O

-

JO¥ HUME MP MEP

LEADER OF ™E SDLP

ADDRESS TO
LABOUR WOMEN'S NATIONAL COUNCIL
“AGM DUBLIN MARCH 8th ~

INTERNATIONAL WOMEN'S DAY

Y s S e _.v.v.‘ ::-1:’,77,3.;,:




I
|
|
i

£ look 2% eny aspect of legislation in Ireland must immediately take cognisance
of the fact that there are two legislative jurisdictions. In examining
aspects of social legislation this fact cannot simplyv be resd as a territorial
or administrative comparison. The existence of two juriscdictions, the div—
isions which gave rise to them and the prejudices and fears which have such

a be@ring on their political life have done much to shape social. legislation

in Irelznd. Perhaps in some matters I should say "to stop" social legislation
1)

in Ireland, —

Surveying the history of the two jurisdictions can anyone seriousi&ﬁquestion
the evidence of confessionalism in both? In bofh we have seen a prevailing
concern that laws should reflect the ethos of the majority. We have hagd

protestant laws for a protestant state and we have had the special position

of the Catholic Church.,

It was inevitable, given that partition was based on a sectarisn headcount
that this should be so. Among the motive forces which led to the process
of partition wrs the desire to show independence of identity =nd to assert
or protect values and traditions. Separation, domination, governance and

legislation all became means to those ends., Legislation was used not simply

to regulate aspects of community 1life but to reflect certain values., It

was used as much as a badge to proclaim a pnarticular set of values as it was

a shield to rrotect the needs of society as a whole,

Given the »rriicular religicus traditions of Irish Society these factors
served to nAr=2lvse any real prospect of pluralism. In this atmosphere the
delivery of any progressive change becomes slow., I heve made the observation

before thet many of the world's trouble spots all share the distinction of

having deeply religious convictions., It seems to me that the moral certi-.

tude’inculcated in peonle of strong religious influence mekes it more diff-

g

icult for them to ancent compromise, Peorle find themselves reliant on
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certain absolutes and therefore less sensitive to the real complexity of

situations, Where people find their attitudes governed by particular nos—

trums, they all too often in turn want their whole society governed by those
>

same nostrums, They find it hard to draw the line between personal ohservance

and nolitical ordnence, I do not have to list the meny examples of this in

Ireland.
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Qur task in Treland is to accommodzte diversity. To realise that we are not

threatened by the difference of others tut we are threatened hy intolerance.

The SDLP has always sought to address the fundamental problem of the division

of the Irish peonle and the political, social and economic fall-out from

our failure to resolve that division by creating an acceptance of diversity,

We welcome the Anglo-Irish Agreement as a step forward in the process of

recondiliation and political development which is needed to build a new
Ireland. We do not particularly seek that new Ireland as An end in itself,
for the satisfaction of nationalism, We seek it as the achievement ofxan

el
open, p1ura11§%A;ﬁgcb we can address fully the need for social and economic

“line th=t says trestment of these problems is conditional upon some new

Drogress.

That being said we cannot afford to await a new Ireland before we address
R s er——

many of the pressing areas of sociel legislation and social provision. In
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varticular many of the issues and problems which affect women, although not

exclusivelv, must be addressed and treated in their owm right. I reject the
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olitir=1 arr=nzement, I nlso reject the line vhich offers trezatment of

v3

these protlems As a nrimiry meanc of moving towards & ncw political arrange—

ment in Ireland, I have no doubt that progress on such issues would con-
tribute to a better climate of understanding but it should not be simply
on the basis of such consideratipbns that we should pursue certain changes

in social legislation.

I must say that I find a level of political immaturity for instance, in the
line that sars the South should introduce new legislation on merital breek-
dowm to assuﬁge Unionist opirion in the North, These proklems should e
legislated for beceuse they need *o he legislated for. Change should be
mede not for appeerances to others but to offer improvement to.those vho
fird themselves injured by current arrangements. It is offensive to thos

f t21 hreskdowm to hear a treatment of this very real

erl
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in circumstonces o

Yuman isesus @imost ignore them snd their needs, It is also cuite patronising

+o Northern Protestantis,

P
Just a2s it is wrong that the Ganfe sz;giikiji sustained hy nartition hes

4 elative approach to such igsues as marital

-

ctifled = prorer aAnd opern le

hreakdown =nd femily planning so too is it wrong for =2pprosches on such

jasues now to feel they heve to cover themselves ag a meens towerds ending



It is not for me to go too deeply into questions which mi
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some party pol itical difference ir the South. However, as = northern
would make the observetion that I and hundreds of thousands of Catholice
live in a2 jurisdiction wvhere there is divorce, where there is full legeol

access to family plenning and where schools give sex educatinn, This has

not threatened anvbodv's Catholici;g; Indeed it has not particularly offended
anybody's Catholicism. I have not yed heard a Catholic Bishon in the North
say that his flock were poorer Catholics than those in the South because of

4
the differences in legislation.

You will all have heard the SDLP describhed as "a mainly Catholic" party.

I will not now give you a detailed rejection of that descrintion. It is

noteworthy however, thzt when we were in office in the power—sharing executive

in 1974 it was we who extended the availability of family planning services

on the National Health Service. There was more concern in Unionist quarters

about this move than among our own supporters,

Similarly in January 1985 the SDLP annual Conference adopted a motion support—

ing a chenge in the divorce law, The change we wanted was that in uncon=

tested divorce cases the narties should onlv have 1o submit written affidavits

instead 5f having to appear in court. e feel that the court procedure is
of itself adversarial and so can generate bitterness which can influence— ?
alimony, child custody and propefty arrangements, It also creates an aura
of guilt which combounds the obvious trauma involved. The only peonle who
gain from the present law are lawyers.! Some weeks later the same nroposal
was before the Northern Ireland Assembly. They rejected it on the sgrounds

that it wre too liherzl etc,

As you cer see lzbels can be misleadi ing. No doubt you herve many arguments
about the lahel "women's issues'", Is divorce a women's issve? Is femily
planning A women's issue? Is sex educetion a women's issue? Is rape law

a women's issue? Uncuestionebly they 2re issues of nrofound n~oncerr to

women, They are far from heing of exclusive concern to women, Unfortunstely

PR SAS Phedt

all too often they are treated or ignored as such, Of themselves these are

not solely women's issues out in nolitinsl terms they have btecome women's

issues hecruse women are more preptred to deal with them, Iyoperience hes

told you thet you have to be, A__—,—f//
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" In the North the label "women's issue" is not readily apnlied in the same

way as in the South. This is not because issues which have particular con-

cerns for women do not exist, but because of the different legislative

climate, I feel it is fmportant to identify some of the issues which the
e ———

SDLP is pursuing.

Women in the north have benefitted in several ways under the provisioh )
of the Welfare State, although the system also has many anomalies which

penalise women, The proposed Social Security Bill which you have heard

something off already will penalise women on several counts particulanly X

when taken in the context of other changes.

The devaluation of Child Benefit which is paid to the mother will clearly
make things more difficult for women managing a domestic budget. The

evidence shows that there is a fairer distribution of domestic resources

where significent benefit is paid to the mether. Similarly the supplement
to low wazed families Family Income Subplement is to be replaced by a system

called Family Creﬁitll Like Child Benefit, F I S is usually paid to the

" mother. The new Family Credit, however, will be paid in the wage packet.

Basically there will be less benefit and it will transfer from the purse

to the wallet, We have no doubt that this will in%gnsify the deprivation

s

of amny women and their children.

It is somewhat ironic that the Thetcher approach in Social Security tends

Eo be that dependéncy on the state is a vice. In relation to women however

it seems to be that dependency on A man is a virtue.

The SDLP do not dispute the need to reform the Social Security system.
Wot least because there has been such a change in the situation of women
since it was established in the 1940's when few married women worked out-

side the home. Social Security provision was designed on the-basis that a

woman was devendent on her husband for financiel support.

The Fowler review, however, retracts some of the gains made during the life
of the wWelfare State towards giving women an adequate independent income.

The government ignored the submissions and recommendations of many groups

who treat and represent the problems of families and of women,
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The government ere raising the maternity grant from £25 (set in 1969) o

4

£75. But it will no longer be universally available but will be means tested.

This hes been identified as a precedent which could threeten universal
| child benefit, I believe that provision for maternity is fundamental to
: the welfare of future generations and must be based on health and welfare —
provision for all pregnant women and their babies and income repnlacement
durihg maternity.

1)
4t vpresent Supplementary Benefit ablows peyment of various maternity heeds

such 2s different clothing, cot, pram, bahy clothes, bedding etc unger the
single pavment system, This support is obviously of some comfort to women

on low incomes, Single peyments however, zre to be replaced hv A cash-—

1limited sonial fund, grants from which will usually have to be revaid.

Obviously this jeoperdises the welfare of many women and their children.

The offensive nature of the fund, which is really =an anti-social fund, will

hurt their dignity and could seriously compound any nrorlems of depression,

Depending on circumstances @ its discretionary loezn nature Ané the nrovision

for "advine on budget manazement! could drive women into the clutches of

f

money lenders and loan sharks, ¢ s

¢ In the Common' debete l?ct June it was this proposel for "advice on budsed

management" which I challenged most. This is an insult 1o the poor suesest-—
”——————’

ing that they do not need an improvement in their income but advice on how

EELEBQQSF' There are 650 MP's in the Commons. I asked thgm what one of

them could manage a hudget hetter than those denendent on Social Security.
T to0ld them that the best manegers of hudgets in the country sre the women
who rear, feed and clothe their families on the pittance of suprlementery

ked to cet better still,

D
Nn

benefit, Sedly it looks as though they =r heing Ac
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Tt shoudl not be lost on anyone either that the British covernments higher

educ,tion policy a2lso threatens onportunities for women, The student grante

-

scheme is heing run dowm, ancillary sorial security tenefits to students

“

are heing witﬁdrawn, collese funding is being subjected to a process of

/ an only

nrolling vrivatisstion'. This reversal of the Robhin's principle ¢ 11y

mean more limited access to higher educrtion for women. As student finance

e

-

moves towards vrivatisation under loAns and increased prrental dependency

o

it is clear that women will heve more diffi culty findinz sponsorship for

third level educrtion., There has been 1it+le enoush dewrte abhout the trends
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in higher education policy and the implications for women have hardly been

looked at. T can assure you that we will keep it up—front in our .efforts.

1

? The higher education factor is important not least because of its relevance

to job opmortunities, The north has seen progress in recent years on the
— 3 s -

; - question of Equal Opportunities and job discrimination. Our economic diff-

jculties, with their source in the recession, monetarism and violence, have
’ frustrated many of the hopes we all had however. In many of the areas

4
where we have good legislation we do not really have the economic activity

to give it reality. There is still a large problem of residual discrim-—,

ination in meny areas, not least the financial institutions,

There is still the fact that many women have found work only in low-paid

jobs., Their position will be made worse by the government's nolicy against
”
the Wages Councils which offer them their only protection in meny sectors

where they have no fecility of trade union organisation.

{ ' . M . . i .
‘ Women in work will 21so lose out on some of the pension chenges in the pre-

sent Social Security Bill. Again particularly those on low wages. It is

I clear that abolition of SERPS in favour of Private and Occupationel Pension

3ae 4

i
§‘ schemes will leave them worse off., It will be difficult enough for women

in many jobs to even get such alternmative pension cover never mind one with

smaller benefit.

It hes been inevitable that any assessment of the legal process in Northern
Ireland has concentrated on the question of the reliability of evidence,

U the zbsence of juries, the use of super grasses etc. This has been to the
detriment of other important issues, One of these‘is the law and its

Processes on Rape, The SDLP is committed to the introduction of new laws

on Rape,

We believe that the present treatment of rape only adds to the ordeal of

women. Police handling of raje victims must be changed to allow for more

sensitivity to the distress and traume of women. At vresent a Rape victim.
‘ i's undér e heavier obligation.to provide evidence of her assanlt at thé police

renort and investigation stzge, than the victim of rractically any other

offence. There is of course throughout 2 Iape case the ohnorious involve-—

ment of referonce 1o or cuestions about 2 victim's sexual hebits, This

combined with the snomsnlous determination of “consent™ hy courts hes served



to make rape cases something of a trial for victims., The defination of

rape must also be changed. Our conference policy calls on the law to rec-

ognise 22ne within marriage and also to end the narrow definition of rape
—

“as actunlly nroven intercourse,

It is cle=r that if the courts and legal process are mesnt to serve the
! ‘ needs of a2ll, to protect society and provide recourse to Justice that issues

: such as the treatment of rape must be addressed meaningfully,

There ere of course mény other issues facine women in +he Northgw I heve
| chosen to sperk on those which T feel have been given too Jittle attenfion.
This is not to take away from the importence of the question of stiip-
E searchinz, This nractice is degrading and offensive. It causes distress
E ‘ end nervous anxiety and is an affront to any stenderds of decency. The
|

political situation has imposed directly on many women whether they have

been widowed through violence, lost their partner through imprisonment or
*——‘_‘

desertion while they go on the run or lost children to paramilitaries
S————"

P

o or violent death.

j I will not vatronise you with comments about the strength and resilience
| f women in the North have showm during the troubles. Nor will I make -trite

P comments about this day as Inte rnational Women's Day, I will simply give

you &n undertakine that the SDLP and I will continue and hopefully improve

f ‘ ' our work for better social legislation in the North and a broper recognition ﬁ¥

of and response to women's needs., It is not easy for us to succeed, Labour

1 4

in the South have the coelition dilemma of governmdnt or onposition, That

# yould be a luxury for us as we cannot really be jeither, We will try.



