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Joint Oireachtas Committee on Gender Equality 
Recommendations of the Citizens’ Assembly  

SAFE IRELAND OPENING STATEMENT 

Introduction 

Good morning, Deputies and Senators.  I am Mary McDermott, CEO of Safe Ireland. I am 

joined today by my colleague, Lisa Marmion, our national Services Development Manager.   

Our thanks for your invitation to speak today on the Assembly’s Recommendations and our 

very great thanks to our fellow Citizens for their recognition that domestic, sexual and 

gender-based violence creates and maintains conditions of Gender Inequality in Ireland, and 

must, therefore, be central to all considerations of the Equality and Freedom of all citizens.  

We frame our presentation today in the context of meeting requirements of the Istanbul 

Convention, and the publications of the Citizens Report, the National Audit of DSGBV 

Infrastructures, the Tusla Audit of Domestic Violence Accommodation, the current draft of 

the 3rd National Strategy on Domestic Sexual and Gender-Based Violence, and crucially, the 

Taoiseach’s very welcome decision to create a new Statutory Agency for DSGBV.  

The overriding frame for Safe Ireland, however, retains the effects and insights of Covid on 

our society in relation to DSGBV: the strong reassertion of the importance and capacity of 

local communities, the effectiveness of government and civil society engagement, the 

importance of locally accessible DSGBV services.  Further, the redrawing of the relations 

between work and home, the private and the public, the use of IT – embodied here – are all 

directly pertinent to responding to DSGBV in a progressive 21stC manner. 

I need not rehearse here the public reaction to the murder of Ashling Murphy. Ashling’s death 

removed every possible victim-blaming variable usually used to distract from the scale of 

violence against women in our society. We remember her here – and work on behalf of all 

women deprived of their life and freedom. As such, we are done with endlessly describing 

this problem and welcome this moment where we can accept DSGBV as a social problem, 

name it accurately, and act to address it. We have encountered focused persistent 

engagement from all sectors – so the question is, we believe, how do we proceed. A welcome 

starting place. 

 

On the point of naming, language and the conceptualisation of DSGBV, Safe Ireland’s core 

position, bolstered by decades of robust feminist and queer scholarship, is that DSGBV is a 

large-scale social problem that may not be reduced to poor personal choice. It is a 

‘cornerstone’ social problem, which, if addressed centrally and systematically, can work 

through many problematic personal, social, political and administrative cul-de-sacs: mental 
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health, addictions, homelessness, persistent criminality, child protection, education and 

employment and alienations of all kinds – all of which bring significant, evidenced cost to the 

state, our communities and our personal lives. 

*** 

In context of the Citizen’s Assembly DSGBV Recommendations numbers 37-41. We see that 

our colleagues in Women’s Aid, the Rape Crisis Network of Ireland and Dublin Rape Crisis 

Centre, presented substantively on Recommendations 38, on Awareness /Education, 39 on 

Justice matters and 41 on Female Genital Mutilation, so we will not repeat these inputs, and 

we defer to our colleague in Akidwa on the matter of Female Genital Mutilation this morning. 

We will however start with a brief input on Social Protection and DSGBV supports. 

Pathways to Freedom: Social Protection 

The Journey of a women out of coercion and, in particular, financial control, often requires 

that she be supported by the state to regain her independence and agency. Over the last two 

years Safe Ireland has worked positively with the Dept of Social Protection to develop such 

dedicated pathways. On this, we commend the work of deputies and senators for their cross-

party support in 2020 for the Domestic Violence Rent Supplement.  This important pilot which 

has now been mainstreamed demonstrates some of the support gaps for women exiting 

abuse.  As a follow-on we are now calling for a similar protocol for the Exceptional Needs 

Payment to assist women with other practical emergency outlays.  In 2020 and 2021 Safe 

Ireland administered a charitable Covid Emergency Fund through our member services to 

support women to purchase essential items required to support their exit from the 

home.  The outlays funded are fully documented and provide a solid evidence base for 

mainstream support through the Exceptional Needs Payment and this is a campaign for which 

we will be seeking support in 2022.  We are also aware of a structural barrier to Qualified 

Adults accessing dental, optical and audiology services through the Treatment Benefit 

Scheme where practitioners are required to solicit consent of the perpetrator in order for 

women to access treatment. We will be seeking support from the Minister for Justice and the 

Data Protection Commissioner to remedy this anomaly.    

 

I turn now to Recommendations 37 and 40 which, respectively, address the need for 

appropriate political and administrative structures which plan, design, provide and resource 

DSGBV preventions and interventions in Ireland, including the equitable provision of Refuge 

across the country. We keep DSGBV Services and Structures together here because they are, 

in our opinion, completely interdependent. 
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DSGBV STRCUTURES:  

Recommendation 37:   

All Government action to prevent and counter domestic, sexual and gender-based violence should be coordinated 

by a Cabinet Minister with direct responsibility for implementation of a national strategy.  

We welcome the huge progress which has been made with the integration of services and 

policy into a single Ministry with oversight within the Dept. of an Taoiseach. The proposed 

establishment of a New Agency is also very welcome indeed. However, Safe Ireland strongly 

caution that we ensure this new structure does not repeat the difficulties of previous 

iterations. 

There is an absolute necessity for a dedicated DSBGV infrastructure in Ireland. We cannot 

stress this enough. Mixed models or the ‘shoe-horning’ of DSGBV into existing structures will, 

in our opinion, simply repeat the problems all this change seeks to avoid.  

The importance of robust national, regional and local community coordination to the 

successful implementation of national responses to DSGBV cannot be overstated.  Regional 

and community-level implementation of the 3rd National Strategy should be driven, 

managed, and co-designed by the existing cross-disciplinary expertise in the frontline 

services sector alongside the significant specialisms in the field of DSGBV that exists in allied 

public service professions including policing, healthcare, social services and academia.  

The task of the Citizens’ Assembly was to examine gender equality through a rights-based 

lens, it follows that women, and all victims, must be visible at the forefront of structural 

response.  However, we note with concern that the current proposal in the draft 3rd National 

Strategy for regional co-ordination does not support such a model.  The organisation chart 

on page 18 of the draft proposes to charge the existing Children and Young People’s Services 

Committees with responsibility for regional implementation of DSGBV for women and girls. 

This proposal is not a structure that Safe Ireland can support.  Such positioning 

simultaneously reinforces sexist stereotypes while erasing and infantilising the status of 

women and the violence they experience. It is not a fit structure for the significant challenges 

ahead.  We call again for the development of a coherent National Services Development Plan. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

DSGBV SERVICES 
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Recommendation 40:  

Ensure sufficient publicly funded provision of beds, shelters and accommodation for victims/survivors of domestic, 

sexual and gender-based violence across the country and their dependents in line with the Istanbul Convention.  

Keeping both structures and services in view, we address the welcome development of 21st 

century refuge, quality frontline services, and competent communities across the country.   

Here again we stress that crisis accommodation through refuge is not of itself a solution to 

DSGBV generally, nor even indeed to the full accommodation and support needs of women 

in their journey to freedom.   Whilst refuge can provide protective respite for a number of 

weeks, the journey to safety for a woman can take up to two years.  To ensure the ongoing 

availability of refuge spaces for women in crisis there must be supported pathways to both 

transitional and permanent accommodation. National Housing Policy does not recognise 

women in domestic violence circumstances as homeless therefore they fall substantially 

outside the net of current interventions and priorities.  Other jurisdictions have successfully 

addressed these issues in the round, for example, the Whole Housing Approach offers a 

model which addresses the housing and safety needs of victims and survivors in the UK. This 

framework consolidates all of the main housing tenure types, housing options and support 

initiatives needed to help women experiencing domestic abuse to either maintain or access 

safe and stable housing. We believe this framework as it exists can be adopted as a tailored 

plug-in to existing housing policy to address the current deficit. 

With regard to the development of refuge across the country. Again, we urge careful planning 

in order to maximise on the opportunity to create 21stC response to DSGBV at local level.  

By way of proposing future-proofed models for refuge, in 2020, Safe Ireland drew up what 

we called the ‘Sovereignty Project’.  The core concept here was that future refuge would be 

built on three principles 

1. Safe Space: accessible, trauma-informed contemporary design principles which are fully 

integrated with wraparound services and a community interface.   

2. Best Practice: a manual which will specify best practice quality standards for frontline 

services and practitioners based on international practice.   

3. DV Centered Community Development and engagement: This element would specify a 

model to lead the development of competent safe communities which can prevent and 

respond to violence against women and girls.   

The project is underway and will deliver a Safe Spaces Toolkit for communities and services 

which guide and support refuge development locally, either as a new-build, or retro-fit. 

Our hope is that the toolkit will be adopted as the national paradigm to guide the upgrade of 

existing refuge and service deficits and to inform the development of new greenfield projects 

in geographical voids across the country.   The Safe Spaces toolkit will be launched in October 

2022. We thank our donors at the Community Foundation for Ireland for funding this 



Page 5 of 7 
 

important piece of work, for their patience in awaiting the Tusla Accommodation Review, 

and for their confidence in Safe Ireland’s expertise. Indeed, Tusla has also recently supported 

our work here. 

Safe Ireland’s Recommendations to the JOC on the Citizen’s Assembly. 

1. Create dedicated DSGBV infrastructure at every level.  

2. Use existing expertise and DSGBV structures. 

3. Develop a coherent Whole Housing accommodation response to DSGBV in order to 

support a functioning Refuge capacity 

4. Create well-planned and designed model of domestic violence refuge and support 

service development across the country as modelled in our new Safe Spaces Toolkit. 

We now welcome your questions and if we are unable to respond today to any specific 

inquiry we will be happy to respond in writing over the coming weeks. 

Thank-you. 
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Additional Notes to Recommendations 38, 39 and 41. 

 

Recommendation 38:   

(Eliminate tolerance in our society of domestic, sexual and gender-based violence by developing and implementing awareness, 

prevention and education campaigns which may include children of an appropriate age on:  

(a) The impact and harm caused by domestic, sexual and gender-based violence.  

(b) Supports available to victims/survivors.)   

Regarding Education and Awareness – Safe Ireland calls for a root and branch approach to 

this recommendation which addresses every aspect of DSGBV. We are living in a new world 

in relation to sex, gender and sexuality – which are the core axes of power in relation to 

DSGBV across issues of social exclusion and poverty and also across matters of diversity and 

inclusion. We need to do three things in order to develop shared understandings and 

vocabularies which engender full and effective responses to DSGBV. We need to 

1 – Retain the insights of earlier women’s movements, feminist and queer scholarships.   

2 - actively respond and integrate the vocabularies, issues and concerns of young people and 

diverse communities.  

3 – Develop a national 21stC education and culture-based project which addresses DSGBV 

squarely. 

We believe we can create more, not less room, for subtle and strong responses to DSGBV 

through such processes.  

Recommendation 39:   

(Support justice for victims/survivors by:  

(a)  Reviewing and reforming the courts system – including the family courts – to better protect and support 

victims/survivors of domestic, sexual and gender-based violence and their dependents and remove barriers to 

justice.  

(b)  Developing guidelines and specialist training for judges and lawyers regarding the treatment of 

victims/survivors, including the exclusion of the consideration of sexual history, character, attire and 

counselling/medical records.  

(c) Introducing tougher sentences and rehabilitation programmes for the perpetrators of domestic, sexual 

and gender-based violence and sexual crimes.  

(d)  Providing specialised confidential health care and other support services for victims/survivors including 

legal representation.  

(e)  Putting in place a Victims/Survivors Commissioner as an independent advocate and voice for 

victims/survivors. ) 

We support the extended inputs and conversations of our colleagues on this 

recommendation last week and note again that focused DV training and innovation are 
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required here which will support this domain in policing, courts and judicial engagement. We 

welcome the increasing willingness to actively engage from a victim-centered perspective – 

Safe Ireland’s Remote Courts pilot with our member organisation in Adapt Limerick, funded 

by The Community Foundation of Ireland, is one such project, recognising the vulnerability 

and pragmatic issues which arise for women seeking protection in ex parte hearings – and 

builds trust and capacity in our justice system. 

 

Recommendation 41:   

Recognise female genital mutilation (FGM) as a ground for seeking asylum, and provide culturally sensitive 

specialised services for victims/survivors.  

We defer here to our colleagues Akidwa and support calls for the full resourcing for research 

and the development of an FGM strategy for Ireland. 

 

About Safe Ireland 

Safe Ireland is a national development and co-ordination body working to eradicate Domestic Violence 

(DV). It has four distinct functions: investigating the causes and effects of DV; delivering frontline refuge 

and support services; developing guidelines for domestic violence best practice; and influencing national 

strategic policy.  This is achieved through a network of affiliate independent frontline DV services; local 

communities; professionals; public bodies; academic institutions; philanthropists; and corporate partners.  

There are thirty-eight DV services across Ireland affiliated as members to Safe Ireland.  Each deliver various 

combinations of services to women and children including national and local crisis helpline supports, one-

to-one emotional and practical support, information, advocacy, Garda and court accompaniment, 

therapeutic supports, housing and welfare advice. Twenty of these services operate staffed refuges.  

Our core strategic focus is to change culture, transform responses to sex, gender and sexuality-based 

violence in communities across Ireland, and to progress towards creating a Safe Ireland for women, for young 

people, and for children. 

 

 

 


