
2018 has been a busy year for me in the Seanad. This newsletter 
captures some of the work that I have been involved with. I thank all 
those who have made it possible.
I have used opportunities to make some gains for people whose voices 
are sometimes unheard, often in desperate situations withrights 
violated and lives damaged.
By working together with Oireachtas colleagues from all parties and 
none, as well as people themselves and the civil society organisations 
that represent issues, I have led and been part of making important 
breakthroughs.
There is much more to be done in the new term. I look forward to 
hearing from you with any suggestions for collaborative working.

Bringing refugee families 
together

More than 68.5 million people are officially displaced 
due to conflict, violence and persecution across our 
world today – the highest number ever recorded by the 
United Nations. In 2015 the government introduced the 
International Protection Act, which tightened the rules, 
criteria and timeline by which a person granted asylum 
here in Ireland can apply to reunite with their families

With the support of NASC Cork, Oxfam Ireland and 
the Irish Refugee Council I proposed the International 
Protection (Family Reunification) (Amendment) bill 
2017 in July 2017.

Although opposed throughout by the government 
the bill passed Seanad Second Stage in July 2017 and 
Committee Stage in November 2017. On the 7 March 
2018, it passed Report and Final Stages in Seanad 
Éireann. Much thanks for the cross party support from 
Fianna Fail, Sinn Fein, Labour and Independents for the 
bill’s passage.

I am looking forward to seeing the International 
Protection (Family Reunification) (Amendment) 2017 
bill being introduced in the Dáil this Autumn and 
passed.
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Traveller Culture and History in 
Education bill 2018  

On 11 July 
2018, I 
proposed 
the Traveller 
Culture and 
History bill 
2018 which 
passed Second 
Stage in 
the Seanad 
unopposed. 

The Bill is “to provide for the inclusion of traveller culture and 
history in the curriculum taught by recognised schools in the State 
and for that purpose to amend the Education Act 1998; and to 
provide for related matters” 
Senators from all political parties spoke favourably on this bill and I 
hope to progress it to the next stages this coming Autumn.
I am also working with the Department of Education to strengthen 
and develop further the provisions of the bill.
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In May 2018, the Domestic Violence bill 2017 passed Final 
Stage in Seanad Éireann and has now been signed into law 
by the President of Ireland.

Working with Safe Ireland and other NGOs, I was part of 
group of committed Senators who worked cross party 
and secured substantial concessions from government to 
strengthen the protections for women, children & men 
in the bill. The introduction of ‘Coercive Control’ in the 
legislation was a major breakthrough, recognising that like 
physical violence, psychological abuse is harmful and is now 
an offense. 

A Safer Ireland

It has been a busy and successful year for Mary Butler TD 
and I and the All Party Oireachtas Group on Dementia. In 
February, the Group hosted a dementia awareness session 
in the Leinster House AV Room. The event featured 
former Justice Minister Nora Owen, now a carer and a 
powerful advocate for the estimated 55,000 people with 
dementia in Ireland today, and their carers.

In May we hosted an awareness briefing on nutrition 
and dementia. Our meeting in July was a more informal 
‘Cuppa Tea Information Session’ for Oireachtas members 
to meet people with dementia, as well as their carers, and 
to hear directly from them about their concerns and the 
gaps in dementia support in their areas.

The All Party Oireachtas Group on Dementia made 
an important breakthrough before the recess when 
Minister Daly TD made an announcement to support a 
project focusing on the estimated 700 people with Down 
Syndrome and dementia, a group of people with dementia 
for whom the All Party Group has been advocating.

In July the All-Party Oireachtas Group submitted its 
pre-budget proposals to the Minister for consideration 
and is launching them in September. Our Budget 2019 
Submission calls on the government to allocate more 
funding for a national network of Dementia Advisers, €6m 
for homecare & €7.5 million to close the dementia gap in 
every county in Ireland.

The All Party Group is supported by the Alzheimer Society 
of Ireland and a full schedule of work is planned for 
2018/2019 to keep dementia a top political priority.

 

Dementia is a political issue
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Children with autism experience major obstacles when 
transferring from their ASD classroom in primary school to 
secondary school. I worked with Cork teacher Graham Manning 
who highlighted the gap in access to education for children with 
autism in Cork and nationally. Currently Cork has 81 ASD classes 
at primary and 41 at secondary level. Nationally the gap is 2.33 
primary ASD classes to 1 class in secondary school.

The Education (Admission to Schools) bill 2016 gave an 
opportunity to persuade the Minister for Education to include 
legal powers for the National Council of Special Education to 
intervene when a school refuses to offer a child with autism a 
place. With the support of Thomas Byrne TD (Fianna Fail) in the 
Dáil and my work in the Seanad the bill, now signed into law by 
the President, has been amended, including provisions to review 
the act in three years to make sure it is actually closing the 
education gap for children with autism as intended.

Closing the education gap for children 
with autism

Through the Seanad Civil 
Engagement Group of which I am a 
member, and also through my own 
legislative work, I have maintained 
and deepened my engagement with 
civil society in Ireland.
Over the course of the year I have 
been privileged to have the support 
and to have been able to work with 
many self advocates, NGOs and charities, who have informed 
and strengthened my political and policy positions. I would like 
to thank those that have helped me along the way, including the 
Alzheimer Society of Ireland, Barnardos, Children’s Rights

Alliance, Inclusion Ireland, The Irish 
Traveller Movement, Nasc, the 
National Safeguarding Committee, 
the National Women’s Council of 
Ireland, Oxfam Ireland, the Irish 
Refugee Council, Safe Ireland, Sage, 
the Simon Community, Brij, the 
Irish Family Planning Association, 
Belong To and many, many more.

I look forward to working more with civil society groups in the 
coming months in the hope of progressing real and effective 
legislation.

Reaching and connecting beyond Leinster House
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Building upon the momentous 
recognition of Traveller 
Ethnicity in March 2017, I 
formally launched the cross 
party Traveller Oireachtas 
Group (TOG) in July 2018, 
which I co-convene with 
Jan O’Sullivan TD (Labour), 
and with the Irish Traveller 

Movement (ITM) as Secretariat. Members of the TOG include 
Senator Martin Conway, Clare Daly TD, Senator Padraig 
McLoughlin, Eoin O Broin, TD, Eamon O Cuiv TD, Fiona O 
Loughlin TD, Senator Aodhan O Riordan, Brid Smith TD & Mick 
Wallace TD. The Traveller Oireachtas Group will seek to address 
the gross disparities, disadvantages and discrimination faced by 
people from the Traveller Community and to make advances 
in the areas of accommodation, education, mental health and 
employment.
The Group will meet with members of the Traveller Community 
regularly to report on progress and set priorities.

The current homelessness crisis in Ireland is deepening. There 
are now nearly 10,000 people in emergency accommodation, 
including well over 3,800 children. The housing system in Ireland 
is broken. Only by enshrining a constitutional right to housing, a 
massive housing building programme and by turning vacant and 
derelict sites into homes can we begin to address the housing 
and homelessness crisis here in Ireland.

Following the July 2017 Right To Housing event which I convened 
with Simon Communities of Ireland and Mercy Law Centre 
in Trinity College Dublin, I have been working with Dr Rory 
Hearne (NUIM), Karen McLoughlin (SIPTU), Joe O’Connor 
(IMPACT), Sinead Kerins (Mercy Law Centre), Ann Fitzgerald 
(Barrister), Fergus Finlay (Barnardos), and Niamh Randall 
(Simon Communities). We aim to kick start a campaign for a 
constitutional right to housing.

I am an active member of the Irish Women’s Parliamentary 
Caucus in the Oireachtas. In April, my office produced a Briefing 
Paper with the support of the Oireachtas Library and Research 
Service on Remote Voting, and how this process might make a 
parliament like the Oireachtas more female-friendly.

 I was part of the Working Group who developed the first 
International Congress of Parliamentary Women’s Caucuses on 
the 9 & 10 September 2018 in Dublin Castle.. The conference 
brought together female parliamentarians from more 
than 40 countries to discuss issues facing women and how 
parliamentarians can work to address them. Speakers included 
President of Ireland, Michael D. Higgins, Right Honourable 
Harriet Harman, MP Mother of the House of Commons, 
Professor Mary Beard & An Taoiseach Veo Varadker TD.

Solidarity with Travellers

A Constitutional Right to Housing

A woman’s work 

8% rise in adult abuse 
reported in HSE in 2017

In April 2017, I introduced the Adult Safeguarding bill in the 
Seanad which was passed unopposed and remains on the 
Seanad Eireann Order Paper. This bill seeks to enshrine in 
legislation further protections and safeguards for adults who 
may be vulnerable to abuse or harm. It proposes to establish 
an Independent National Adult Safeguarding Authority, 
which will be responsible for the investigation of allegations 
of abuse or harm, for directing key supports where needed 
and seeking to prevent such instances of abuse through 
education and standard setting.
The Adult Safeguarding Bill 2017 was examined by the Joint 
Oireachtas Committee of Health in October 2017 at two 
Hearings, where the Department of Health, HSE officials, 
the National Safeguarding Committee, the Institute of Public 
Administration and SAGE gave evidence to the Committee.
The Committee made a number of recommendations, 
among them “that there should be no unnecessary delay in 
implementing legislation on Adult Safeguarding”. In 
February 2018, I made a submission for Adult Safeguarding 
law to the Law Reform Commission. In May 2018, the 
Department of Health approved an Adult Safeguarding 
Health Sector Policy Project, and a Department of Health 
Discussion Document is expected to be published shortly.
At an Adult Safeguarding seminar I convened and chaired 
in May 2018, a statement from the Minister of Health 
made clear his, and the commitment of the Department 
of Healthto progressing adult safeguarding policy, law and 
practice.
The Seminar heard from key policymakers, influencers and 
advocates for adult safeguarding policy in Ireland, such as 
Justice Mary Laffoy, Patricia Rickard-Clarke of the National 
Safeguarding Committee, Dr Sarah Donnelly, Dr Marita 
O’Brien from UCD, Joanna O’Riordan from the Institute of 
Public Administration, Mervyn Taylor of Sage, Tim Hanly 
from the HSE and Ciaran O Maolaoin from the Department 
of Health.
Adult abuse is too high in Ireland. In 2017 the HSE 
Safeguarding Protection Teams received just over 10,000 
referrals, a 28% increase on the totals for 2016, with half of 
the referrals representing ‘reasonable grounds for concern’.
We urgently need adult safeguarding law, policy and 
practice to tackle this and I am keeping a watching brief on 
how this issue is prioritised.
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I voted against the inclusion of the 8th amendment to the 
Constitution in 1983. When I lived in the UK in the 1980s & 
1990s. I was an active member of the Irish Women’s Abortion 
Support Group. I met Irish women making a lonely journey at 
train stations, put them up and gave them hot meals. When 
the referendum was called in March I was eager to join with 
thousands of people in the Together for Yes movement and 
campaigned wholeheartedly to repeal the 8th and for safe 
abortion care to be introduced in Ireland. I canvassed with Cork 
Together for Yes and did street stalls on Patrick Street.
In the run-up to the referendum In May, I convened and 
spoke at an event hosted by UCC Staff Together for Yes. 
The event, chaired by the Irish Examiner’s Alison O’Conner, 
brought together Professor Louise Kenny, Annie Roche from 
Terminations for Medical Reasons and Dr Louise Crowley, 
UCC school of Law. The speakers gave their insights on the 
key medical and legal issues surrounding the referendum, and 
answered questions and concerns from those in the audience.
Nationally, I was part of the Women’s Health in Ireland network 
and regularly attended political planning meetings at the 
Together for Yes headquarters. This helped me prepare for 
campaigning, and also gave clearer insights into what people’s 
concerns were from the canvas.
Our campaign was successful beyond our wildest expectations. 
Irish voters voted conclusively by a 66.4% majority to repeal 
Article 40.3.3 (the 8th Amendment) from our Constitution.
I look forward to working with Irish Family Association and 
others to make sure the legislation to be passed by the Houses 
of the Oireachtas is a good as it can possibly be for women in 
Ireland. After all I have waited 35 years to make this right.

I have waited 35 years...

In January I became a member 
of the Parliamentary Assembly 
of the Council of Europe (PACE). 
A member of the Socialist 
Group, I have been able to 
speak on key issues in European 
and international affairs. In 
April, I spoke out in favour of 
further supports for Internally-Displaced Persons (IDPs). There 
are many millions of people around the world fleeing conflict 
and economic or environmental disaster. These are people who 
are often ignored in the international system.

I also had the opportunity to submit amendments to a Council 
Report entitled ‘Striking a balance between the best interest 
of the child and the need to keep families together’. My 
amendments, developed in consultation with the Irish Children’s 
Rights Alliance, sought to guarantee children’s rights throughout 
the report and reiterate basic United Nations norms and 
principles. My amendments were accepted, with the support 
and backing of my colleagues in the Socialist, Democrats and 
Greens Group of the Council of Europe.

I will be part of a Council of Europe group monitoring the 
forthcoming elections in Bosnia and Herzegovina in October.

Council of Europe

In February, I launched the 
Friendship Group, a group 
established through the Ceann 
Comhairle’s office to strengthen 
the political and community ties 
between Ireland and Lithuania 
and our peoples. Following a 
very successful launch night 

in Leinster House, attended by Oireachtas members and 
representatives of Ireland’s vibrant Lithuanian community, both 
I and the Lithuanian ambassador began our work plan for more 
occasions in 2018 highlighting the importance of the Lithuanian 
community to Ireland and deepening the relations between the 
Oireachtas and Lithuania.

Ireland-Lithuania Parliamentary 
Friendship Group
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A Parliament for the People
I am an active member of a number of Committees including 
the Joint Committee on Public Petitions the Seanad Public 
Consultations Committee and Joint Committee on the Future 
of Mental Health Care.
At a time when political apathy is rife and where politics has 
become more disconnected with the citizen than ever before,
I endeavour to make my work in Committees connected, 
Relevant and more open to engagement with the citizen and 
civil society.

I supported a number of initiatives 
supporting LGBTI  rights including launching 
the TENI report Stop Transphobia and 
Discrimination in University of Limerick in  
November 2017. 

I backed Senator Fintan Warfield’s bill to 
outlaw the harmful practice of ‘conversion 
therapy’ and also spoke during the 
Seanad debate marking 25 years of the 
decriminalisation of homosexuality in Ireland.

Supporting LGBTI Rights


