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Sexual violence is one of the most prevalent and serious crimes in Ireland and it can
have a devastating impact not only on individuals but the whole of society. With
220,000 women in Ireland raped in their lifetimes1, no family, community or aspect
of our society is unaffected by sexual violence.
Key initiatives the next government must deliver on:
1. A credible strategy to prevent sexual violence from happening in the first
place
2. Advocating for survivor’s rights,
3. Ensuring the best possible responses to survivors of sexual violence,
4. Supporting an evidence base,
5. Safe to Learn – freedom from sexual violence in schools.

1.

Primary prevention of sexual violence, a priority next step

Primary prevention, (preventing the crimes before they happen) of sexual violence
is a fundamental obligation of a democratic government, yet such activity remains
negligible. There is now a growing body of evidence on what works. A credible
approach to primary prevention is the next step in an appropriate statutory
response to sexual violence.
At present some responsibility for primary prevention rests within the government
offices, Cosc and the Child and Family Agency, Tusla where, in practice, there is little
capacity or resources and it is never the most urgent matter. It is critical that the
capacity, skill set and resources2 for primary prevention are clearly delineated and
separated from functions and structures whose principal concerns are delivering
comprehensive early intervention, secondary prevention and responses. A lack of
delineation has often meant that primary prevention is expected to emerge as a
by- product of early intervention, child protection and survivor responses. This is
inappropriate and counterproductive.
In effect under these conditions survivors are put at the centre of primary
prevention, illogically and unfairly giving them the responsibility/blame for being
the agents or catalysts for change. Primary Prevention must instead focus on
perpetrator attitude and behaviour and culture.
Recommendation: establish and resource a distinct and specialist primary
prevention infrastructure/programme3.
1
SAVI Report, McGee et al, 2002
2
The UN CEDAW requires states to identify and work to change culture and attitudes that
support harmful practices eg sexual violence. he CoE Istanbul Convention, to which Ireland is a
signatory, requires adequate resourcing both financially and HR (Art 8)it also distinguishes between
awareness raising and prevention (Art 13) making thisrecommendation an obligation under the Convention.
3
Such as the Crisis Pregnancy Agency/Programme
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2.

Ensuring the voice of survivors and their Rights inform State
responses

Sexual Violence remains largely a hidden crime and as such continues to require
independent services and advocacy which the state must support and protect.
Sexual Violence is a crime where the victim often chooses not to engage with the
formal authorities as to do so is potentially unsafe or too costly. 64% of survivors
using RCCs do not engage with the formal authorities4. We broadly estimate that
at least 80% of all survivors remain outside of direct services and agencies both
statutory and non-statutory. The State has an obligation to these survivors none
the less.5 Survivors’ rights and needs must inform legislation, resources, policy
and practice. Where there are competing rights, interests, limited resources and
priorities the voice of the largely silent survivor must have strong, independent
and accountable advocacy such as Rape Crisis Centres and the RCNI, who work
collaboratively with the State ensuring a fit for purpose set of responses and laws.
Recommendation: Government commitment and resourcing of an independent
voice for survivors  through reinstating RCNI core funding, alongside mandated
and transparent,  accountable partnership working.

3.

Ensure responses to survivors of sexual violence

Survivors have a right to a choice of accessible and specialist support as outlined in
the EU Victim’s Directive (Nov 2015) and the anticipated Istanbul Convention. Rape
crisis and other sexual violence services need a commitment from government to
• protect their independence and autonomy, vindicating survivors’ right
under the EU Victims Directive
• champion NGOs’ right to advocate for survivors
• sufficient and ring-fenced funding so that the critical work of Rape
Crisis Centres is not continuously in competition with urgent child protection deficits elsewhere within Tusla.
Recommendations:
• ring fence Domestic and Sexual Violence funds within Tusla
• secure and fund a single database for the sector through reinstating RCNI
funding for same
• ensure legislation, the justice process and service contracts and policies fully
support the rights of survivors to dignity, privacy and autonomy through
supporting and resourcing independent advocacy to work collaboratively with
the state. Ensuring the legislative framework, while enhancing accountability,
does not impede independence.

4
RCNI National Rape Crisis Statistics 2014
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The EU Victims Directive (transposed 16th November 2015) makes the state liable to vindicate the rights of survivors whether they report or not (Art 8).

4.

Supporting an Evidence Base

It is possible to lower the numbers of sexual violence crimes perpetrated and
prevent re-traumatisation of survivors. To do so we need to understand the
scale and nature of the problem, the specifics that need addressing and test our
approaches in affecting change. Yet the issue of Sexual Violence has never had a
credible research budget. A government must commit to looking at the problem
and act to prevent it through investment in research. All other activity in this area
is compromised and the credibility of any government’s commitment to tackling
sexual violence is in question if we do not. Without research a government cannot
take a leadership role in driving transformation. Without research initiatives
like awareness raising, education and training risk being ad hoc, piece meal and
ineffectual at best, harmful at worst. Without research we are at best capitulating
to the status quo which is untenable.
Recommendation: Commit to the National Strategy on Domestic, Sexual and
Gender based violence, having a high level research goal that is fit for purpose in
driving the knowledge and skills across statutory and non-statutory locations and
ensure it:
• is adequately resourced
• is informed by an expert panel who set a research agenda
• supports regular prevalence research
• supports the collection of administrative data across all sources of data in this
area
• ensures specialist and subject specific research as prioritised by the expert
panel.

5.

Safe to learn – freedom from Sexual Violence in schools

All children and young people should have the opportunity to learn in a safe
environment. Safety includes freedom from the threat, fear or fact of all forms of
sexual violence. There is a statutory obligation to ensure same6. We are currently
not meeting that obligation.
We urgently need to build our understanding of the challenge, support schools to
proactively address the issue and empower children through effective evidencebased interventions.
Knowledge gap:
An unknown number and range of sexual harassment, threat, fear and indeed
sexual assault is experienced by children on school property. We have no research
that defines this problem adequately, instead we have the individual testimony of
children and young people attending rape crisis centres and analysed in the RCNI
report on the child survivor7, an out-of-date general prevalence study (SAVI) and
research on gender equality in schools that ‘happened upon’ sexual violence8.
6
The Louise O’Keeffe judgment in the ECHR clearly delineates the responsibility to a safe
learning environment in schools.

7
RCNI, Hearing Child Survivors (2013) & the Older Child and Sexual Violence
(2014), www.rcni.ie
8
A study by Kathleen Lynch and Anne Lodge, documented how girls and female teachers
in co-ed schools regularly experienced the threat of or actual sexual assault on school premises. The
‘milder’ assaults we can surmise took the shape of actual or attempted breast squeezing, bum pinching

Recommendation: Fund research focusing on adolescent experiences and/or fear
of sexual violence which will not only lead to a better understanding of the extent
and nature of the problem in our educational settings but develop guidance,
awareness and solutions towards a national policy and implementation plan.
Policy gap:
In addition to the knowledge gap this issue receives no national response as it ‘falls
between’ the DES Action Plan on Bullying and Children First obligations. The
Bullying action plan excludes sexual harassment (except where it is cyber bullying)
on the basis that the definition is problematic and that Children First is already an
appropriate response to sexual crimes.
Children First, however, is a set of secondary prevention actions, that is, it responds
to crimes of sexual violence, it does not prevent them from happening in the first
place. It is individualised in its response and appropriately activates a range of child
protection and justice responses. The gap is that many acts of sexual aggression
and violence are not reported and therefore never trigger a Children First response.
Where acts are reported many of those acts are so normalised and commonplace
they are denied and minimised. Therefore, in the absence of a proactive and
explicit whole of school action which establishes zero tolerance for all sexual
violence, what many children learn is the tolerance of sexual violence as either
perpetrator or target.
Recommendation: Effective primary prevention requires a school community to
have an explicit zero tolerance of sexual harassment and violence. Arising out of
the research government should ensure a national whole of school policy and set
of actions in response to the scale of the problem of teenage vulnerability to sexual
violence.
Support gap:
The complex area of managing the ongoing support and care of a victim after
disclosure in a post primary setting and particularly in the context of a peer
perpetrator, may present challenges which are inadequately addressed in Children
First.
For the child survivor whose abuser is also a child, there needs to be a number of
special considerations. Child perpetrators are generally the same age or slightly older than the child they abuse. They are overwhelmingly 15 to 17 years old (82%)9.
Once over 12 the child survivor is increasingly likely to be a girl as boys’ vulnerability to victimisation decreases with puberty. Therefore, there is a significant probability that when teenage girls are abused the perpetrator is a male peer. Given the
centrality of the school community in a teenager’s peer life, much of the social
interactions within which the violence is being perpetrated, is likely to develop
within or be closely linked to the school community (if not necessarily on school
property), particularly, but not exclusively so, within a co-ed school. For example
both the victim and the accused may be attending the same school or the sibling
of the accused may be in the same class as the victim etc. Any formal investigation may be prolonged leaving the school to manage a situation in an ongoing way
in the absence of legal charity on the case itself. RCNI are clear that post primary
and crotch grabbing. The boys described it as’ a bit of fun’ and ‘harmless’, the girls described it as ‘running the gauntlet’.It is unclear from this study if there was any expectation the authority figures would
have a role in responding to these incidents and indeed if they did respond in any way.
9
Op Cit. Hearing Child Survivors p. 24

schools face significant challenges in responding to the medium and long term
needs of the child victim and indeed the child perpetrator in their school
community.
Recommendation: National guidance or standards need to be in place to ensure
best practice and consistency to support the children who have been victimised
or been the sexual aggressor, to reduce instances of secondary trauma, to prevent
negative impacts on their school performance and to support an appropriate
justice response.
Skills gap:
RCNI launched research, Young People, Alcohol and sex: What’s consent got to do
with it? in January 201410. This is a qualitative study of college students’ understanding of sexual consent and alcohol consumption. One of the conclusions of the
young people themselves and core findings of the research is that they lacked
preparedness to negotiate consent safely leaving them vulnerable to sexual
violence and indeed unsure about naming sexual violence.
Recommendation: best practice in curriculum content to address sexual violence
both in terms of supporting disclosure and survivors and in terms of primary prevention have undergone significant evidence-led change recently. PDST needs to
be adequately resourced and draw appropriately on evidence and expertise to
ensure the curriculum content in our schools is progressive and effective. A key
component of building a child’s skills is to empower parents to communicate and
educate them on this issue.  parallel programme for parents should be supported.
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Young people, alcohol and sex: What’s Consent got to do with it?, Padraig Mac Neela, NUIG,

