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Submission to the Joint Committee on the Implementation of the Good Friday Agreement 

 

Executive Summary 

 

➢ Ashe and colleagues conducted three funded research projects over the last four years.1 

While different methodologies were used in each project, collectively, the projects 

aimed to facilitate women’s inclusion in discussions about constitutional change on the 

island of Ireland. 

➢ The research projects emphasized the inclusion of women in all their diversity in the 

discussion of constitutional change. Pro-union, Irish nationalist women, working class, 

middle class, young mothers, traveller, migrant, ethnic minority, disabled, LGBT+, 

rural and urban women, and women from border communities have been included in 

the research projects. 

➢ The research findings from these projects highlight the importance of women’s 

inclusion in constitutional debates and identify the barriers to participation. Based on 

the findings, the following conclusions can be drawn: (1) any border poll will be 

conducted in contexts where decision-making power is unevenly distributed across 

social groups; (2) women are key stakeholders in constitutional discussions, but if care 

is not taken, women and gender equality issues could easily be pushed to the periphery 

of those debates; (3) a citizen’s assembly, while a useful participatory tool must be 

supplemented by wider and deeper forms of participatory mechanisms to include 

women. This work requires extensive government funding combined with commitment 

to gender inclusion and equality; (4) and while women differ in terms of the preferred 

outcomes of a border poll, there is significant agreement across women from different 

social groups that socioeconomic issues should be prioritised in discussions about 

constitutional change. 

 

 

 
1 Ashe , F. (2022). Gendering Constitutional Conversations. Online: 
https://pure.ulster.ac.uk/en/publications/gendering-constitutional-conversations 
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Women’s Participation in Constitutional Debates 

International law has underlined that governments must take action to ensure women have the 

right to engage in public/political debate and that women have a right to participate in 

peacebuilding.   In deeply divided societies, there is a danger of issues relating to constitutional 

change becoming reduced to struggles between elite groups seeking to preserve or extend their 

respective political interests. Consequently, other identities and voices within the polity are 

marginalised, devalued, and excluded from the constitution-making process, ultimately 

perpetuating institutionalised identity hierarchies, including historical gender hierarchies, in 

any new constitutional design. Any democratic constitutional change process must address 

these hierarchies and exclusions.  

International studies have demonstrated that when women participate in constitutional 

transitions, it significantly increases the likelihood of the inclusion of gender equality 

provisions in amended or renewed constitutional texts (e.g., Uganda, Tunisia, South Africa). 

However, women participants across the research projects identified a range of barriers to 

inclusion including lack of security, lack of resources, insufficient technical knowledge, lack 

of opportunities to participate, and powerful groups dominating debates and framing agendas. 

The more fractious the debates, the more off-putting discussions of constitutional change will 

be for particular groups of women. Different groups of women  face different barriers and 

levels of insecurity regarding participation. The mechanism of a citizen’s assembly is 

insufficient to create space for grassroots women to participate in constitutional discussion.2 

Participation must be shaped around marginalised groups, and facilitators must reach out to 

communities that may otherwise remain on the periphery of discussions. 

 

Priorities 

Women disagreed about how  Irish unity is in their lives, and differed in terms of how much 

energy they felt should be committed to the issue. Pro-union women emphasised ‘making NI 

work’ better for women through a return to the equality principles in the GFA. Other women 

felt that unity was important and highlighted the significance of women and all marginalised 

groups' participation in those discussions. This viewpoint did not mean that efforts to push 

 
2 Ashe, F. (2022). Gendering Constitutional Change in Northern Ireland: Participation, Processes and Power. 
Political Studies, 0(0). Online: https://doi.org/10.1177/00323217221122372. 
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forward improvements in women’s lives now and in the future within the constitutional status 

quo were elided. Women who aspired to unity highlighted the importance of a blueprint,  and 

several indicated that it was essential for community relationships to be protected during any 

transition to unity. Regardless of women’s position on the ‘national question’ there was 

considerable agreement that socio-economic issues, human rights, and equality were the most 

pressing issues for women. 

 

Bridges to Policy-Makers 

Women from a range of identity groups believed they had a lot to contribute to constitutional 

discussions but felt that their participation would not invariably result in being listened to by 

policymakers. Across the projects, women felt that when they contributed to consultations, 

there were no outcomes and often no responses from policymakers. They highlighted the 

importance of building bridges between people at the grassroots and policymakers. They placed 

greater trust in the cross-border sharing of information through cross-border interactions at the 

grassroots.  Research participants pointed to the importance of civic forums, meaningful 

consultation, representation, political champions and open, safe and inclusive dialogic forums 

where women were listened to and heard. 

Summary 

➢ Governments have a responsibility to ensure that women are included in public/political 

debates and peace processes.  

➢ Governments must protect women’s security and right to participate in political debate 

free from threat.  

➢ Governments should work to reduce the cultural and structural barriers to women’s 

participation in constitutional debate.  

➢ Clear and accessible information is an important participatory resource for women.  

➢ Governments should resource women’s participation in constitutional debate.  

➢ There is a need for a wide-ranging programme of civic education across a range of 

constitutional issues shaped around a range of marginalized groups.  
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