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INTRODUCTION 

1. Together for Safety welcomes the Health (Termination of Pregnancy Service - Safe Access 

Zone) Bill 2022. Additionally we welcome the opportunity to contribute to the Review of 

the General Scheme of Bill published August 5th 2022 and we thank the Health Committee 

for their consideration. 

 

 

2. The aim of our submission is to: 

• Strengthen the current proposed legislation by drawing on the extensive research and 

consensus-building work of Together for Safety over the last two years; 

• Present issues that were brought to us by stakeholders since the publication of the 

General Scheme of Bill in August; 

• Continue our call for urgency for robust legislation to adequately address and mitigate 

the negative impact of anti-choice protests and activities on women and pregnant 

people accessing abortion services, anyone accessing any kind of healthcare, healthcare 

professionals, other people working in healthcare settings, residents and businesses in 

close proximity to health care facilities and the general public who are impacted as they 

walk by. Every day that passes without this legislation is a day that people are being 

harassed, intimidated and distressed. 

 

 

3. Feedback on General Scheme of Bill (Safe Access Zones) 2022 

 

In August we circulated the General Scheme of Bill to each individual and organisation 

that assisted us in drafting our Safe Access to Termination of Pregnancy Services Bill 

2021 and supported its progress through the Seanad. We are especially grateful for the 

feedback from the Trade Unions and the members of An Garda Síochána. We are also 

enormously grateful for the feedback from academics, researchers, and the legal and 

https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/bills/bill/2018/105/
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/bills/bill/2018/105/
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political experts who have been so generous with their time and expertise since the 

beginning.  

 

Here is a summary of their feedback: 

 

4. Protecting Industrial Action 

 

This feedback centred around the lack of protections for industrial action and protest 

under the Industrial Relations Act 1990 or anything done by an authorized Trade 

Union in the conduct of its business. 

 

We would request the addition of an explicit clause excluding from the ambit of the Bill 

anything done in the course of industrial action within the meaning of the Industrial 

Relations Act 1990 or anything done by an authorised Trade Union in the conduct of its 

business. The Together for Safety 2021 Bill included such an explicit exclusion, which 

received wide-support from leading Irish labour unions. 

 

5. Powers and duties of members of An Garda Síochána 

 

This feedback centred around the powers of the Gardaí as outlined in Heads 4 and 7 

 

Numerous stakeholders raised serious concerns with the efficacy of the proposed 

mechanisms by which an offence is committed under the proposed legislation. In effect, 

in order for an offence to be committed under Head 4(7) of the proposed legislation, an 

individual acting in breach of the provisions of the proposed legislation must have been 

previously issued with a warning pursuant to Head 4(5). However, there is no 

requirement in the General Scheme that a member of An Garda Síochána records 

whether such a warning has been given:  
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“The Garda Síochána may maintain a record of a warning issued pursuant to subsection 

5, which may include particulars relevant to the warning and the person to whom the 

warning has been issued” (emphasis added). 

 

6. Such a system will fail to deal with the serious implications of prohibited behaviour, which 

the Government has recognised in bringing forward this legislation. It reduces the efficacy 

of the proposed legislation to an accident of bureaucracy. Unless a record is kept in all 

cases of whether a warning has been issued, an individual may repeatedly engage in 

prohibited behaviour with no protection of the rights of those accessing healthcare and no 

functional ability to monitor who is in breach, and how often. It is entirely inappropriate 

for the dissuasive force of the legislation to rest on individual decisions of whether to 

record that a warning has been given or not.  

 

7. We request that the language of Head 4(11) change from ‘may’ to ‘shall’ thereby ensuring 

that action is taken by Gardaí in every appropriate instance. 

 

8. Inclusive Language 

 

This feedback came from all grassroots and activist groups consulted. 

 

We request that the Bill incorporates inclusive language to recognise and acknowledge 

that transgender and non-binary people may become pregnant and require access to 

termination of pregnancy services. We request that ‘women and pregnant people’ be 

used throughout the legislation where appropriate. This wording does not erase 

women, but rather works to include and recognise the experience of everyone 

impacted. 
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9. Supporting minimum of 100m for safe access zones 

 

Having reviewed the Safe Access Zone legislation from around the world Together for 

Safety found that the legislation and proposals run from 100m (Northern Ireland) to 

150m (Scotland, Australia), to up to 160m (Canada). We conducted a mapping exercise 

in Limerick in 2021 where we visited locations around the city that offer termination 

services and we measured 100/150/160 meters to get a sense of what would be 

appropriate and proportionate. Although the geographical layout of hospitals, GPs 

surgeries, and various clinics vary widely in our small sample study, we found that 100m 

is the absolute minimum that would afford people going into these buildings the privacy 

that they deserve and are entitled to. Anything less than 100m allows protesters an 

opportunity to block roads leading to the buildings, which depending on the layout and 

location of the building, would require people to walk past them, thus defeating the 

purpose of the legislation. It must also be taken into account that singing and chanting 

can be heard at distance. Finally, should photographs or videos be taken, 100m affords 

people whose safety may depend on anonymity some degree of privacy. 

 

10.     Urgency 

 

In 2018, in anticipation of anti-choice protests and activities, and the likely impact on 

women and pregnant people's access to abortion care, the then Government 

committed to introducing Safe Access Zone legislation. Such legislation would prohibit 

protests and activities around facilities in which abortion care is provided.  According to 

the then Minister for Health, Simon Harris, ‘the rationale for the legislation was to 

protect both service users and staff from distress and/or harassment when accessing 

such facilities’1. A Bill for this purpose was listed in the Government's legislative 

programme in 2019.   

 

 
1 Oireachtas Library & Research Service. (2019) The Impact of anti-abortion protest on women accessing services - 
A Rapid Evidence Assessment. Dublin: OLRS 
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11. This promise to act on safe access zones was reaffirmed in the Programme for 

Government in 20202, with the commitment to ‘establish exclusion zones around medical 

facilities’. 

 

 

12. According to the Abortion Rights Campaign3 14% of people who had an abortion have 

encountered anti-abortion activity4. Protests have been reported to us from around the 

country and at the time of writing, there are daily protests being reported outside Limerick 

Maternity Hospital and Holles Street. 

 

13. The types of protests reported vary from location to location. They include silent 

gatherings, repeatedly walking the perimeter of the hospital, attempted counselling, 

observation, praying and ‘prayerful witnessing’; Singing or chanting; in sites in Dublin 

Billboards with distressing images have been put up in view of the entrances of medical 

centres; placards with slogans or graphic images; religious images and anti-abortion 

slogans being printed on clothing; props such as white crosses, white coffins, oversized 

rosary beads; name calling; distributing leaflets; entering surgeries to complain about the 

service being provided and shouting at administration staff. It has also been reported that 

people are being approached outside hospitals with promises of financial support if they 

do not go ahead with their planned termination5.  

 

14. Anti-choice protests and activities like these occurring across Ireland are similar to anti-

choice activity worldwide6 and are designed to disrupt access to legal abortion care, and 

they also impact women and pregnant people accessing all kinds of healthcare. 

 

 
2 Department of the Taoiseach (2020) Programme for Government. Our Shared Future Dublin: Government of Ireland 
3 A grassroots all-volunteer group dedicated to achieving free, safe, legal and local abortion everywhere on the island 
of Ireland, for everyone who wants or needs it. 
4 Too Many Barriers: Experiences of Abortion in Ireland After Repeal. ARC and Dr Lorraine Grimes. (2021) 
5 Peadar Toibin, TD. Reported during a NewsTalk interview on March 16th, 2022, at 5.20pm.  
6 Safe Access Zones - what other countries do? Oireachtas Library & Research Service. (2019) 
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15. These activities are why Safe Access Zones are in the Programme for Government, and in 

the party manifestos of two government parties – the Green Party and Fine Gael. They are 

why Safe Access Zones are called for by the World Health Organisation, the Irish Human 

Rights and Equality Commission, the Irish Council for Civil Liberties, Amnesty International 

Ireland, the ECHR, the European Social Charter, the International Covenant on Civil and 

Political Rights, the UN Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Harm Against 

Women, the International Covenant of Economic, Social and Political Rights, and Ireland's 

obligations under ICESCR to ensure safe access to medical services in privacy and with 

dignity in General Comment No. 14 of the UN Committee of Economic, Social and Political 

Rights. The harm caused by these anti-choice activities is universally recognized and steps 

are being taken around the world to protect people accessing health care from such 

activities. 

 

16. On March 16th 2022, the parliament of New Zealand passed a Safe Access Zone Bill by an 

enormous majority (108-12) and on March 24th 2022 the Northern Ireland Assembly did 

the same.  

 

17. This is a question of the balance of rights, and it is now widely recognized that people’s 

right to access legal health services in dignity, respect, safety and anonymity is not being 

upheld in places that do not have robust Safe Access Zone legislation. Ireland has fallen 

behind and this gap in protection for women and pregnant people needs to be addressed 

as a matter of urgency. 
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18. Appendix 1 Safe Access Zone legislation supporters 

 

Together for Safety are supported by the individuals, organisations, and political 

representatives listed below. 

TDs 

Holly Cairns SD 

Ivana Bacik LP 

Neasa Hourigan GP 

Patrick Costello GP 

Thomas Pringle IND 

Paul Murphy PBP/RISE 

Senators 

Lynn Boylan SF 

Fintan Warfield SF 

Niall Ó Donnghaile SF 

Paul Gavan SF 

David Norris IND 

Lynn Ruane IND / CEG 

Alice Mary Higgins IND /CEG 

Eileen Flynn IND / CEG 

Frances Black IND / CEG 
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Erin McGreehan FF 

Annie Hoey LAB 

Marie Sherlock LAB 

Mark Wall LAB 

Rebecca Moynihan LAB 

Pauline O’Reilly GP 

Organisations and Individuals 

Abortion Rights Campaign 

Ailbhe Smyth 

Alliance for Choice 

Amnesty Ireland 

Clare ARC 

Clare Women’s Network 

Disabled Women Ireland 

Donegal ARC 

Dr Jennifer Kavanagh 

Dr Mary Favier of Doctors for Choice 

Dublin Well Woman Centre 

Irish Council for Civil Liberties 

Kerry for Choice 
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Leitrim ARC 

Limerick Feminist Network 

Limerick Women’s Network 

National Women’s Council of Ireland 

Northside Family Resource Centre 

Offaly ARC 

Rape Crisis Midwest 

Rebels for Choice 

Safe Ireland 

Sligo Asking for Angela 

Termination for Medical Reasons 

Tipperary for Choice 

West Cork Rebels for Choice 

 

 

 


