
 

 

Independent Living Movement Ireland (ILMI) opening statement to the Joint 

Oireachtas Committee on International Surrogacy, Thursday, 5 May 2022 

 

Representatives: Selina Bonnie MA and Dr Áine Sperrin 

 

Statement from Selina Bonnie MA: 

Thank you for the opportunity today to return to speak to you on behalf of Independent 

Living Movement Ireland (ILMI). This morning I am joined by my colleague Dr Áine Sperrin 

to outline why Assisted Human Reproduction and indeed international surrogacy are 

relevant to the lives and dreams of disabled persons. Before I handover to my colleague 

who will detail vital learning from the Re(al) Productive Justice project I want to briefly 

remind you of a few of the key facts outlined for you at the previous committee session on 

Thursday, 21 April. 

 

My statement is based on my experience as a disabled person, mother and reproductive 

justice activist. I am Vice Chair of Independent Living Movement Ireland, a member of the 

Assisted Human Reproduction Coalition and a regional ambassador for the NUIG Centre 

for Disability Law and Policy Re(al) Productive Justice project. I am also a ‘survivor’ (and I 

do not use that word lightly), of the Assisted Human Reproduction system in Ireland. 

 

Independent Living Movement Ireland’s (ILMI) aim is to support disabled people to achieve 

Independent Living, choice and control over our lives and full participation in society as 

equal citizens. As a national representative Disabled Person’s Organisation (DPO), ILMI 

promotes the philosophy of Independent Living and works to build a truly inclusive 

society.  

 

ILMI are members of the AHR Coalition in response to the glaring absence of voices / 

experiences of people identifying as disabled in both the oral and written submissions for 

the pre-legislative scrutiny of the AHR Bill in 2017. We believe that joining with like-minded 

reproductive justice groups and working in an intersectional way will be the most effective 

way to achieve rights based AHR legislation and services in Ireland.  



 

The purpose of ILMI’s statement today is to: 

• put the voice of disabled persons who have lived experience of infertility, and the 

need for inclusive access to AHR (an important component of reproductive justice) 

on record; 

• stress the importance of your deliberations and recommendations being 

underpinned by an understanding of intersectionality; and 

• remind members of Ireland’s responsibilities under Article 23 of the UNCRPD which 

is concerned with respect for home and the family, including the right of disabled 

persons to found a family. 

 

Intersectionality is a framework for understanding how social identities overlap with one 

another. What makes disability unique is that anyone regardless of age, ethnicity, sexual 

orientation, gender identity or socio-economic status can become a disabled person at any 

stage in their life. 

 

My personal journey to motherhood took 15 years and involved two miscarriages, one 

preterm daughter Ashika Noor who lived for one hour, one failed IVF treatment and finally 

in 2007 the birth of our precious daughter Saira Noor. My journey also included exclusion 

from intercountry adoption due to my being considered incapable of being a mother due 

being a disabled woman. My experiences are not unique. Ableist attitudes exist across 

assisted human reproduction, maternity and parenting services and the research findings 

that my colleague will outline this morning will bear this fact out. 

 

Statement from Dr Áine Sperrin: 

I am speaking as one of four members of the Re(al) Productive Justice project1 which has 

gathered evidence from disabled people and legal, medical and social work professionals 

about disabled people’s experiences of fertility, contraception, pregnancy, birth, abortion 

and parenting. What we consider very telling is that across 80 interviews in the last two 

years, we had no lived experience of surrogacy relayed to us, and only vaguely referenced 

by professionals. We do not accept that this absence of evidence means that surrogacy is 

not affecting disabled people, rather that this is evidence of the absence of surrogacy as 

an option towards parenthood. Where assisted human reproduction services were 

 
1 The Re(al) Productive Justice project is based at the Centre for Disability Law and Policy, NUI Galway and 
funded by the Wellcome Trust from 2019 - 2023. 



discussed in our research a lack of information, excessive cost and the need to travel 

abroad have created insurmountable barriers. We have heard about discriminatory 

attitudes between people who are born with their disability compared to those who have 

acquired a disability in terms of access to Assisted Human Reproductive services. 

 

We want to highlight to you that ableist discrimination is pervasive across all aspects of a 

journey to parenthood and that it is engrained in services from pre-conception stages. 

 

We know there are huge gaps in sex and relationships education for disabled people who 

have been presumed not to need it. Under Section 12 of the Bill, it is imperative that the 

‘AHR information document’ is available in multiple formats to ensure everyone can 

access the information equally. We heard that Easy to Read information about sexuality 

and fertility is not readily available to the general health and social service population and 

that literature designed for children has been relied upon. This is not appropriate. 

 

Physical inaccessibility of reproductive services have been highlighted repeatedly by both 

people with lived experiences and professionals. We are acutely aware that there is a 

vicious cycle of services being inaccessible to disabled people, disabled people not 

seeking those services and services assuming there is no demand for accessible 

measures to be put in place. We have heard about contraception consultation being 

conducted through a window, before COVID times because of the physical inaccessibility 

of GP services. 

 

It is imperative that a parent’s disability is not automatically conflated as a risk to the health 

of a child as suggested by the current Section 15. Being a disabled parent has been 

designated as a risk to children in TUSLA’s own Child Protection policies2. The Section 16 

assessments seem to us to be pre-conception parental capacity assessments. Parental 

capacity assessments are inherently discriminatory as told to us by both parents and 

professionals who have conducted them. The assessments do not recognise the true 

parenting potential if appropriate supports were put in place. Often, they take place when 

the child has already been removed from the care of the parent and take place outside of 

 
2 Tusla (2018) Child Protection and Welfare Practice Handbook 2, Dublin, Tusla and Child and Family Agency 
(2013) Investing in Families: Supporting parents to improve outcomes for children, available from: 
https://www.tusla.ie/uploads/content/Family_Support_CFA_Parenting_Support_Strategy.pdf 
 
 



the family home and under severe pressure. The consequences of declining an 

assessment is perceived to be detrimental by the parent also. There is no recognition of 

the different approaches that can be taken to basic tasks and that assistive technology, 

sometimes even as simple as a swaddle or an adapted car seat, can meet the child’s care 

needs safely. It is obvious from the parenting capacity assessments that disabled parents 

are being held to a much higher standard than non-disabled people without providing the 

resources they need and escalating situations in the ‘best interest of the child’ oftentimes 

unnecessarily. Ireland’s presumptions that the family of origin is the best place for a child 

seems to only apply to certain types of families, and disabled parents are not afforded this 

luxury. 

 

The project has heard of over-zealous social workers sharing information about disabled 

people and prejudicing the reproductive services they receive unnecessarily. The option 

within the current Bill for the assessment to give weight to information from other sources 

is very worrying. We were given an example where a woman with an intellectual disability 

who was pregnant during the pandemic who enquired about having a support person to 

attend health appointments to help her to understand information. There were attempts by 

hospital staff to go directly to TUSLA to flag this as a child welfare concern despite no 

evidence to support this accusation. This ties in with the proposed Section 37 where 

information can be exchanged between AHR provider and medical practitioner without the 

consent of the individual. Our data suggests that disabled people have been requested to 

have another person present during consultations relating to sexual and reproductive 

health as discriminatory assumptions around capacity and understanding are made. This 

violates the individual’s right to privacy and is particularly worrisome if the practitioners 

were to disclose private genetic information in front of inappropriate attendees. 

 

Concluding remarks from Selina Bonnie MA 

In conclusion, we appreciate that International Surrogacy is one part of the wider 

consideration of Assisted Human Reproduction, and you may be wondering how relevant 

the issues detailed in this statement are to your deliberations. Disabled people are the 

experts in their bodies and the supports they need to be able to parent effectively. 

Surrogacy is sometimes what disabled people need in order to become parents. The entire 

justice and social work systems relating to disabled parents needs an overhaul. Amending 

this Bill to ensure disabled people can get on the path to parenthood through surrogacy is 

a very basic starting point.  



 

On behalf of Independent Living Movement Ireland, my colleague Dr Áine Sperrin, and 

myself I would like to thank you for providing the space for disabled persons voices and 

lived experience to be heard, and we are happy to discuss the issues raised in greater 

detail. 

 

Thank you. 

 

Contact details:  

ILMI: www.ilmi.ie   Twitter: @ILMIreland 

Email: selinabonnie@gmail.com   Twitter: @SexualCitizens 

Email: aine.sperrin@nuigalway.ie Twitter: @CDLPJustice 
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