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1. Introduction:

Country Reports (capturing background
information related to gender-based violence
against women politicians) were developed
within the framework of the international project
3R: Recognize, Resist, Rise Up: Tackling
Gender-Based Violence against Women

in Politics, implemented by a consortium of five
European organizations: Women for Election
Ireland (IE), EAF Berlin (DE), Moznost
volby (SK), JOL-LET Alapitvany (HU),

and Féorum 50 % (CZ).

The impetus for this international cooperation

was the need to stimulate public and professional
discussion on gender-based violence (GBV) against
female politicians, and to raise awareness of its
various forms and real impact on women in politics
— especially with regard to their involvement in
public office and their retention in such positions.

Objectives of the 3R Project:

@ To map the prevalence and root causes
of gender-based violence against women
politicians in the five European countries
participating in the consortium.

@ To analyse existing data on the phenomenon,
identify gaps and collect missing data through
targeted research.

@ To promote the exchange of good practices
and the development of evidence-
based recommendations.

@ o help build skills and awareness of women
politicians on handling GBV, including digital
abuse.

@ To create a safe space for experience-sharing
and peer support.

@ To advocate for structural change through
political commitment.

@ To raise public awareness of this issue
and help discourage potential perpetrators.

These Country Reports, developed for each
consortium country, serve as a starting point

for further research and advocacy activities within
the project. Their primary aim is to summarise
existing information on violence against women
in politics (VAWP) in each country and to
describe the relevant legislative and institutional
frameworks. A forthcoming output will take the
form of a comparative analysis that will provide
an overview of the situation across all participating
countries.

The impetus for this international cooperation

was the need to stimulate public and professional
discussion on gender-based violence against
female politicians, and to raise awareness of its
various forms and real impact on women in politics
— especially with regard to their involvement in
public office and their retention in such positions.

Research framework

@ Geographic Scope:
Ireland
@ Content Scope:

—  Gender-based violence (GBV) targeting
women in politics, in both online and offline
environments.

Target Groups:

Women active in public and political life,
including:

« members of national parliaments
and senators;

« politicians at the regional and local level
(e. g. mayors, councillors, candidates);

« women in party leadership and elected
or appointed positions within political
organizations.



Special focus is given, in dedicated chapters
of the report, to:

+ Women from minority groups
(e. g. ethnic, religious, LGBT+, or women
with disabilities),

+ Election periods — before and after
elections — where violence often intensifies.

Forms of Gender-Based Violence
Covered: The research includes all forms
of GBV as defined by the Istanbul Convention
and other relevant frameworks:

Physical violence

 Deliberate physical attacks, threats
of physical harm.

Psychological violence

« Intimidation, threats (including threats
of rape or death), harassment,
cyberstalking, doxxing, coercion, bullying.
 Also includes symbolic and semiotic
violence, which renders women in politics
“invisible” or frames them as incompetent.

Sexualized violence

+ Attempts of sexual assault, unwanted
touching, sending of unsolicited intimate
materials.

 Sexual harassment, including verbal
and non-verbal behavior intended
to humiliate or intimidate.

Economic violence

+ Denial of access to resources essential
to carry out political duties (e. g. office,
salary, support staff, technical equipment).
» Restriction of access to education, career
opportunities, or financial support on the
basis of gender.

Cyber violence

« Cyberstalking, cyber harassment, public

incitement to violence, non-consensual
publication of personal data, dissemination
of hate speech, and digital mockery.

@ Types of Power Dynamics Explored:

—  Horizontal violence — between political peers
and colleagues;

—  Vertical violence — from superiors
or subordinates within hierarchical political
structures;

—  Third-party violence — from the media,
general public, party members, or trolls
on social media.

Overview

This country report outlines the current state

of violence against women in politics (VAWP)

in Ireland. It details Ireland’s evolving legislative
and institutional responses, including recent
developments such as the Criminal Justice
(Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2023 and the
establishment of Coimisitin na Mean under

the Online Safety and Media Regulation

Act. Drawing on recent national surveys and
research, the report highlights the prevalence
and gendered nature of political violence

across all levels of public life, with particular
vulnerabilities identified among women in local
office and candidates from minority and migrant
backgrounds. The report also reflects on the

role of Ireland’s personalised electoral system

in exacerbating risks to women in public life.
National initiatives, such as the Task Force on
Safe Participation in Political Life, new Garda
operations, and emerging party-level protocols,
are also discussed. Despite these initiatives, gaps
remain in enforcement, data collection, and
institutional accountability. Ireland’s experience
mirrors broader European trends, underscoring
the need for coordinated, intersectional, and
systemic approaches across member states to
ensure safe and equitable political participation
for all women.



3. Overview of the legislative and
institutional framework:

International legal framework

Ireland signed and ratified the UN Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against
Women (CEDAW) in 1985. Ireland was examined by the CEDAW Committee in February 2017 — the first
time since 2005. Its concluding observations commended the introduction of gender quotas in candidate
selection for national parliament elections but encouraged their use in other areas where women are under-
represented, including local government elections. It noted the low level of participation of Traveller,
Roma and migrant women in political and public life. The Committee also outlined its concern at the lack
of gender-disaggregated data on gender-based violence as well as what it then saw as a lack of legal
protection against emerging forms of gender-based violence, such as online stalking and harassment. Ireland
was examined by the CEDAW committee again on 20 June 2025. In advance of the hearing the National
Women'’s Council of Ireland issued a shadow report covering a range of women’s rights and including a call
for the introduction of a gender quota for local election candidates to ensure women’s equal representation
in politics and increase the current number of TDs (25%) and local Councillors (28%) to at least 40%.

Ireland ratified the Council of Europe Convention on preventing and combating violence against women
and domestic violence (the Istanbul Convention) in 2019. The first baseline evaluation of Ireland’s
implementation of the convention was published by the Group of Experts on Action against Violence against
Women and Domestic Violence (GREVIO) in 2023. One of its findings pointed to the inadequacies in data
collection on the various forms of violence against women saying that official figures do not provide the true
prevalence of domestic violence and other forms of violence against women, and describing them

as “insufficient, disjointed and incomparable”.

Article 29 of the Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities guarantees disabled people the
right to participate in political and public life on an equal basis with others, including running for office.

A 2025 report by the Disability Federation of Ireland found that the relevant legal framework in Ireland

is largely positive on Article 29. It observed that while there are no disability-based restrictions on the right
to run for or hold public office, there are no government resources or programmes to encourage people
with disabilities to seek public office which can be costly.

Legislative and institutional framework for physical, psychological, sexualised and
economic violence

The following is a list of the criminal offences that exist in Irish law, which potentially apply to the various
categories of violence against women in politics:

Section 23 of the Criminal Justice (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2023 provides for an offence of stalking

and a broader offence of harassment building on an existing offence which covered persistent communication
with or about a person, and/or persistent following, watching, pestering or besetting, without lawful authority
or reasonable excuse, whether online or not. The maximum penalty for these offences is ten years, and orders
can be made on conviction restraining communication and/or any approach to the victim’s home or workplace.

The Criminal Justice (Public Order) Act 1994 contains a range of offences which could be used in the
context of behaviour in any public place which is threatening, abusive or insulting against a politician.


https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2023/act/24/section/23/enacted/en/html
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1994/act/2/enacted/en/html

Section 4 of the Harassment, Harmful Communications and Related Offences Act 2020 makes it an offence
to send a person a threatening or grossly offensive message by any means, with a maximum penalty
of two years.

Section 45 (3) of the Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act 2017 provides that intentionally offensive conduct

of a sexual nature be punished by a maximum penalty of two years. In a submission to the Task Force on Safe
Participation in Political Life, Safe Ireland observed that this broadly drafted provision could cover a wide
range of offensive sexual actions which are not considered sexual assault but are nevertheless violations,
including suggestive comments, lewd invitations, upskirting, downblousing, or catcalling.

The Non-Fatal Offences against the Person Act 1997, as amended, contains numerous assault offences,
including harassment and threats to kill or cause serious harm and false imprisonment.

The Criminal Justice (Hate Offences) Act 2024 is designed to protect people targeted because of certain
identity characteristics, namely — race, colour, nationality, religion, national or ethnic origin, descent,
disability, gender, sex characteristics and sexual orientation. It creates new, aggravated forms of certain
existing offences — that is, hate crimes - where they are aggravated by hatred of one or more of these
protected characteristics and provides for increased prison sentences for certain crimes, where proven
to be motivated by hatred, or where hatred is demonstrated.

The Protection of Private Residences (Against Targeted Picketing) Bill is draft legislation currently being

debated in parliament.

Legislative and institutional framework for cyberviolence

The Online Safety and Media Regulation (OSMR) Act was enacted on 10 December 2022. The Act provided
for the establishment of a new regulator, Coimisitiin na Meén, with the task of overseeing a comprehensive
new regulatory framework for traditional broadcasting services, video-on-demand services and online
services. It is a multi-person commission including an Online Safety Commissioner. Coimisitin na Mean

is also designated as the Digital Services Coordinator for the purposes of implementation of the EU’s Digital
Services Act (DSA).

The OSMR Act provides a regulatory framework for online safety to be enforced by the Commission,
primarily by the Online Safety Commissioner through the making of binding online safety codes. Online
safety codes will require designated online services to take measures to tackle the availability of defined
categories of harmful online content. Under the Act, harmful online content includes a range of offence-
specific harmful online content linked to existing criminal offences in Irish law.

Relevant categories of illegal content are:

Section 5 of the Non-Fatal Offences Against

A credible threat of violence
the Person Act, 1997

Part of a campaign of harassment Section 10 of Non-Fatal Offences Against the
(such as cyberbullying) Person Act, 1997



https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2020/act/32/section/4
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2017/act/2/section/45/enacted/en/html
https://www.safeireland.ie/
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1997/act/26
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2024/act/41/enacted/en/html
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/bills/bill/2021/139/
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2022/act/41/section/45/enacted/en/html
https://www.cnam.ie/
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1997/act/26/section/5
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1997/act/26/section/5
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1997/act/26/section/10/enacted/en/html#sec10
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1997/act/26/section/10/enacted/en/html#sec10

A threatening or grossly offensive
communication

Threatening, abusive or insulting and likely
to stir up hatred against a group of people
on account of their race, colour, nationality,
religion, ethnic or national origins,
membership of the travelling community
or sexual orientation

An unsolicited image of someone’s genitals
that causes distress, fear or alarm

Offensive conduct of a sexual nature

An intimate image shared without consent

Encouragement of a person to attempt
suicide or information that would help them
do so

Encouragement of terrorist activity
or a threat to commit an act of terrorism

Section 4 of the Harassment, Harmful
Communications and Related Offences Act

2020

Section 2 of the Prohibition of Incitement to
Hatred Act, 1089

Section 45(1) of the Criminal Law (Sexual
Offences Act) 2017

Section of the Criminal Law (Sexual
Offences) Act 2017

Section 3 of the Harassment, Harmful
Communications and Related Offences Act

2020

Section 2(2) of the Criminal Law (Suicide)
Act 1993

Section 6 of the Criminal Justice (Terrorist

Offences) Act 2005

Coimisitn na Mean can also draft and publish online safety codes in respect of certain non-offence specific
harmful online content, including serious cyber-bullying material. Content under these categories is subject

to a risk of harm test, i.e. the content must give rise to a “risk of significant harm to a person’s physical
or mental health, where the harm is reasonably foreseeable”.

Coimisitin na Mean outlines that platforms have a legal obligation under the Online Safety Framework
to have rules about acceptable content and include them in their terms and conditions or community rules.
Those rules must be enforced and a mechanism provided to allow users to report content that they consider

to be in breach of the rules.


https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2020/act/32/section/4
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2020/act/32/section/4
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2020/act/32/section/4
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1989/act/19/section/2
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1989/act/19/section/2
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2017/act/2/section/45/enacted/en/html
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2017/act/2/section/45/enacted/en/html
http://Section 45 (3) of the Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act 2017
http://Section 45 (3) of the Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act 2017
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2020/act/32/section/3
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2020/act/32/section/3
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2020/act/32/section/3
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1993/act/11/section/2/enacted/en/html
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1993/act/11/section/2/enacted/en/html
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2005/act/2/section/6/enacted/en/html
https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2005/act/2/section/6/enacted/en/html

Under the online safety framework, large social media platforms have a duty to assess a range of risks

that their services may pose, including risks to civic discourse and electoral processes, to public health

or to public security. They also have to implement measures to mitigate those risks. Content that is deemed
to be misinformation or disinformation falls under this process. Some social media platforms allow users
to report misinformation or disinformation. However, Coimisitin na Mean points out that misinformation
or disinformation is not necessarily illegal, so the obligations relating to illegal content will not apply

to disinformation or misinformation unless the content is illegal for some other reason, and neither
Coimisiiin na Mean nor any other public body has the authority to require content to be taken down,

solely on the basis that the content represents misinformation or disinformation.

Online safety codes may set out technical obligations around the content moderation and delivery systems
used by designated online services in order to minimise the availability of harmful online content, but may
also provide for minimum standards for complaints-handling and user-reporting processes, which would
ensure better avenues of redress are made available to users by online platforms.

The enforcement powers available to the Commission include the power to appoint authorised officers

to investigate suspected non-compliance with an online safety code and to seek the imposition of financial
sanctions of up to €20 million or 10% of turnover for any such contraventions. The Commission published
its first online safety code in October 2024.

The Electoral Reform Act 2022 provided for the establishment of an Electoral Commission. Part 5

of the Act makes provision for the Electoral Commission to protect the fairness and integrity of elections
and referendums by monitoring, investigating and combatting the dissemination of disinformation

and misinformation, monitoring, investigating, identifying and combatting manipulative and inauthentic

behaviour, and monitoring investigating and identifying trends in respect of disinformation, misinformation
and manipulative or inauthentic behaviour. However, Part 5 of the Act has not yet been commenced.


https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2022/act/30

4. Summary of existing data on VAWP
at national level

Irish electoral system

Before presenting a summary of existing data on VAWP, it is useful to give a brief overview of the Irish
electoral system and its impact on levels of VAWP which was usefully summarised by the authors of
The cost of doing politics in Ireland: what does violence against politicians look like and how is it gendered?

Ireland operates a proportional representation system using the single transferable vote (PR-STV) for
local, national, and European Parliament elections. The country is divided into multi-seat constituencies,
where candidates—both party-affiliated and independent—are listed alphabetically on the ballot along with
a photograph and the candidate’s address. Voters rank candidates in order of preference. The multi-seat
structure allows multiple candidates from the same party to compete within a single constituency.

This system encourages politicians to cultivate a personal vote that is distinct from their party’s overall
support. As a result, election campaigns in Ireland tend to be highly personalised, and elected representatives
are incentivised to engage extensively in constituency work between elections.

Irish voters respond positively to this approach. Data from the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems
(2008) indicates that Ireland has the highest level of personal contact between public representatives

and constituents. This deeply personalised political culture creates strong expectations for politicians

to be accessible and visible. Home addresses and personal mobile numbers are often publicly available,
and politicians hold regular clinics to meet constituents face-to-face. The authors point to international
evidence that candidate-centric electoral systems are disadvantageous to women’s political representation,
and systems that promote clientelism, personalism and localism benefit male candidates. While the openness
of Ireland’s electoral system is widely regarded as a cornerstone of Ireland’s democratic culture, it also
creates vulnerabilities. The accessibility of politicians provides opportunities for those who wish to harass,
threaten, or perpetrate violence against public representatives.

Women in Irish politics

In 2016 Ireland adopted a legislative party-based candidate gender quota for national elections which
was 40% female and 40% male candidates in the last general election. However, women remain under-
represented in Irish politics. At the national level, just 25% of TDs (members of parliament) are women
— 44 out of a total of 172. In the Senate, there are 27 women out of a total of 60 i.e. 45%. At local level,
there are 260 women councillors out of 949 i.e. 27.39%.

Institution Percentage of women

Dail Eireann 25%
Seanad Eireann 45%
Local Government 27%

European Parliament 43%


https://www.cmi.no/publications/8986-the-cost-of-doing-politics-in-ireland

Existing Research

Report: The dynamics of political incivility on Twitter towards Irish representatives (2022)

This report, published in 2022, examined levels of abuse experienced on Twitter by Irish public representatives.
The data was collected over a 12-month period, and artificial intelligence was used to determine whether
the tweets were abusive or not. Hostile tweets were categorised into profanity, insulting epithets, violent

or death threats, and gender-/race-specific slurs, showing that the majority of incivility is non-policy-
focused personal attack.

The analysis found that abuse that Irish politicians received on Twitter appeared to increase in response

to significant political events or controversies or in the discussion of issues of high salience. The research
identified communities with prolific abusive accounts characterised by their political affiliation. The report
revealed no significant difference between the number of abusive tweets female members of the Dail
(the Lower House) received compared to their male counterparts; this was not the case for female members
of the Seanad (the Senate) or of local councils. Female local councillors received ~8 times as many abusive
tweets per follower compared to their male counterparts, while female Senators received ~3 times as many
abusive tweets per follower as their male counterparts.

The author observed that this disparity in the relative amount of abuse women receive compared to men
within local government and the Seanad is of particular concern, as these two offices are the most common
paths to entering the Dail and may be one of the many disincentives to women to running for election.

It may also have a chilling effect, leading women not to use social media platforms. This impacts their
communication or recognition with voters and their chances of being elected to the Dail so effectively could
operate as a barrier to women entering politics.

Report: The cost of doing politics in Ireland: what does violence against politicians look like and how is it
gendered? (2023)

This report presents findings from a survey examining the prevalence and nature of political violence,
encompassing harassment, intimidation, threats, and abuse, targeted at election candidates and public
representatives in Ireland. It explored how gender influences the experience and impact of such violence.
The analysis revealed clear gendered patterns in the frequency, type, and effects of political violence.
Compared to men, women are more frequently targeted, more often subjected to degrading language and
false rumours, and more likely to experience violence with sexual undertones. These experiences tend to have
a greater negative impact on women, who are also more likely than men to report a reduced willingness to
seek election in the future. However, this effect is not uniform: among those already elected, women public
representatives do not express greater reluctance to run again compared to their male counterparts.

The research was guided by six hypotheses:

1. Female politicians will experience more violence than male politicians.

2. Male and female politicians will experience different forms of violence.

3. Female politicians are more likely than male politicians to experience violence with sexual connotations.

4. Female politicians are likely to face more internal party violence than their male counterparts.

5. Female politicians will feel more constrained than men in their contributions and agenda-setting
abilities, in the face of political violence.

6. In the face of political violence, more women than men are likely to opt out of politics.


https://rpubs.com/Ian_W_Richardson/Twitter_Irish_Politics
https://open.cmi.no/cmi-xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/3101209/The%20cost%20of%20doing%20politics%20in%20Ireland%3a%20What%20does%20violence%20against%20politicians%20look%20like%20and%20how%20is%20it%20gendered%3f?sequence=5&isAllowed=y
https://open.cmi.no/cmi-xmlui/bitstream/handle/11250/3101209/The%20cost%20of%20doing%20politics%20in%20Ireland%3a%20What%20does%20violence%20against%20politicians%20look%20like%20and%20how%20is%20it%20gendered%3f?sequence=5&isAllowed=y

Data collection occurred between January and August 2023 and 362 usable responses were received from
a total potential respondent pool of 2,141. Women were overrepresented in the sample, which the authors
suggest indicates a higher level of interest in the topic among female candidates.

When asked whether violence and intimidation are a normal part of political life in Ireland, 15.6% of
respondents agreed it is, while 51.7% acknowledged that it occurs occasionally. A further 32.7% rejected the
notion entirely. Despite this, the vast majority — 75% — reported experiencing at least one form of political
violence, with most having faced multiple forms. Although physical violence was relatively rare (reported by
10.2%), other forms of abuse were significantly more prevalent. Two-thirds (67%) experienced degrading talk
or false rumours, 36% received threats, 27% experienced property damage, and 33% reported intimidation
directed at their associates. Among those who experienced degrading talk or false rumours, 40% reported
that the abuse was sexual in nature. Similarly, of those who received threats, 25% said the threats had

a sexual dimension. While incidents of physical violence were relatively rare, the majority (82.9%) were non-
sexual in nature, highlighting the particularly gendered nature of verbal and psychological forms of political
violence.

Women running for election in Ireland are disproportionately affected by political violence. Controlling for
age, political prominence, and party affiliation, women experience political violence at a rate 1.2 times higher
than men. They are particularly targeted with degrading talk and false rumours, occurring 2.3 times more
frequently than for male candidates. Moreover, when women are subjected to such abuse, it is more likely

to be sexual in nature. This gendered pattern also extends to threats, with women more frequently receiving
threats of a sexual nature than their male counterparts.

While most politicians do not report limiting their public or political statements due to political violence,
the impact on women is more pronounced. Women were more likely than men to report feeling fearful

as a result of their political engagement. They were also more likely to express reduced political ambition,
including reluctance to run for office in the future. However, this effect was not observed among elected
women, who were no more likely than their male colleagues to consider withdrawing from political life.
The authors urge caution on this point however, given the small number of respondents.

The authors conclude that the findings of the study, while based on Irish data, are not unusual in a global
context, pointing to international research that highlights the devastating impact of political violence

on democracy.

Report: Threats, Harassment and Intimidation in Public Office (2023)

The Association of Irish Local Government is an organisation that represents elected councillors and their
local authorities. Having previously surveyed councillors about abuse, threats and intimidation in 2021,
they again surveyed councillors in 2023. It was an online survey conducted between June and September
2023. It was sent to all 949 councillors and 226 responses were received — a response rate of 23.8%.

The survey’s findings can be summarised as follows:

— Widespread Threats and Harassment: Over 63% of respondents experienced threats,
intimidation, or harassment between April 2021 and September 2023, with nearly 26% facing them
at the time of the survey.

— Types of Threats: Threats included violence, harm to family members, property damage, arson, death
threats, and sexual violence.


https://ailg.ie/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/AILG-CMG-Report-Threats-Harassment-and-Intimidation-in-Public-Office-1-compressed.pdf

—  Medium of Threats: 38% received threats via social media (a decrease from 2021), while 33% faced
them in person (similar to 2021 levels).

— Emotional Impact: More than 56% felt worried or extremely worried, with over 50% considering
leaving their roles due to the abuse.

— Lack of Preparedness: 66% felt unprepared or only moderately prepared to handle these threats
— slightly improved from 2021.

— Low Confidence in Current Measures: Only 6.7% rated current preventative and response
measures as very effective, indicating a need for better support.

— Low Prosecution Rates: Just 3.5% of cases reported to An Garda Siochana led to prosecutions,
a marginal increase from 2021.

— Other Reporting Channels: Threats were also reported to political parties (13.4%), local authorities
(14.6%), and social media platforms (6.6%).

—  Follow-Up Support: Only 19% received advice or intervention after reporting, a slight improvement
over 2021.

Overall, the survey highlighted a persistent and serious problem with threats against councillors, inadequate
preparedness and support, and minimal legal consequences for perpetrators.

Report: Report on the Abuse and Harassment of Members of the Houses of the Oireachtas and Political
Staff (2024)

In May 2023, the Speakers of both Houses of the Irish parliament (the Ceann Comhairle of the Dail and
the Cathaoirleach of the Seanad) established a Task Force on Safe Participation in Political Life. This was
in response to reports of increased levels of abuse, including online abuse, harassment and intimidation
being experienced by public representatives. The Task Force received written submissions and heard oral
testimony from a range of stakeholders.

As part of its work, the Task Force on Safe Participation in Political Life commissioned the UCD Centre

for Digital Policy to conduct research into the prevalence, experiences, and impacts of abuse and harassment
on members of the Oireachtas (the Irish parliament) and their political staff. Their report details the findings
of a survey conducted in February 2024, which targeted 220 Oireachtas members and 580 political staff and
received responses from 61 members and 200 staff. It was the first survey conducted with currently serving
Oireachtas members and staff.

The 2024 study commissioned by the Task Force found a high prevalence of abuse against Oireachtas
members with 94% of respondents stating that they experienced some form of threat, harassment, abuse

or violence; 73% stated that they experience abuse on social media frequently and 36% reported occasionally
experiencing abuse when socialising in a personal capacity and 35% at social events while participating as
politicians. The most frequent types of abuse reported were use of abusive language (52%), use of prejudicial
slurs (38%), publication of false information (34%), comments on physical appearance (35%), spread

of malicious and false rumours (27%), and persistent unwanted telephone calls/messages (21%).

When asked whether there were specific issues which led to abuse being experienced, respondents mentioned
immigration (67%), women’s rights (47%), housing/homelessness (40%), and LGBTQ+ issues (40%).

The study found a significant association between gender and the type of abuse experienced. Women
politicians were more likely to experience digital harassment, to be subjected to prejudicial slurs, to be
threatened with sexual violence, to be sexually harassed, to receive unwanted sexual approaches and sexually
explicit messages, and were more likely to receive comments on their appearance.
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https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/parliamentaryBusiness/other/2024-05-15_report-on-the-abuse-and-harassment-of-members-of-the-houses-of-the-oireachtas-and-political-staff_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/parliamentaryBusiness/other/2024-05-15_report-on-the-abuse-and-harassment-of-members-of-the-houses-of-the-oireachtas-and-political-staff_en.pdf

5. Policies and strategies for
preventing and addressing VAWP
in parliaments, political parties,
and other stakeholders

National Parliament

As stated above, in May 2023, the Speakers of both houses of the Irish parliament (the Ceann Combhairle
of the Dail and the Cathaoirleach of the Seanad) established a Task Force on Safe Participation in Political
Life in response to reports of increasing levels of abuse, harassment and intimidation being directed
towards those in political life and in recognition of the serious risk such abuse poses to democratic
participation, especially for women and minority groups.

The Task Force considered the prevalence and impact of abuse as well as measures to safeguard
participation in political life and examined the collective response of the Government, its agencies and
other stakeholders. It received written submissions and oral testimony from a range of interested parties.

Its key findings were that abuse is widespread, intensifying, and often gendered or discriminatory,
driven by misogyny, racism, and intolerance. Online abuse is becoming normalised, aided by anonymity
on digital platforms. Women and minorities are disproportionately targeted. Abuse undermines inclusive

representation and democratic engagement.

As well as making a series of detailed recommendations the Task Force made a number of high level
observations on what was required:

—  The Houses of the Oireachtas (parliament) should lead a strategic and coordinated response, supported
by a Senior Officials Oversight and Implementation Group.

—  Security within the national parliament should be strengthened and information-sharing with An Garda
Siochéna improved.

—  An opt-in social media monitoring service should be created for members of parliament which would
identify and respond to online threats.

—  Members of parliament codes of conduct should be reviewed and updated to address abusive
and discriminatory behaviour, both offline and online.

—  The duty to uphold respectful and robust debate in parliamentary and public settings should be
reinforced.

— An Garda Siochéna (AGS) should adopt a structured, intelligence-led approach to protecting political figures.

— Routine reporting of abuse should be encouraged and a zero-tolerance approach applied across political
and civil society.
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— Awareness of the causes and impacts of political abuse within politics, justice, and civil society should be
increased as well as the effects on politicians’ families and the broader democratic process should be recognised.

—  Political parties should develop internal codes of conduct, promote respect and diversity, and offer
confidential reporting mechanisms for abuse.

—  Social media platforms must proactively moderate abusive content and ensure safer political discourse.

—  Coimisitin na Mean should use its full regulatory powers to hold social media platforms accountable
for inaction on abuse.

Other recommendations included that:

— the Electoral Commission undertake comprehensive research of the prevalence of abuse of politicians,
at national and local level, and of political candidates and establish a baseline assessment of the issue
and also undertake a campaign to raise awareness of the impact of abuse in political life, including
on the participation of women and minority groups;

— local authorities provide psychological support services to local representatives, similar to those
provided for members in the national parliament;

— it should no longer be a requirement for the home address of election candidates to be published.

There were also detailed recommendations on the way in which An Garda Siochana, social media companies,
and Coimisitin na Mean work on this issue.

The report concluded that safeguarding democracy requires collective, sustained, and cross-sector action
to protect those participating in political life and to foster a culture of respect and inclusion.

Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth

The Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth is the government department that
leads on cross-government policy to promote gender equality and the empowerment of women and girls.
It is currently finalising an update to the National Strategy on Women and Girls.

An Garda Siochana (Ireland’s national police and security service)

In May 2024, in advance of the local and European elections, An Garda Siochana commenced a policing
operation (Operation Rialtas) in response to growing concern around the safety of public representatives.
The operation is a joint initiative of the Garda National Crime and Security Intelligence Service and the
Garda Community Engagement team. It was established to monitor incidents associated with threats

or criminal acts against persons seeking to participate in political life.

The Garda statement announcing the operation stated that the increased level of intimidation, both online
and in person, against persons seeking election required a multifaceted approach to preventing and detecting
criminal acts or intimidatory behaviour. It observed that threats, assaults, criminal damage and intimidation
were becoming more frequent and were particularly acute for women and members of minority ethnic
groups. A Garda liaison inspector was appointed for each Garda division to oversee investigations and
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complaints. In addition, the police participate in a forum seeking the views of stakeholder organisations such
as Coimisitin na Mean, the Association of Irish Local Government, Women for Election and the Houses of
the Oireachtas Service to help ensure a consistent level of service across the country. In advance of the 2024
election, Women for Election distributed a booklet to all candidates with advice on safety measures for both
online and offline political activity and canvassing and with details of the designated Garda liaison inspectors
as well as other sources of support.

The operation recorded incidents ranging from complaints relating to damage to and theft of election
posters, to public order offences, assault, harmful communications, threats related to firearms and death
threats. As of February 2025, the operation had seen a total of 18 arrests, 13 charges, three summonses,
four juvenile liaison officer cautions and two adult cautions.

Political parties

In February 2022, the National Women'’s Council of Ireland published research it had commissioned

on how political parties respond to violence against women in politics (VAWP). It sought to identify the
support mechanisms that are available for female party members, as well as the policies and procedures used
by parties in response to complaints raised by members, safety measures, and protocols to safeguard that
women in politics performing their public duties.

All of the political parties that responded indicated that their party constitution or code of conduct addresses
threats, abuse, intimidation, bullying, harassment, and violence against or by party members. All seven who
responded stated that they have codes of conduct regulating members’ online behaviour, but only four

of those specifically address protecting female members from online abuse. The survey responses indicated
a range of different approaches to protecting female members, with four mentioning trolling of female
members, two mentioning regulations that protect female members against image-based sexual abuse

and just one party stating that it protects members against doxxing.

The survey found that while five of the seven parties referred to gender equality values in party
documentation, they did not all have specific internal structures for women members, such as a women’s
group or network. The majority of parties have staff designated as an equality officer or similar, and five
of the parties have a designated officer in charge of recruiting minority groups into politics. There were
considerable differences between the parties on reporting mechanisms, with little evidence of procedures
specifically designed to deal with reports of online abuse, leaving them to be dealt with under regular
complaints mechanisms. Overall the study found that reporting occurs, some procedures follow, but it

is unclear how many cases go unreported and whether the procedures actually address the issue.

Women in politics can experience violence and abuse not only from the public but also from fellow
politicians and party members. While most political parties report having guidelines to regulate online
behaviour between members, these are generally standard complaint procedures and not specifically
designed to address gendered or online abuse. Internal party mechanisms typically only apply when either
the perpetrator or the victim is a member of the party. In cases where the perpetrator is from a rival party

or is an independent politician, the same general procedures are used. Critically, when abuse comes from
members of the public, none of the surveyed parties have dedicated internal procedures to support their
women members, highlighting a significant gap in protection and response. None of the parties reported any
procedures to collect data on online abuse against women members. All of the parties that participated in the
study said that they provide training to female candidates regarding their online presence, including on social
media. Two parties stated that they offer counselling support to women candidates impacted by online abuse.
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The report states that while the results suggest that political parties have made efforts to strengthen women’s
participation in politics and are generally aware of the need to prevent and combat VAWIP, their policies,
procedures and current practices are not yet fit for purpose. It makes a number of recommendations for
political parties regarding leadership in communicating intolerance of VAWIP, the expansion of equality
functions in political parties, enhanced policies, procedures and reporting mechanisms, support for women
candidates, active engagement with members on the issue, and the collection of data.

Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission

Ireland’s national human rights and equality institution is an independent public body accountable to

the national parliament. Its stated purpose is to promote and protect human rights and equality in Ireland
and build a culture of respect for human rights, equality and intercultural understanding in the State.

It addresses human rights and equality issues in a variety of ways ranging from engagement to enforcement.
The Commission aims to bring about change through legal means, policy and legislative advice, awareness
and education and partnerships across civil society.

Civil society organisations

The National Women’s Council is the leading national representative organisation for women and women’s
groups in Ireland, founded in 1973. It has over 190 member groups and a large and growing community of
individual supporters. Its stated purpose is to lead action for the achievement of women’s and girls’ equality
through mobilising, influencing, and building solidarity.

Women’s Collective Ireland is a national women’s community development organisation advancing

marginalised women’s equality through women’s community development. Women’s Collective Ireland
represents and works directly with women experiencing disadvantage, through 17 Grassroots Women’s
Community Development Projects and National structures. Its stated mission is to support grassroots
women through collective and practical actions to achieve their full human rights and true equality.

The Hope and Courage Collective works with communities, workplaces, and institutions across Ireland.

Its stated aim is to strengthen democracy and build collective resilience in the face of rising far-right hate
and disinformation. It works to achieve this through training, research and support, helping people to stay
grounded, resilient, and connected as they push back against division and create spaces where everyone
can belong.
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6. Case studies of violence against
women politicians

Suzzie O’Deniyi was a candidate in the local elections in 2024. Members of her canvassing team were
accosted by a man who verbally abused them and they were subjected to racist, sexual and misogynistic abuse.
The man filmed the aggressive encounter, and the clip went viral on social media. Ms O’Deniyi said that she
was deeply outraged, upset and appalled by the racist and sexist verbal abuse received by her canvassers
and described them as having been deeply traumatised by the incident and left fearful. She also referenced
numerous messages of support that she received from other candidates and members of the public.

A man was subsequently arrested and charged with two counts of using threatening, abusive
or insulting words or behaviour, contrary to Section 6 of the Criminal Justice (Public Order) Act, 1994.
The judge ordered that he have no contact whatsoever, including via social media, with Suzzie O’'Deniyi
or her campaign team.

Mary Lou McDonald is a member of parliament, leader of the Sinn Féin party and leader of the Opposition.
In March 2025, a man pleaded guilty to posting videos in which he made threats to kill or harm Ms McDonald.
The videos were viewed thousands of times and reposted across social media platforms.

In a victim impact statement read to the court, Ms McDonald said that, like others in the public
eye, she had become accustomed to routine abuse, aggression and casual threats on social media, but
that this was different. “The direct threat to shoot me, to shoot me ‘for free’, the open willingness to harm
me himself, and the implicit willingness to harm me on behalf of another”. She said the threat was real
and chilling and that she was afraid and angry, as was her family. She said the threat caused her distress,
anxiety and anger, but that she would allow any bully to stop her from doing her job.

In sentencing the man, the judge described the threats as extreme and frightening and remarked
that “contributions like this poison social discourse and give permission to certain individuals to behave
in a certain violent way, particularly to public individuals”. He imposed a three and a half year prison
sentence, with the final 15 months suspended on strict conditions.

Lisa Chambers is a former Senator and member of parliament. In 2024 a man was arrested on suspicion
of stalking her while she was still serving as a Senator. He was arrested after being found outside the home
of a relative of Ms Chambers, hiding in a bush in a state of undress with his belt removed and trousers
undone. While Ms Chambers didn’t comment publicly on the incident, sources close to her said she found
the incident deeply distressing and her family were also said to be extremely concerned.

In the past Ms Chambers had spoken about experiences of herself and other female politicians
revealing that she once received a handwritten rape threat reflecting that she hadn’t reported it at the time
but that she should have.

Anne Rabbitte is a Senator and previously served as a member of parliament and Minister of State.
In October 2024, a man was convicted of assault in relation to an incident that occurred in January 2023
when he threw a bag of cow excrement at Anne Rabbitte while she was speaking at a public meeting.

The judge imposed 60 hours of community service in lieu of a three-month prison term for the
assault on Ms Rabbitte. The judge imposed the sanction, observing that the assault was “at the lower
end” and he described Mr Baldwin in court as “a community-spirited individual” having read a Probation
Report and three testimonials handed into court. However, the judge also observed that the behaviour was
“not acceptable at a public meeting and not acceptable for public representatives to endure that type of
behaviour no matter who they are or what they are.” He said that public representative “must be able to go
along to such meetings and feel safe”.

15



7. Analyses and the efficacy of current
interventions at national level

There is a range of criminal offences which are relevant to the different forms of abuse, harassment
and intimidation experienced by women candidates and politicians. However, more data is required
on levels of reporting to police, whether complainants receive the appropriate response and support
when they make a report, whether prosecutions are mounted, and convictions secured.

Coimisitin na Meén is still a relatively new office, so more time is required to assess whether it has the
resources, capacity and necessary powers to fulfil its mandate both under the OSMR Act and as Digital
Services Coordinator for the purposes of the implementation of the EU’s Digital Services Act (DSA).

The report of the Task Force on Safe Participation in Public Life, which was published in 2024, found
that abuse directed towards people in public life was widespread, intensifying, and often gendered

or discriminatory, driven by misogyny, racism, and intolerance. They concluded that online abuse
was becoming normalised, aided by anonymity on digital platforms, with women and minorities
disproportionately targeted. The Task Force made a series of detailed recommendations on measures
which should be taken at all levels of the political eco-system and by the key stakeholders. To date,
no progress report has been published on the implementation of the recommendations.

8. Election

The Institute for Strategic Dialogue and the Hope and Courage Collective published a joint investigation
into Political violence, harassment, intimidation and threats during Ireland’s 2024 general election
campaign. They documented 55 incidents of politically motivated violence, threats, harassment, targeting

and smears across the five weeks leading up to the election in late November. These included 4 incidents
of offline violence; 13 incidents related to offline harassment against candidates/canvassers; 77 incidents
of targeting and harassment against candidate property; 11 incidents of online harassment against
candidates/canvassers; and 20 incidents of online smear campaigns and threatening rhetoric.

The researchers noted the following key findings:
@ The nature and scale of violence, harassment and other forms of intimidation during the General
Election was markedly different to the local/European elections. In general, there was less

on-the-ground targeting and more efforts concentrated online.

@ Explicit racist, misogynistic and anti-Muslim slurs were used in targeted acts of hate and harassment
against women and candidates with a migrant background.

(M)

20 candidates used threatening rhetoric against other elected politicians on online platforms.

A combined 90% of all incidents featured social media, illustrating the central role that online platforms
occupy in the hate, harassment and targeting of candidates.
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@ X and TikTok were the platforms on which we witnessed most hate and harassment, featuring in 65%
of all incidents. Permissive platform policies and unenforced guidelines may have emboldened far-right
activists, resulting in them operating with ease on X and TikTok.

In advance of the general election in 2024, Coimisitin na Mean and An Garda Siochana published
an information pack for all candidates to provide information on the roles of An Garda Siochana and

Coimisitin na Meén, and to offer guidance for candidates on what to do when they are faced with harmful
and/or illegal content or behaviour online. The pack detailed different types of scenarios that might arise
during the campaign and what steps candidates could take as well as providing further information

on the rights of users under Coimisitin na Mean’s Online Safety Framework and outlining the reporting
channels to use to report illegal content on the various platforms.

9. Experience of minority women

In 2022 a report entitled Different Paths, Shared Experiences: Ethnic Minority Women and Local Politics
in Ireland. was produced by Maynooth University in conjunction with the National Traveller Women’s
Forum and AkiDwA. It looked at how Traveller, Roma and other ethnic minority and migrant women
experience local politics in Ireland. Data, in the form of 45 online interviews, was gathered between
March and September 2021. The interviewees included what the authors describe as racialised, ethnic
minoritised and migrant women community leaders who had an interest in or who had run for political
office. The research points to violence and racist and sexist abuse and harassment experienced by
minoritised women and the particular vulnerability of local politicians, as sexist and racist abuse has
more impact as it is more personalised and proximate. It is often the case that minoritised women access
or engage in political life at the local level.

All interviewees acknowledged sexism and racism as part of their political experience, with varying levels
of detail, and all cited incidences of abuse and harassment on social media. Some recounted abuse and
harassment that occurred in public spaces or while canvassing.

In a subsequent submission to the Task Force on Safe Participation in Public Life, the authors stressed the
importance of applying an intersectional lens to any policy or legal commitments directed towards ensuring
the safe participation in public life of minoritised women. They also highlighted how the erosion of women’s
rights is part of the racist and xenophobic playbook of far-right organisations that include support for
democratic backsliding and describe political polarisation as a gendered and racialised phenomenon.

The Immigrant Council of Ireland produced a report detailing the experiences of election candidates

of a migrant background in the Irish local elections in June 2024. Over 20 local councillors of a migrant
background were elected, representing an over 100% increase on the 2019 results, where just nine candidates
with a migrant background were elected. In 2019, 53 candidates of migrant background were reported

as running, and that number more than doubled in 2024 to 120 candidates. 49% of candidates were women
in 2024 compared to 35% in 2019.

All of the successful candidates in 2024 were party nominees and all but three were elected in urban areas.

55% of successfully elected candidates of a migrant background were women, compared to 26% in the
general cohort of councillors.
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A similar report in 2019 found that racism and political violence were the biggest challenges for election
candidates of a migrant background. This trend continued in 2024. The Hope and Courage Collective
reported over 30 violent incidents against candidates during the campaign and found that 1 in 3 violent
attacks targeted candidates of a migrant background, whereas 1 in 20 election candidates were people
of a migrant background.

74% of candidates reported that they were victimised by racism and harassment during the election

campaign, with 1 in 3 stating that this was experienced frequently. The types of harassment experienced
by both men and women candidates is detailed in the table below which was included in the report.

% of candidates who experienced racism and harassment men Il women

Harassment by other candidates || |

Harassment by family members ‘_

Abusive phone calls, email, or letters ‘_
Spread Of rumors and misinformation ‘_
R

O B

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Most candidates (81%) experienced some form of abuse on social media, 78% experienced verbal abuse,
and 26% received threats of violence. 3% of candidates of a migrant background reported being assaulted.

In terms of impact, experiences of racism, discrimination and political violence caused 41% of candidates

to change their campaign strategy such as limiting canvassing or social media presence. 50% took unplanned
breaks to take care of their mental health with more women than men reporting having done this.

25% limited poster usage and 17% limited attendance at community events.

The majority of candidates who experienced abuse spoke to someone about their experience, but less than
half reported it to the appropriate authorities, with mixed experiences of being taken seriously and receiving
follow-up. In summary, candidates from migrant backgrounds were disproportionately targeted by political
violence during the June 2024 local elections, with female candidates experiencing higher levels of abuse
than their male counterparts. The most common form of abuse was communicative in nature, including
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harassment on social media, verbal threats, and abusive phone calls. In addition to these personal attacks,
many candidates also faced deliberate efforts to undermine their campaigns by disrupting access to resources
and obstructing their ability to carry out effective electoral strategies.

Recommendations

The main recommendation in an Ireland context is the timely and full implementation of the
recommendations of the Task Force on Safe Participation in Political Life, in particular the following:

the detailed structural and procedural recommendations covering An Garda Siochana to provide
cohesion and consistency in safeguarding those in political life;

the call for social media companies to take proactive measures to address abuse against those
in political life;

that Coimisitiin na Mean fully utilise its powers to ensure appropriate protections for elected
representatives and candidates online;

that the Houses of the Oireachtas put in place appropriate security and support services for members
of parliament;

that political parties put in place appropriate codes of conduct, complaints processes, training
and support structures for members;

that the Department of Local Government ensure that similar levels of support and advice structures
are available to the elected members of local authorities.

Irish law currently requires the publication of the home address of election candidates. We recommend

a change is made to the current system that considers safety, verification and transparency, removes a real
barrier and risk factor for all candidates and elected officials, and maintains the integrity and trust of the
voter in the electoral system.
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