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Executive Summary

This report is based on research that was commissioned by
the Equality Commission for Northern Ireland (ECNI), which
began in November 2022 and concluded in August 2023.

The aim of the report is to provide a high level, preliminary
analysis of the actual, perceived and potential socioeconomic
impacts of the UK’s withdrawal from the EU on women and
girls in Northern Ireland.

To support this, the report identifies, by way of a high level, preliminary analysis, the
key socioeconomic impacts (actual, perceived and potential) of Brexit on women in
Northern Ireland. It does so through engaging with civil society organisations that
represent women, other relevant equality and human rights stakeholders and with
women directly to aid the identification of key concerns and impacts and inform and
subsequently refine the above analysis and subsequent recommendations.

The report makes recommendations for the UK Government, the NI Executive and
others, on how any identified negative impacts could be addressed and/or mitigated
to promote positive outcomes. The report is presented thematically, with findings
from the qualitative research incorporated throughout.

The research draws on a variety of different data sources in order to triangulate

our findings, including: desk-based research; an expert seminar with third-

sector organisations working on a range of issues related to Brexit; interviews

with individuals representing organisations reflective of the cross-cutting and
intersectional identities of women in NI, with a fair geographical spread reflective of
rural and urban lived experiences; and focus groups with women from across NI.

The timing of the research intersected with other crises including the ongoing cost
of living crisis, war in Ukraine, violence against women, and political stalemate in
Northern Ireland. The latter is directly linked to Brexit with an impasse over the
Protocol. Commonly discussed in the research too were the longer-term impacts of
austerity, universal credit, NHS crises, and the Covid-19 pandemic. Brexit is thus just
one of a number of crises impacting Northern Ireland, but it also intertwines with

a number of these challenges making it difficult to distinguish what is due to Brexit
and what is not.
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Women’s Voices on Brexit

Women have been marginalised from media coverage of Brexit since the run up to
the referendum in 2016. When women have been included, often they are asked to
speak on perceived ‘women’s issues’, rather than the core issues which have defined
the focus of the Brexit debate, namely trade, defence and immigration. These
patterns have been replicated in academia whereby gender expertise on Brexit has
been siloed, further contributing to the side-lining of both women’s experience and
expertise on the impact of Brexit on women.

The abuse of women in public life in Northern Ireland oftentimes occurs at a level
which falls outside the scope of the law, but nevertheless is felt strongly by women.
It also intersects with racism and is felt particularly by minority ethnic women. This
has impacted the ability of women to engage publicly with debates and discussions
on Brexit, including within academia. The perception that Brexit has exacerbated
racism has further heightened this challenge.

Significantly, evidence suggests a perception that the rise in race hate crime can be
attributed to Brexit as a trigger event and that Brexit has had a particular impact
on the lived experiences of minority ethnic women in Northern Ireland. The
normalisation of xenophobia and racism is also perceived by women we spoke to,
to be linked to an increase in paramilitary activity, which has particular impacts on
young women.

Recommendations

a) Commission research into the impact of Brexit on specific groups. ECNI and
relevant NI Departments, including the Department for Communities, the
Executive Office, and the Department for Justice, should commission more
specific research into the impact of Brexit on particular groups of women
in Northern Ireland, including women who are non-EU nationals; women
subjected to domestic violence; women who have no recourse to public
funds; women who are asylum seekers/refugees; and minority ethnic and
migrant women who are subjected to race hate crime. This is to address the
need for specialist advice pertaining to these groups to inform future policy.
Following this research, action should be taken to address the matters
identified therein.




Consultations with the Women’s Sector

There has been a lack of women, or critical actors working for gender equality,
involved in the Brexit negotiations. This is reflected in consultations, where both the
EU and UK have prioritised meetings with corporate lobbyists over the third sector,
including the women’s sector. The lack of transparency on who is invited to these
meetings and their agendas is a further challenge to understanding if, and how,
issues impacting women might be discussed.

When the women'’s sector is consulted there are further barriers to their meaningful
engagement. First, a perception that they are not meaningfully listened to and
second, a lack of resources for their organisations to properly consult their members
on their views on Brexit.

Recommendations

b) Fund the women’s sector. Even in a context of reduced public expenditure,
the Foreign, Commonwealth and Development Office and Northern Ireland
Office as co-signatories of the Fifth National Action Plan on Women,

Peace and Security should consider mechanisms to effectively support

the women'’s sector in NI, including the provision of direct core funding to
women’s groups. This would help support their role in future consultations,
including in relation to the implementation of the Protocol amended by the
Windsor Framework, but also on an ongoing basis to monitor the impact of
Brexit, including on women.

¢) Regularly and meaningfully consult the women’s sector. The UK
Government, UK Departments, NI Executive and NI Departments, should
ensure regular, meaningful, and structured engagement with the Northern
Ireland women’s sector, from the outset in future consultations, including
in relation to the implementation of the Protocol and subsequent
amendments made through the Windsor Framework but also on an ongoing
basis to monitor the impact of Brexit, including on women. They should
ensure that the needs of women are taken into account in the development
and delivery of post Brexit legislation, policies, and services. There should
also be regular, meaningful, and structured engagement with the Northern
Ireland women’s sector by the EU on the impact of Brexit, including on
women.

10
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Indirect Impacts and the Political Impasse

The political impasse over the Protocol/Windsor Framework which has led to the

NI Assembly not sitting has resulted in legislative deadlock and contributed to
budgetary issues as referred to in Chapter 8. Brexit has therefore had an indirect
impact on addressing violence against women and girls in Northern Ireland, which is
the only nation without a strategy in place to address the issue.

It has also had an indirect impact on the finalisation of other key gender related
strategies, including the Gender Equality Strategy and Childcare Strategy, that have
the potential, if effectively implemented and adequately resourced, to address key
inequalities experienced by women in Northern Ireland, including for example, in the
areas of childcare, employment, participation in political and public life, health and
social care, and education.

Recommendations

d) Prioritise a Violence Against Women and Girls Strategy for NI. The NI
Executive and the Executive Office should prioritise the adoption and
effective resourcing of the Violence Against Women and Girls in Northern
Ireland Strategy, which addresses the impact of Brexit on women and girls,
and if necessary, the UK Government should consider introducing the
Strategy in the absence of the Executive.

e) Progress other key gender related strategies for NI. The NI Executive,
and relevant NI Departments, including the Department for Communities
and the Department for Education should, as a matter of urgency, finalise
and implement other key gender related strategies, including an updated/
revised Gender Equality Strategy which should address the impact of Brexit
on women and girls.

Information on Brexit

The legal framework for exploring ‘the actual, perceived and potential
socioeconomic impacts of the UK’s withdrawal from the EU on women in Northern
Ireland’ lies within Protocol (Windsor Framework) Article 2, which sets out the UK
Government’s commitments on equality and human rights post Brexit. In so doing, it
sustains the importance of equality and human rights commitments as set out in the
GFA. Article 2 states that there will be no diminution of rights, safeguards or equality
of opportunity as set out in Chapter Six of the Belfast (Good Friday) Agreement as a
result of Brexit. In addition, Annex 1 of the Protocol (Windsor Framework) sets out
six areas of EU law where ‘dynamic alignment’ is to be maintained, meaning that law
in Northern Ireland must reflect changes to the six listed equality Directives.



Brexit has been a process closely associated with misinformation, perceived by some
women to come from a range of sources, including government officials.

Evidence from women we spoke to has indicated that the lack of official information
on how Brexit impacts day-to-day life in Northern Ireland has made it difficult for
many of these women to navigate issues affecting their lives. This has been made all
the more challenging by some officials misapplying the law, potentially due to a lack
of understanding of the legal implications of Brexit for different cohorts of people,
which has been reported in previous research, as well as by participants in this
research.!

As a result, certain groups of women, including migrant women, are particularly
vulnerable to exploitation by gatekeepers within some migrant and minority ethnic
communities.

The complex and highly technical nature of Brexit has added to the information
vacuum, including the ability of the third sector/women’s sector to keep up with and
understand, the impact of Brexit on women.

Misunderstandings of Section 75 of the NI Act 1998 by government officials
(including in NI) has resulted in concerns being raised that issues that impact women
disproportionately compared to men (or vice versa), including Brexit, are not being
addressed by gender specific solutions, and this has resulted in a lack of trust in
government officials upholding their equality duties.

The gendered impact of the information vacuum may have contributed to a lack of
trust in relation to the implementation of the Protocol by women as compared to
men, directed at key drivers of Brexit, namely the UK Government.

Recommendations

f) Provide accessible information on the impact of Brexit on everyday life
in Northern Ireland. The UK Government and NI Executive should more
effectively communicate with citizens in Northern Ireland about the impact
of Brexit and the Protocol/Windsor Framework on their day-to-day lives,
including on what is changing; what is remaining the same; and how they
may find out more information, particularly in relation to their rights and
entitlements, including cross border issues. This should include specific
information relating to women, including minority ethnic women, rural
women, disabled women, and other women with multiple identities.

1 Pivotal (2023) Impact of Brexit on Minority Ethnic and Migrant People in Northern Ireland. ECNI
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Recommendations

g) Create an information portal on Brexit. Linked to the above
recommendation, The NI Executive and relevant NI Departments should
create an online information portal that sets out key Brexit related
information. It should include a FAQ section and be regularly updated. It
should be accessible in different languages to support minority ethnic and
migrant women, and accessible in different formats for disabled women.
Information included in this portal should set out specific information
relating to the rights and entitlements of women post Brexit. Steps should
be taken to raise awareness of this online portal with women in NI, including
rural women, minoritized ethnic women and other women with multiple
identities. This should include engaging the women’s sector.

h) Ensure UK and NI Government officials have up-to date information on
Article 2. The UK Government, NI Executive and relevant Departments
should provide guidance for relevant staff on Article 2, in addition to regular
and effective training. They should also act to ensure UK and NI Executive
policy guidance includes reference to Article 2.

i) Ensure base-line knowledge of Section 75 amongst relevant Government
officials. UK and NI Departments, and other public bodies, who are subject
to the Section 75 duties, should take additional steps to ensure the effective
implementation of these duties, including in the context of the development/
implementation of Brexit related policies, for example, through the effective
training of officials on their obligations under Section 75.

Protection of Women’s Rights Post-Brexit

The distinctiveness of the Northern Ireland post-conflict and geographical context

is evident in our findings. A complicated legal infrastructure has been implemented
to uphold the Belfast (Good Friday) Agreement, ensuring that certain equality and
human rights of citizens would continue to be protected. Particularly prevalent is
the fear about the potential erosion of women'’s rights (relating especially to gender
equality in the workplace and healthcare, including reproductive rights).

The NI Assembly, as a matter of best practice, can choose to voluntarily align with EU
developments, even if not required to do so under Article 2 of the Protocol. These
include rights relating to gender pay transparency measures, work life balance and
gender balance on non-executive director roles. Further, there is a proposed EU
Directive on combatting violence against women and domestic violence. Voluntarily
aligning with these EU developments will help to significantly strengthen rights for
women in Northern Ireland.



The complex and convoluted context for upholding rights for women in Northern
Ireland has created confusion, frustration, and an evident sense by women of being
side-lined by politicians. The way in which Brexit and debates surrounding the
Protocol/Windsor Framework have dominated the political landscape has detracted
from progressing important policies that affect women’s everyday lives.

The disproportionate impact on women of the changing health policy context as a
result of Brexit has meant that women with different types of immigration status,
who are eligible for healthcare, do not have guaranteed access to that care.

The political discourse and divisions that were manifest around Brexit, including the
political stagnation in Northern Ireland, has resulted in a lack of trust by women in
politicians, along with a sense that progression of important gender policy areas
have been neglected.

Recommendations

j) Ensure clarity and signposting on rights. The UK Government, NI Executive
and relevant NI Departments should provide greater clarity on women’s rights
post Brexit and ensure signposting to equality and human rights organisations,
including the Dedicated Mechanism, in its communications on Brexit.

k) Ensure no reduction of women’s rights and compliance with Article 2 is
included in policy and processes from the outset. The UK Government
and NI Executive should ensure there is no reduction in women’s rights in
Northern Ireland as a result of Brexit, including ensuring compliance with
Article 2 obligations. It should also ensure consideration of the extent to
which any change to legislation or policy engages Article 2 from the outset.

I) Ensure Explanatory Memoranda / Human Rights Memoranda detail
consideration of Article 2 conformity. Aligned to the recommendation
above, the UK Government and NI Executive should ensure that where
Explanatory Memoranda / Human Rights Memoranda of draft legislation are
likely to engage Article 2, that they detail what consideration has been given
to ensure conformity.

m) Deliver on the New Decade New Approach commitment. The NI Executive
and UK Government should deliver on the New Decade New Approach
commitment to progress the NI Bill of Rights through a dedicated NI Bill of
Rights Committee, that strengthens rights for women in Northern Ireland
and which employs a gender sensitive approach mindful of 1325/Women,
Peace and Security.

14
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Recommendations

n) Commission research into non-diminution relating to Article 2. ECNI and/
or NIHRC should consider commissioning additional research into non-
diminution related to Article 2/impact of Brexit, including in areas, such
as access by women to health services (including but not limited to the
experiences of migrant women, and maternity services) and immigration
status/citizenship.

o) Ensure all eligible women can access healthcare. The UK Government,
the NI Executive, NI Departments, including the Department for Health,
and NI Health Trusts, should take effective steps to address barriers to
women, including minority ethnic women and/or women seeking asylum, to
accessing public services, particularly health care services, post Brexit. For
example, but not limited to, providing information and training to frontline
health workers.

p) Align with future EU legislation on women’s rights. The UK Government,
NI Executive and NI Departments should voluntarily align with future EU
legislation which strengthens women’s rights, including equality and human
rights impacting women, even if not required under Article 2, to mitigate
the impact of Brexit on women. For example, but not limited to, binding
pay transparency measures, minimum rights for victims of violence against
women and, gender balance on corporate boards.

The Social and Economic Impact of Brexit on Women

The ruptures to communities and families have a particular impact on women
given they play an important role in supporting the family unit. Wider economic
circumstances may have a ripple effect on women.

Many women are very fearful in relation to the future and many aspects of Brexit
including the potential impact on the border; peace; employment opportunities; and
general community cohesion.

The intersection of a myriad of issues including Brexit, political stagnation, cost-of-
living crisis and the legacy of austerity impacts on women’s everyday lives.

Migrant women subjected to domestic abuse may be unaware of their rights and
may be vulnerable where they rely on partners to help them secure their legal
immigration status.



The weak economy and declining employment opportunities for border communities
was considered by many women to diminish prospects for them and their families.

The loss of the ability, post Brexit, to benchmark the status of women in Northern
Ireland against other EU member states removes an important advocacy tool for
understanding gender equality in comparative context.

Recommendations

q) Explore the impact of Brexit on employment for women in border and rural
communities. The Department for the Economy should examine the impact
of Brexit on employment opportunities for women, particular for those living
in border and rural communities, given perceptions amongst women that
challenging economic opportunities diminish prospects for them and their
families.

r) Review the impact of post Brexit cross border travel requirements.
The Home Office should review post Brexit changes, and proposed changes,
to cross border travel requirements to assess the impact on women in
Northern Ireland, particularly minority ethnic and migrant women living in
border and rural communities, and to take measures to address/mitigate
barriers identified.

s) Continue to collect comparable data on women’s status. The UK
Government, and relevant NI Departments should continue to collect and
publish comparable data in line with the European Gender Equality Index and
should come to an agreement with the EU to continue to submit data to the
European Gender Equality Index to enable continued benchmarking against
comparator nations. In the absence of an agreement, the UK Government
and relevant NI Departments should commit to collecting and publishing
this data on a regular basis. This data should include disaggregated data on
women in Northern Ireland so that it is comparable at EU level.

t) Address gaps in the collection/publication of data on women.
NI Departments should also take steps to address any gaps in collection
and/or publication of data, post Brexit, relating to women in Northern
Ireland so as to ensure the effective policy and service delivery and to fulfil
obligations under Section 75 of the NI Act 1998.

16
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Recommendations

u) Address gaps in information/support for migrant women experiencing
domestic violence. The Home Office, and the Executive Office should take
steps to increase awareness amongst migrant women in NI experiencing
domestic abuse of their rights relating to securing immigration status, and to
increase guidance and support for them on securing their immigration status
post Brexit.

The Post-Brexit Funding Landscape for Women

The full impact of the transition to Shared Prosperity Fund (SPF) on the women’s
sector is not yet fully understood in terms of loss of services; staff and overall
capacity, but early indications are that some women’s organisations have not,

to date, received sufficient replacement funding under the SPF.

European funds supported initiatives specifically designed to give women a voice.
It is unclear if SPF will continue to support this activity.

Recommendations

v) Ensure Shared Prosperity Funds support services provided to Section
75 equality groups including women. The Department for Levelling
Up, Housing & Communities (DLUHC) should ensure the processes for
administering Shared Prosperity Funds continues to support services
provided to Section 75 equality groups, including women in NI. In so doing
it should review and evaluate the roll out and implementation of the SPF on
services to support women in NI and address gaps in funding for essential
services that support women.

w) Ensure effective funding for women’s sector. The NI Executive, and relevant
NI Departments should ensure the long term, effective, resourcing of the
NI women’s sector, including addressing any gaps in essential services for
women, impacted as a result of the loss of EU funding and/or budget cuts.




Artwork by Kerrie Hanna

18



19

The Impact of

Brexit on Women

IN NORTHERN IRELAND

1. Introduction

1.1 Aims and objectives

This report is based on research that was commissioned by the Equality Commission
for Northern Ireland (ECNI), which began in November 2022 and concluded in
August 2023. The aim of the report is to provide a high level, preliminary analysis of
the actual, perceived and potential socioeconomic impacts of the UK’s withdrawal
from the EU on women and girls in Northern Ireland.

To support this, the report identifies, by way of a high level, preliminary analysis, the
key socioeconomic impacts (actual, perceived and potential) of Brexit on women in
Northern Ireland. It does so through engaging with civil society organisations that
represent women, other relevant equality and human rights stakeholders and with
women directly to aid the identification of key concerns and impacts and inform and
subsequently refine the above analysis and subsequent recommendations.

The report makes recommendations for the UK Government, the NI Executive and
others, on how any identified negative impacts could be addressed and/or mitigated
to promote positive outcomes. These are summarised at the end of each chapter, in
addition to a number of cross-cutting recommendations included in the conclusion.

The report is presented thematically, with findings from the qualitative research
incorporated throughout the chapters, including the identification of key quotes
from research participants. The report thus explores such impacts in terms of
challenges to hearing women'’s voices on Brexit (Chapter 2); indirect impacts
resulting from the political impasse over the Ireland/NI Protocol (now known as
the Windsor Framework), including on addressing violence against women and
girls (Chapter 3); consultations with the women’s sector (Chapter 4); the lack of
availability of information on the impact of Brexit on women’s day-to-day lives in
Northern Ireland and the subsequent erosion of women’s trust (Chapter 5); the
protection of women'’s rights post-Brexit (Chapter 6); the socio-economic impact
of Brexit on women across Northern Ireland (Chapter 7); and the post-Brexit
funding landscape for women in Northern Ireland (Chapter 8). A short conclusion
summarises the key research findings.



1.2 Methodology and approach

A small steering group drawn from wide representation across the women’s sector
was established to act in an advisory capacity to the project team.

The report takes an intersectional approach, to consider the impacts on women
who experience disadvantage or discrimination due to intersectional or multiple
identities, including the specific impacts for people living/working in rural areas;
minority ethnic women; and disabled women. Intersectionality is an approach
introduced into the academic space by Kimberlé Crenshaw in the 1980s?, but earlier
articulated by the Combahee River Collective (although they did not coin the term
itself) through a similar concept of ‘interlocking oppressions’. This means that it is
not possible to say ‘there’s a race problem here, a gender problem here, and a class
or LGBTQI+ problem there. Many times that framework erases what happens to
people who are subject to all of these things’.*

The research draws on a variety of different data sources in order to triangulate

our findings. First, desk-based research through a review of existing academic and
grey® literature. Second, an expert seminar with eight third-sector organisations
working on a range of issues related to Brexit. Third, we conducted interviews with
individuals representing eleven organisations reflective of the cross-cutting and
intersectional identities of women in NI, with a fair geographical spread reflective

of rural and urban lived experiences. Fourth, six focus groups with 32 women were
undertaken with groups broadly reflective of the myriad lived experiences of women
across NI. Finally, we commissioned an artist, Kerrie Hanna, to draw visual minutes
of two of the focus groups to aid our analysis (See Appendices 2 and 3).

Due to the political sensitivity surrounding Brexit, and also related challenges for
women speaking publicly about issues deemed ‘political’, we have chosen not to
identify the individuals (or where applicable their organisations) who took part in
the expert seminar or were interviewed to protect their anonymity. As a result, all
the quotes used are anonymised. We applied the same principle of anonymity to the
focus groups.

A full account of the methodology and approach is available in Appendix 1.

Columbia Law School, (2017), Kimberlé Crenshaw on Intersectionality, More than Two Decades Later, Colombia Law School
Taylor, K-Y, (2019), Black Feminism and the Combahee River Collective, Monthly Review

Columbia Law School, (2017), Kimberlé Crenshaw on Intersectionality, More than Two Decades Later, Colombia Law School
Grey literature refers to information on all levels of government, academia, business and industry in electronic and print
formats not controlled by commercial or academic publishing.

u b wN
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1.3 Background

To contextualise the report, and its findings, this section provides an overview

of some of the background factors which both contribute to the need to focus
specifically on women and girls in Northern Ireland and provide further explanatory
detail for elements within the research findings.

The gendered impact of Brexit

Previous research has demonstrated that since the announcement of a referendum
on the UK’s membership of the EU by then Prime Minister David Cameron in
February 2016 ‘Brexit’ has been a gendered process notable for the marginalisation
of women and ‘women’s issues’ across the referendum campaigns, media coverage,
academia and in the resulting negotiations from both a UK and EU perspective.

As Achilleos-Sarll and Martill® note, the language used in the Brexit campaigns

was masculinised, drawn from business, e.g. ‘deal-making’, and used military
metaphors, e.g. equating Brexit to the Battle of Trafalgar. This framing contributes to
understanding how ‘men’s concerns’ —and masculinised politics — regarding security,
the market, strength, and the protection of their families’ became prioritised.” The
nature of the Leave and Remain campaigns were also highly adversarial in natureg,
with concerns raised about a clear xenophobic and anti-immigration line emerging
from the ‘leave’ campaigns® which contributed to disengaging women from Brexit.*
As Hozi¢ and True®! highlight the result has been a ‘paradox of men’s dominance of
the Brexit campaign [and resulting negotiations] and women’s rise in the political
crisis that ensued after the referendum vote.” A specific focus on women and girls

in Northern Ireland is thus important, to understand if and how women have been
impacted by Brexit.

6 Achilleos-Sarll, C., Martill, B., (2019), Toxic Masculinity: Militarism, Deal-Making and the Performance of Brexit,
Palgrave-Macmillan.

7 ibid.

8 Usherwood, S., Wright, K.A.M., (2017) Sticks and Stones: Comparing Twitter Campaigning Strategies in the European Union
Referendum,The British Journal of Politics and International Relations

9 Golec De Zavala, A., Guerra, R. and Simdo, C. (2017) ‘The Relationship between the Brexit Vote and Individual Predictors of

Prejudice: Collective Narcissism, Right Wing Authoritarianism, Social Dominance Orientation’, Frontiers in Psychology.
10 Guerrina, R., Exadaktylos. T., Guerra, S., (2018) Gender, Ownership and Engagement during the European Union
Referendum: Gendered Frames and the Reproduction of Binaries, European Journal of Politics and Gender
11 Hozi¢, A.A., True, J., (2017) Brexit as a Scandal: Gender and Global Trumpism, Review of International Political Economy
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https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09692290.2017.1302491

Brexit vote and women’s engagement

Given the highly charged and gendered context in which the Brexit referendum took
place it is unsurprising to find women across the UK reported a knowledge deficit
indicating lower quality engagement and their lack of engagement by the Leave and
Remain campaigns.!? While there was no overall gender gap in voting in Northern
Ireland in the 2016 referendum on the UK’s membership of the EU, women are not
a homogenous group. It is worth noting that younger women were more likely to

be pro-Remain and in the border region only 28% of Leave voters were women.* In
addition, more recently a gender gap has emerged in Northern Ireland with 61% of
women supporting Remain compared to 55% of men.**

Gendered perceptions of Brexit

Polling in Northern Ireland from October 2022*° shows a clear gender gap has
emerged in perceptions on Brexit. For example, 39% of men compared to 24% of
women polled agreed or strongly agreed that Brexit was a good thing for the UK,
with 71% of women and only 53% of men disagreeing or strongly disagreeing.
(See Figure 1).

Figure 1 Brexit is a good thing for the UK
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12 Guerrina, R., Exadaktylos, T., Guerra, S., (2018) Gender, Ownership and Engagement during the European Union
Referendum: Gendered Frames and the Reproduction of Binaries, Bristol University Press

13 Galligan, Y., (2019) Brexit, Gender and Northern Ireland, in Gender and Queer Perspectives on Brexit, ed. Dustin,M., Ferreira,
N., Millns, S, Palgrave Macmillan

14 Galligan, Y., (2019) Brexit, Gender and Northern Ireland, in Gender and Queer Perspectives on Brexit, ed. Dustin,M., Ferreira,
N., Millns, S, Palgrave Macmillan

15 Queen’s University Belfast, (2022) Governance for ‘a Place between’: The Multilevel Dynamics of Implementing the Protocol

on Ireland/Northern Ireland, Queens University Belfast
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The same polling also showed a significant gender split in opinion on the Protocol,
61% of women compared to 49% of men polled in Northern Ireland agreed or
strongly agreed it was a good thing for Northern Ireland, while 30% of women and
47% of men disagreed or strongly disagreed (see Figure 2).

Figure 2 Perceptions of the Protocol as a good thing for Northern Ireland
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Intersecting crises

The timing of the research intersected with other crises including the ongoing cost
of living crisis, war in Ukraine, violence against women, and political stalemate in
Northern Ireland. The latter is directly linked to Brexit with an impasse over the
Protocol. Commonly discussed in the research too were the longer-term impacts
of austerity, universal credit, NHS crises, and the Covid-19 pandemic. Brexit is thus
just one of a number of crises impacting Northern Ireland, but it also intertwines
with a number of these challenges making it difficult to distinguish what is due to
Brexit and what is not.

Violence against women in Northern Ireland

Women'’s Aid (UK) has highlighted that the Brexit referendum was accompanied
by an uptick in reports of harassment and violence against women.® Even
accounting for the underreporting of such crime'’ or that sometimes the nature
of threats and harassment that women experience fall short of criminal law?é,

16 Women's Aid, (Accessed June 2023), The Impact of Leaving the European Union
17 Women'’s Aid, (Accessed June 2023) How common is domestic abuse?
18 Turner, C., Swaine, A., (forthcoming) Law, language and the power of ‘Invisible Threats’ of Violence against women, Journal

of Law and Society


https://www.womensaid.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/10/Womens-Aid-Summary-Briefing-on-The-Impact-of-Leaving-the-EU-October-2016.pdf
https://www.womensaid.org.uk/information-support/what-is-domestic-abuse/how-common-is-domestic-abuse/
https://dro.dur.ac.uk/38367/

Police Service NI records show a general increase in levels of domestic abuse
incidents and crimes, with incident levels in 2021/22 one and a half times higher
than those at the start of the series (2004/5) and crime levels two and a quarter
times higher.?* Women and girls in Northern Ireland are disproportionately
affected by violence, abuse and intimidation. According to the Police Service

for Northern Ireland (PSNI), between 2017 and 2021, 34 women and girls were
killed by men.? Further, between April 2021 to March 2022, women and girls
made up 78% of all victims of sexual crimes, 68% of domestic abuse, 64% of
harassment and as of April 2022, 95% of stalking crimes in Northern Ireland.
Rates of femicide in Northern Ireland are some of the highest in Europe, and
notably three times the rest of the UK %, with domestic abuse described as a
‘motivation’ for the vast majority of cases.??

The Good Friday Agreement

The Belfast (Good Friday) Agreement (GFA) was signed in April 1998 and was
intended to end the historical legacy of violent conflict (often referred to as ‘the
Troubles’) that had prevailed between two dominant ethno-political communities
in Northern Ireland for close to three decades. It restored self-government to
Northern Ireland through ‘power sharing’, though the NI Assembly is currently
not sitting due to a political impasse related to Brexit and the Protocol. A new
statutory Equality Commission for Northern Ireland (ECNI) was established,

along with the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission (NIHRC), superseding
various other Commissions and with a role to ‘advise on, validate and monitor the
statutory obligation’?® that the GFA brought.

The GFA conferred rights to citizens that went beyond the nation state and were
intertwined with European citizenship.?* It recognises the indivisibility of human
rights in that one type of right - civil, political, economic, social, or cultural - is not
more important than another. Those rights are about creating opportunities for
full participation in society and relate largely to the two predominant identities
within the population and to broader human rights, including equality and non-
discrimination.®

19 Police Service of Northern Ireland, (Accessed June 2023), Domestic Abuse Incidents and Crimes Recorded by the Police in
Northern Ireland: Update to 30th June 2022

20 Police Service Northern Ireland, (2022) Tackling Violence Against Women and Girls, Action Plan

21 Ferguson, A., (2022) Why are Northern Ireland’s women being silenced over Brexit?, OpenDemocracy

22 Police Service Northern Ireland, (Accessed June 2023) Police Recorded Crime Statistics

23 Good Friday Agreement, (1998), p. 21 para 6.

24 Shafir, G., Brysk, A., (2006), The Globalization of Rights: From Citizenship to Human Rights, Citizenship Studies

25 McCrudden, C. (2017) The Good Friday Agreement, Brexit, and Rights. (A Royal Irish Academy — British Academy Brexit
Briefing). Royal Irish Academy/British Academy.
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The inclusion of gender issues was considered to be an achievement arising from the
direct involvement of women negotiators?®®, but following the agreement, concerns
were raised that gender issues were deprioritised in the decision-making process.?’
This being the case, it reflects the injustice that follows when women’s voices are
rendered invisible.?®

Substantive rights protections are grounded in the European Convention on Human
Rights (ECHR)?, but many active safeguards against discrimination on the basis of
protected characteristics derive from EU law.**The European Court of Human Rights
(ECtHR) is an international court that upholds the rights set out in the ECHR. The
ECHR is a ‘living instrument’, developing and evolving constantly®!, and engages
Article 2 of the Protocol.?> Thus ECHR is enshrined in the GFA and it underpins
human rights in Northern Ireland. Concerns have been raised that if the UK leaves
the ECHR this will be a breach of the GFA.*3

The GFA has three dimensions relating to government relationships, one internal

to Northern Ireland, a second relating to North-South relations and an East-

West dimension.3* Details include agreed mechanisms for addressing contested
areas including on constitutional issues; cross-border relations; and equality of
opportunity and human rights.® On the rights of women, it recognises their right to
‘full and equal political participation’, and this explicit inclusion is due to the efforts
of the Northern Ireland Women’s Coalition (NIWC).3¢

26 Mitchell, G., (1999). Making peace: The inside story of the making of the Good Friday Agreement, William Heinemann Ltd.

27 McWilliams, M., Kilmurray, A., (2015) From the global to the local: Grounding UNSCAR 1325 on women, peace and security
in post conflict policy making, Women'’s Studies International Forum

28 Fricker, A., (2007), Epistemic injustice power and the ethics of knowing, Oxford University Press

29 The ECHR is entirely independent of the EU, it is an international treaty between the Council of Europe (founded by the
Treaty of London in 1949 largely as a response to the Holocaust). This includes Article 14 ECHR on non-discrimination.
Guide on Article 14 of the European Convention on Human Rights and on Article 1 of the Protocol No.12 to the Convention.
European Court of Human Rights.

30 de Mars, S., Murray, C,, O’Donoghue, A and Warwick, B (2020) Continuing EU Citizenship “Rights, Opportunities and
Benefits” in Northern Ireland after Brexit

31 Liberty, (Accessed June 2023) What is the ECHE and why does it matter?

32 Equality Commission for Northern Ireland, (2021), Working Paper: The Scope of Article 2(1) of the Ireland/Northern Ireland
Protocol, Equality Commission for Northern Ireland

33 Green, A (2022), How the Good Friday Agreement means the United Kingdom government cannot leave the ECHR (without
breaching the Good Friday Agreement), David Allen Green Blog. see also: Patterson, J (2022) Doesn’t the government know
that leaving the ECHR would breach the Good Friday Agreement?, The New Statesman.

34 McCrudden, C. (2017) The Good Friday Agreement, Brexit, and Rights. (A Royal Irish Academy — British Academy Brexit
Briefing). Royal Irish Academy/British Academy.

35 Ruane, J., Todd, J., (1999), After the Good Friday Agreement: Analysing Political Change in Northern Ireland: Analysing
Political Change in Northern Ireland, University College Dublin Press; Side, K., (2009), Irish Political Studies

36 Whitaker, R., (1998), Debating Rights in the New Northern Ireland, Irish Political Studies
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Section 75

Equality issues were subsequently addressed in Section 75 of The Northern Ireland
Act 1998, which creates a ‘statutory obligation on public authorities in carrying

out their functions relating to Northern Ireland to have due regard to the need to
promote equality of opportunity between the nine equality categories of persons

of different religious belief, political opinion, racial group, age, marital status or
sexual orientation; men and women generally; persons with a disability and persons
without; and persons with dependants and persons without’.?” While not all equality
issues are covered in Section 75 (e.g. anti-discrimination is handled separately),
Section 75 places positive duties on public authorities to have due regard for the
promotion of equality of opportunity in the formulation of policy and regard to the
desirability of promoting good relations between, among others, different racial
groups, as well as people of different religious beliefs and political opinions.2® This
concept of ‘good relations’ supersedes the essentialised idea of community relations
that persisted for a long time in Northern Ireland.?*

The Women, Peace and Security agenda

The United Nations Women, Peace and Security (WPS) agenda has direct
applicability to Northern Ireland as a post-conflict society. The specific provisions in
terms of both the protection and participation of women in public life, have direct
relevance given the destabilising effect Brexit has had on the Belfast (Good Friday)
Agreement.” The issues of protection and participation, particularly in Northern
Ireland, are also inseparable, with protection providing the means for women to
participate in the political sphere.** As one of our interviewees highlighted, Brexit is
a WPS issue, because it has impacted the peacebuilding process in Northern Ireland,
while women have been marginalised from representation in Brexit negotiations and
broader discussions:

37 Equality Commission for Northern Ireland, (2010), Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998: A guide for Public
Authorities, Equality Commission for Northern Ireland. The duty applies to designated public bodies only.

38 Under Section 75 of the Northern Ireland Act 1998, designated public authorities also have a statutory duty to have regard
to the desirability of promoting good relations between persons of different religious belief, political opinion and racial
group in carrying out their functions relating to Northern Ireland.

39 McAreavey (2015) Minority and majority community integration in Northern Ireland: a spectrum of tolerance in Honohan,
I. and Rougier, N. (eds) Tolerance and Diversity in Ireland — North and South. Manchester: Manchester University Press,
pp.114-134.

40 Doyle, J., Connolly, E. (2019). The Effects of Brexit on the Good Friday Agreement and the Northern Ireland Peace Process.
In: Baciu, CA., Doyle, J. (eds) Peace, Security and Defence Cooperation in Post-Brexit Europe. Springer, Cham.

41 Turner, C., Swaine, A., (2021), At the Nexus of Participation and Protection: Protection-Related Barriers to Women'’s
Participation in Northern Ireland, International Peace Institute
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And quite a lot of the work that | do on WPS is [to say] that we can’t talk about
peacebuilding unless we talk about all the other things that women face. So,
you know, access to childcare, so they can choose whether to work, equal pay,
you know.. basically, the whole range of issues for gender equality, and we can’t
separate peace from that... if women have no role in policy and decision making
then we don’t have an inclusive, peaceful society, we have a system where half
the population is side-lined from that. And that’s the line that the [women’s]
sector has generally taken on WPS. It’s about women at all tables. So in terms
of Brexit it is [relevant and] we’ve talked a lot about that. Interview.

The UK’s latest, National Action Plan (NAP) on Women, Peace and Security, revised
for the fifth time in 2023%, recognises the agenda’s applicability in a domestic
context for the first time. In so doing it takes on recommendations for an approach
accounting both for the shared challenges across the UK and the Northern Ireland
specific dynamics. However, it does not go as far as to acknowledge the post-conflict
nature of Northern Ireland and the legacy of ‘The Troubles’.

Legal context for Brexit in Northern Ireland

Northern Ireland is unique in the UK in that it shares a land border with an EU state.
Concerns have been raised that not only does Brexit threaten the extent and delivery
of the wide range of rights afforded to citizens in Northern Ireland, but it also has
implications on the remedies available for enforcing those rights.** Due to the
operation of Article 4 of the Withdrawal Agreement and s7A of the EU (Withdrawal)
Act 2018, and the Protocol, some EU law has supremacy in NI, and this means that
national rights cannot be reduced below EU standards.** The historical context of
Northern Ireland creates further implications should those human rights protections
be eroded with, as yet, unknown consequences.

The legal framework for exploring ‘the actual, perceived and potential
socioeconomic impacts of the UK’s withdrawal from the EU on women in Northern
Ireland’ lies within Protocol (Windsor Framework) Article 2*, which sets out the UK
Government’s commitments on equality and human rights post Brexit. In so doing
it sustains the importance of equality and human rights commitments as set out in
the Belfast (Good Friday) Agreement. Protocol Article 2 states that there will be no
diminution of rights, safeguards or equality of opportunity as set out in Chapter Six

42 UK Government, (Accessed June 2023) UK women, peace and security national action plan 2023 to 2027,

43 McCrudden, C. (2017) The Good Friday Agreement, Brexit, and Rights. (A Royal Irish Academy — British Academy Brexit
Briefing). Royal Irish Academy/British Academy. https://www.ria.ie/news/policy-andinternational-relations/ria-british-
academy-brexit-briefing-paper-series

44 McCrudden, C. (2017) The Good Friday Agreement, Brexit, and Rights. (A Royal Irish Academy — British Academy Brexit
Briefing). Royal Irish Academy/British Academy. https://www.ria.ie/news/policy-andinternational-relations/ria-british-
academy-brexit-briefing-paper-series

45 UK Government, (2020) Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland (‘Protocol Article 2°) to the EU Withdrawal Agreement
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of the Belfast (Good Friday) Agreement as a result of Brexit. In addition to upholding
commitments to these 1998 provisions through non-diminution obligations, Annex
1 of the Protocol sets out six areas of EU law where ‘dynamic alignment’ is to be
maintained, meaning that law in Northern Ireland must reflect changes to the six
listed equality Directives.* In addition to the Article 2 commitment, the Windsor
Framework seeks to avoid a hard border by allowing Northern Ireland to benefit
from EU free movement of goods and customs rules even though it is formally
outside the EU.

The economy and employment

The impact of Brexit on the economy in Northern Ireland and the potential for a
disproportionate impact on women as a result, is discussed more fully in Chapter 7
of this report. The following summary is provided for context.

Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency data provides an overview of the
economy. They show how the service sector accounts for just over half of economic
activity in Northern Ireland and (excluding those who are self-employed), the private
sector accounts for around three-quarters of jobs. Although the relative proportion
of public sector jobs has declined, the numbers employed in the public sector has
remained similar to 2007 levels; similarly, the number of private sector jobs has
increased.”® But it is worth noting that the population increased over this period,
from 2001-2011 by 7.4% and then by 5.0% between 2011 and 2021.%

Over half (51%) of employed women in 2021 were employed within the public
administration, education, and health sectors and a further sixth (17%) were
employed within the hospitality sector.>®° Occupational segregation exists within

the NI public sector. For example, in 2017, men held the majority (79.0%) of Chief
Executive roles (vertical segregation); men dominated the following roles: operations
(70.4%); corporate services (65.5%); strategy, policy and development (64.0%); and
finance (63.9%) (horizontal segregation).>* A consistent feature of the labour market
in Northern Ireland is the higher employment and unemployment rates for men and
higher economic inactivity rates for women.*?

46 Craig, S., Deb, A., Frantziou, E., Horne, A., Murray, C., Rice, C., Rooney, R (2022) European Union Developments in Equality
and Human Rights: The Impact of Brexit on the Divergence of Rights and Best Practice on the Island of Ireland

47 Murray, C and Robb, N (2023) From the Protocol to the Windsor Framework, Northern Ireland Leqal Quarterly.

48 Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency (2023) NI Economy &Labour Market: A summary of key statistics, NISRA
website

49 Office of National Statistics (2022) Population estimates for the UK, England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland: mid-
2021 ONS website

50 Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency, (2022), Women in Northern Ireland 2020/21, NISRA

51 Ballantine, J., Banks, G., Wall, T., Haynes, K., Manochin, M., (2017) Gender Equality in the Northern Ireland Public Sector - a
View from the Top, Northern Ireland Assembly Website

52 According to the NI Labour Force Survey, just under one third of working age women in Northern Ireland were economically
inactive in 2021, compared to a quarter of working age men. Rates are consistently higher for women, with the most
common reasons including looking after family and home (28% for economically inactive women compared to 6% of
economically inactive men).
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European funding in Northern Ireland

Chapter 8 of this report explores the impact of the loss of EU funding on women
and the women’s sector in Northern Ireland more fully, with the following summary
provided as context. During its membership of the European Union and recognising
the peripheral and marginal nature of its economy, Northern Ireland benefited

from various programmes® and structural funds** that sought to balance growth
between core and periphery regions. Additionally, the European Union designated
Northern Ireland as a region emerging from conflict, setting aside dedicated funds to
support the transition through the PEACE programme, to which the UK Government
contributes. This programme greatly supported women with the first engaging
approximately 800 women; the second commissioning the baseline study on UNSCR
1325 (UN Security Council Resolution on Women Peace and Security); and the third
engaging policymakers and NGOs involved in decision making on peace and security
issues.>?

The withdrawal of the UK from the EU meant that, from the end of the transition
period following Brexit, the UK became ineligible for any new EU structural funding
(and programme spend will terminate at the end of 2023). However, Peace Plus
will continue to be delivered through The Special EU Programmes Body (SEUPB)
between 2021-2027, supporting activities that contribute to a prosperous and stable
society in Northern Ireland and the border counties.>® SEUPB will be responsible for
overseeing the fund and is being supported by the European Commission, the Irish
Government, the UK Government and the NI Executive. The funds have typically
been implemented at the local level through intermediary bodies and across a
range of programmes allowing for very local expertise to influence how funds were
allocated.

After Brexit the UK Government announced UK funding programmes to replace
EU structural funding - these include the Shared Prosperity Fund (SPF), Levelling-
up Fund and the Community Renewal Fund. These funds are part of the UK
Government’s “Levelling Up” policy which the UK Government claims will focus on
improving living standards, growing the private sector, increasing and spreading
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54 Including European Regional Development Funds (ERDF), European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EARDF)
and European Social Funds (ESF). ESF was focused on targeting skills and training development resulting in the alleviation
of poverty and social exclusion. It helped prepare individuals to participate in the labour market and it supported the
development of new businesses. The work undertaken by ESF had a wider social impact and its absence is likely to be felt
across different public bodies, e.g. health (O’Connell, R., Cunningham, T., (2022) Impact of Brexit on Section 75 Equality
Groups in Northern Ireland: EU Funding, Equality Commission of Northern Ireland). ERDF contributed towards research and
innovation, infrastructure and technological development (Department for the Economy, (2020) An Impact Evaluation of the
Northern Ireland European Social Fund Programme, 2014-20). Meanwhile EAGGF funds were channelled largely towards
supporting farm payments, with a residual amount of money going towards rural development initiatives.

55 McWilliams M., Kilmurray, A., (2015) From the global to the local: Grounding UNSCR 1325 on women, peace and security in
post conflict policy making, Women'’s Studies International Forum
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opportunity across the country.®’ The UK Government states that this will provide
power to local communities to lead projects to address issues within their locality:

We recognise that each area has its unique challenges requiring unique
solutions. So each pilot will empower places to explore how best to tackle
local challenges— whether through building skills, supporting local businesses,
supporting communities and places, or providing employment support — to
build communities where people want to live, work and visit, while allowing
government to evaluate how best to ensure levelling up right across the
country.®®

According to the UK Government the primary goal of the SPF is to build pride of
place and increase life chances across the UK; priorities are Community and Place
(e.g. town centres and high street, capital spending and running costs); Supporting
Local Business; People and Skills (reducing levels of economic inactivity). The other
funds are the Community Renewal Fund (CRF) and the Levelling Up Fund, both of
which are implemented/managed by the UK Government’s Department for Levelling
Up, Housing and Communities. CRF (2021-22) is to bridge the gap between the end
of EU funding and SPF and will provide revenue funding helping to bridge the gap
between the end of EU funding and the start of the new UKSPF, even if this falls
short of the levels of EU funding.>®

The first round of Community Renewal Funds (CRF) were allocated to large entities,
including the largest award in Northern Ireland going to an Oxfordshire-based call
centre.® In that first round®!, £12m was allocated for projects in Northern Ireland;
£1.8m being the largest grant and being spent on a business training programme
championed by four councils but, as mentioned above, being led by a private sector
company based in Oxfordshire.®? Across the other two strands, one project in
Northern Ireland was awarded Community Ownership Funds worth £300,000 (Glens
Digital Hub) and seven projects were awarded Levelling Up funds. The latter are
largely infrastructure projects e.g. Dundonald Ice Bowl, an electric vehicle charging
network and a cycling development project. As yet it is unclear how these new funds
will ensure that they dovetail with other policies including Shared Island and Peace
programmes, this being a very real fear held among many of those who we spoke
with who are active in the third sector.
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SPF was launched in 2022 and is in addition to the Levelling Up Fund which is a
capital investment funding stream of £4.8 billion which will invest in infrastructure
across the UK and will be led by local authorities. It aims to support town centres
and high street regeneration, local transport projects and cultural and heritage
assets.

Despite government rhetoric of local power to influence what is happening, the
Shared Prosperity Fund is very much a centralised fund, which can be spent under
the UK Government new powers as set out in the UK Internal Market (UKIM) Act
(2020). According to Sargeant and Stojanovic®® (2021, p.5):

The UKIM Act gives UK ministers broad powers to provide financial assistance
to any part of the UK for the purposes of promoting economic development,
providing infrastructure, supporting cultural and sporting activities, and
supporting education and training activities and exchanges. In these instances,
the UK government could spend money directly in devolved policy areas, which
it is expected to do through the allocation of the UK Shared Prosperity Fund,
which will replace EU structural funds.

They go on to note that the Act amends the devolution statutes which gives the UK
government power to design and implement public subsidies to replace EU funding.

Previous research has highlighted that more funds should be allocated to Northern
Ireland based on greater need - currently it receives 3% funds which are allocated
according to share of the population rather than on status/disadvantage (this
compares to ESF where Northern Ireland received circa 5% of the share).®* Although
questions have been raised as described above, and in many of our interviews,
about the overall amount of funding that is replacing EU funds, SPF seeks to replace
ESF and ERDF. The UK Government claims that this is roughly the same across the
three-year period (2022-25), a matter verified by the House of Commons Library.%
Research by various different bodies has raised concerns over how much funding
will be allocated to Northern Ireland and whether it will be based on need.®® At the
end of March 2023, on the day that European Social Funding came to an end, the UK
Government announced an additional £15m funding package through the UK SPF.
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2. Women’s Voices on Brexit

2.1 Where are the women speaking on Brexit?

The marginalisation of women from discussions on Brexit happened early on. During
the referendum campaigns women only accounted for 25.3% of all individual expert
sources included in television coverage, falling to 15.4% in the press, while women
were also underrepresented accounting for just 39.1% in press coverage.®” Writing
at the time, Haastrup, Guerrina and Wright®®, drew attention to the fact that ‘the
campaigns continue to be dominated by male ‘experts’ and a presumption that
women will vote on the basis of emotive issues of special interest to them, such as
‘maternity leave policies’. In addition, there remains a preoccupation among the
media in getting the ‘top expert’, often conflated in gendered terms with getting the
‘top man’.®

Linked to the absence of women from the debates was the absence of women’s
perspectives on the core issues which came to dominate the campaigns, specifically
trade, defence and immigration. Yet when the absence of women became
noticeable, discussion turned to so-called ‘women’s issues’ and the areas in which
the EU had showed obvious competence, e.g. social policy.”

This gendered pattern has been replicated in academia both in the marginalisation
of women as experts but also of gender expertise’!, whereby such expertise remains
siloed and is ‘tapped’ only for occasions such as International Women’s Day but
remains absent from mainstream discussion.”? This matters because the way Brexit
is studied, including what is prioritised by academia, ultimately contributes to

the shape Brexit takes by informing public discourse and policy makers’ priorities,
including vis-a-vis women in Northern Ireland.”
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2.2 Targeting abuse at women speaking on Brexit

...women [are] being told that they don’t understand, and they don’t really get
Brexit... and so [should] be quiet. Focus Group.

This quote from a focus group participant is an example of the perception amongst
some women that they are not able to speak about Brexit publicly. It is reflective
of wider research on Northern Ireland which identifies how women in public life
‘experience persistent low levels of gendered intimidation which fall outside the
scope of the law and its related security policy’.”

The research identified difficulties with women academics speaking on Brexit in
Northern Ireland. There was a perception amongst some we interviewed that
women academics and others faced a particular backlash when researching Brexit.
This is because it was perceived of as a highly charged political issue mapping

onto sectarian lines and thus such targeting had misogynist undertones. While the
intimidation of researchers in Northern Ireland is an issue which has impacted men”®
along with women, it is one on which many women do not feel able to talk publicly,
for fear of exacerbating the issue, therefore limiting their recourse to support. Such
experiences of intimidation targeting women can easily be ‘rendered invisible, and
even seem irrational, to others who do not share that experience’.”®

A key obstacle to women speaking on Brexit is therefore the level of abuse and
intimidation, including but not limited to on social media, directed towards those in
the public sphere. This includes abuse targeted at women MLAs, MPs, commentators
and academics speaking publicly about Brexit and also of course intersecting with
race and class.”” As a participant in our expert seminar noted:

...it’s different for women to contribute to the debate around [Brexit] than it is
for men, and the vitriol that can come as a consequence of saying things that
are just evidence based or factual. Expert Seminar.

The threats to and abuse of women speaking on politics in Northern Ireland today
is something that has been noted by Simon Hoare MP, Chair of the Northern Ireland
Committee:’®
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| want to point out that the last time we had an all-woman panel, there was
an unacceptable level of social media abuse and threat. Let me make again
the points that | made following that incident, which came as a huge shock
and surprise to all of us... They [the perpetrators] will not be champions of
democracy; they will not be champions of what we would all describe as basic
values of civility and good manners.

Such abuse can be invisible, operating below the law, but yet is strongly felt by
women in their day-to-day lives in Northern Ireland.” It can also be highly visible,
for example, the murder of MP Jo Cox days before the Brexit referendum, inspired
by misogynist white supremacism.® Abuse and the threat of violence has also

been documented as being experienced by academic experts on Brexit, particularly
women and other minoritized groups.®!

Women, and minority ethnic women in particular, are more likely to face abuse
when speaking about politics®?, and Brexit is no exception. For example, Gina Miller,
who took the government to the Supreme Court in a high- profile case, has openly
discussed the racist and misogynistic abuse she has received as a woman of colour
and migrant.® As Miller noted:

What is so alarming to me and | didn’t anticipate, is the level at which that
abuse is targeted at me because | am a woman of colour and because |
supposedly have no right as somebody who has come to the United Kingdom to
have a voice.?

2.3 Racism and a rise in hate crime

The targeting of women in politics or speaking on issues deemed ‘political’ is
nothing new in Northern Ireland and is by no means solely related to Brexit. For
example, the gendered abuse that the women involved in the Belfast (Good Friday)
Agreement received has been well documented.® However, the research identified
a perception that the rhetoric around Brexit has further aggravated the issue.
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