations Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325. 
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Further Information 
The Women’s Policy Group (WPG) have published two versions of the WPG 
Feminist Recovery Plan: the Original Plan (2020) and the Relaunched 
Version (2021) with updated evidence and recommendations. In addition, 
they have produced summary reports, primary research reports and key 
briefings on the Feminist Recovery Plan. These include: 

o WPG COVID-19 Feminist Recovery Plan (Original) 
o WPG COVID-19 Feminist Recovery Plan: Relaunch – One Year On 
o WPG COVID-19 Feminist Recovery Plan Supplementary Research 

Report: Putting Women’s Voices at the Core 
o WPG COVID-19 Feminist Recovery Plan: Relaunch – One Year On 

(Summary of Recommendations) 
o WPG COVID-19 Feminist Recovery Plan: Relaunch – One Year On 

(Executive Summary) 
o WPG COVID-19 Feminist Recovery Plan: Annual Engagement Report 
o WPG COVID-19 Feminist Recovery Plan: Pillar Summaries 

These reports are all available on the Women’s Resource and Development 
Agency (WRDA) website. If you have any questions or queries regarding the 
WPG Feminist Recovery Plan, please contact Rachel Powell, Women’s 
Sector Lobbyist at: rachel.powell@wrda.net.  
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