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INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY
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For people who are the subject of discrimination, 
stigmatisation or marginalisation, the meaning 
of the word ‘equality’ can be found in tangible, 
inclusive action. Often the need to realise 
or achieve equality is urgent. Having the 
opportunity to access supports or equal 
treatment can have profoundly positive effects 
on the lives of the individuals concerned. 
The reach of the Equality Fund in its first 
year of operation in 2018-2019 illustrates the 
significance and value of these efforts. 

To date the Fund has reached hundreds of people, 
and in doing so has significantly contributed to 
positive outcomes in terms of mental and physical 
health, safety, access to services and community 
cohesion. This work contributes to a culture of 
equality in Irish society generally, and specifically 
the innovative solutions offered by each project 
provide significant learning for all stakeholders.

Even with the advances in mainstreaming 
equality and efforts to install it across most 
spheres of activity in Ireland, thousands of 
people continue to experience significant 
exclusion. In its open call for applications in mid-
2018, the Equality Fund received 53 completed 
submissions from groups and organisations, 
each of whom powerfully presented their issues 
through the frame of equality. 

From these, the Equality Fund selected five 
projects to support, which fell under four thematic 
headings: 1) people affected by gender-based 
violence, 2) migrants, 3) former offenders and 
prisoners, and 4) LGBT people. Within these groups, 
the fund specifically focused on unreached 
survivors of sexual violence, isolated sex workers, 
care of older LGBT people, integration of migrant 
Muslim women, and interventions for non-
convicted child sex offenders and their families.

Since the 1980s in Ireland, the work of 
community-based civil society organisations 
has largely focused on equality of opportunity 
and access to services. They have persevered to 
ensure their community’s coherence and voice is 
heard in public policy, as seen with the Traveller 
community, early-school leavers and drug-related 
projects for example. Such work led to enactment 
of equality legislation in 2000 that enumerated 
nine grounds on which discrimination could be 
located and challenged in public and private 
settings. More broadly, a culture of equality has 
mainstreamed in public policy where accounting 
for diversity and countering stigma are now seen 
as standard imperatives.

Achieving sustainability for these projects 
and programmes requires rigour in terms of 
governance, regulation and accessing funding. The 
Equality Fund prioritised work that strengthens 
marginalised communities to maintain or scale up 
community-based activity, and crucially to speak 
for themselves while doing so.

The societal value of understanding the evidence, 
stories and data these communities gather, 
and for these situations to be communicated 
effectively, offers important information to policy-
makers and service providers. The cumulative 
effects of such equality work on the general 
population in Ireland found recent expression in 
the constitutional referendums of 2015 and 2018 
on marriage equality and access to abortion.

The equality sector, as described in Chapter 1, has 
undergone systemic transformation over the past 
decade, and the pivotal role of donors and funders 
in enabling, promoting and fostering civil society 
equality efforts cannot be over-stated. With this 
in mind, and with the success of the Equality 
Fund, it is timely for co-funders and donors to 
increase their focus on equality issues.
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The purpose of this document is fourfold:

1  To present case studies of each of the 
Equality Fund award recipients, focusing on 
their impact to date, their innovation, their 
resource needs, their experience of capacity-
building work with Social Innovation Fund 
Ireland and their future plans

2  To capture the experiences and aspirations  
of funders

3  To increase understanding of the resource and 
capacity-building needs for the Equality Sector 
in Ireland

4  To invite dialogue and encourage co-partner 
funding in Equality in Ireland

The first chapter makes the case for the 
importance of focusing on equality and supports 
to marginalised communities. In doing so it refers 
to the impact of economic recession and growing 
compliance regulation on a fledgling equality 
sector, as well as to the significant decrease in 
philanthropic investment. The chapter places 
these developments – and the work of the 
Equality Fund and its recipients – within the 
international sustainable development and human 
rights frameworks.

The second chapter contains case studies of 
the five Equality Fund awardees. It is built around 
interviews with key individuals in each organisation 
and reviews of their documentation such as 
strategic plans and reports. Each case study is 
produced as a stand-alone, so that awardees can 
use them in their work. They are structured to 
match Social Innovation Fund criteria of impact, 
innovation, scalability, leadership and engagement 
with SIFI’s capacity-building programmes – such as 
strategic and communications planning. 

The final chapter offers an analysis and key 
learning from the experience of the Equality Fund. 
It draws together learning from funders, awardees 
and Social Innovation Fund Ireland itself to make a 
series of recommendations for resourcing Equality 
work into the future.

THIS DOCUMENT
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While researching this report, through policy 
and documentary analysis as well as through 
interviewing funders and awardees, seven 
coherent key messages and recommendations 
emerged, around which this report revolves.  
They are:

KEY MESSAGE 1 

Ireland’s Equality Sector is crucial

The Equality Sector is critical to an inclusive 
Ireland. It has been at the heart of positive social, 
policy and legislative change in the country. 
The effectiveness of its work, as well as the 
public support for it, has been demonstrated in 
recent years through the passing of progressive 
legislation and the marriage equality and abortion 
rights referendums.

RECOMMENDATION 1 

Philanthropic organisations and government 
should further prioritise investment in the 
Equality Sector in Ireland in order to embed and 
grow this vital space. This includes programmes 
of support to minority communities and 
programmes of public education on the 
importance of Equality to an inclusive society.

KEY MESSAGE 2 

The burdens of recession and regulation 
need to be accounted for

The Equality Sector was deeply damaged in recent 
years by the withdrawal of funding during the 
economic recession in Ireland, the dismantling 
of a burgeoning equality infrastructure, and by 
increasing regulatory burdens being placed on 
poorly resourced community groups.

RECOMMENDATION 2 

Philanthropy, Civil Society and Government 
work together to remove barriers, such 
as regulatory burdens, so as to empower 
vital Equality organisations to serve their 
communities and to work together to further 
Equality for all.

KEY MESSAGE 3 

Resilience grows with support

The Equality Fund awardee organisations are proof 
of the resilience and innovation of the Equality 
Sector and a growing confidence among minority 
communities in developing supports and platforms.

RECOMMENDATION 3 

Funders, government and civil society groups 
should learn from the experiences of the 
Equality Fund awardees and build on the 
considerable momentum created by the fund 
and other Equality initiatives.

KEY MESSAGES AND RECOMMENDATIONS



KEY MESSAGE 4 

Marginalised groups must speak in  
their own voices

The experience of the Equality Fund demonstrates 
the importance of minority communities speaking 
for themselves and leading initiatives to further 
equality in Ireland.

RECOMMENDATION 4 

Funders should focus attention on developing 
leadership among minority communities.

KEY MESSAGE 5 

Balancing community and policy work is 
challenging for fledgling projects

In the poorly resourced Equality Sector there is 
a tangible friction between the need to provide 
services to extremely marginalised community 
members and the need to work towards affecting 
systematic change and furthering equality.

RECOMMENDATION 5 

As well as supporting minority groups to work 
with their communities it is vital that high 
quality training is provided to public servants 
and others who engage with  
such communities. 

KEY MESSAGE 6 

Supplementing finance with key skills 
multiplies impact

SIFI’s Equality Fund, which includes a suite of 
capacity-building, communications and strategic 
planning supports has proven to be an excellent 
model for equality-focused and community-led 
organisations.  

RECOMMENDATION 6 

Funders, Government and Civil Society can 
significantly increase their impact by combining 
capacities. The Equality Fund is a model for 
doing this as it brought together Equality 
expertise, financial resources and capacity-
building infrastructure to ‘lift’ Equality focused 
organisations and sectors.

KEY MESSAGE 7 

Achieving sustainability to continue the 
work is a key concern

Equality work needs further support in order 
to realise its potential. This is evidenced by 
awardee testimonials, donor testimonials, the 
extensive analysis carried out for this report. Such 
investment would be in-line with the Government’s 
commitments to Sustainable Development Goals 
and obligations under international treaties. 

RECOMMENDATION 7 

Government and philanthropy should work 
together to ensure that long-term and 
substantial funding mechanisms are created  
to support Equality work in Ireland.
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When speaking of equality and human rights in this 
report we understand the terms as follows: 

“Equality is concerned with sameness and 
difference between individuals and groups. 
Human rights are concerned with fundamental 
properties (or minimum standards of treatment) 
of all individuals. Sufficiency, rather than equality 
is the key principle here, and entitlement is 
unconditional, based not on need or desert, but 
on one’s humanity … However, it is important 
to observe that these two concepts overlap in 
important ways. Indeed, the idea of human rights 
is itself premised on an essential form of equality 
between human beings. This egalitarian principle 
is made explicit in the claim in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights that ‘All human beings 
are born free and equal in dignity and rights’ 
(Article 1).” 

  Jane Mulderrig, Equality and Human Rights: 
Key Concepts and Issues Working Paper 1 
(University of Edinburgh, 2019)

In this light, where human rights are focused on in 
this report, they are done so in the context of the 
larger equality drive that the Fund recipients and 
the funders have embarked on. SIFI is mindful that 
these formal phrasings are not necessarily used 
by recipients of the Equality Fund in their daily 
work, or by the individuals they work with. In this 
document, these concepts are seen as common 
and consistent frames – that can be used equally 
with local, national, regional or international 
audiences – on which to map real-life experience, 
and organise rationales and arguments. 
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‘EQUALITY’ AND ‘HUMAN RIGHTS’  
IN THIS DOCUMENT
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The Equality Fund has selected five projects  
to support, which fall under four thematic 
headings including: 

1 People affected by gender-based violence
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The Equality Fund has selected five projects  
to support, which fall under four thematic 
headings including: 

2 Migrants
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The Equality Fund 
overview and 
environments

CHAPTER 1
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OVERVIEW

The Equality Fund is a €300,000 awards fund 
created by Social Innovation Fund Ireland with 
the support of the Ireland Fund in partnership 
with the Peter Kinney and Lisa Sandquist 
Foundation and the Department of Rural and 
Community Development. The Department 
of Rural and Community Development 
provides matching funding for all philanthropic 
funds raised by Social Innovation Fund 
Ireland, via the Dormant Accounts Fund.

The Equality Fund focuses on supporting 
innovative programmes that would otherwise 
struggle to secure funding, because they largely 
focus on addressing sub-populations in already 
marginalised communities. The Fund financially 
and technically supports projects within existing 
organisations that target these overlooked 
sub-populations to attain appropriate visibility, 
scale and impact. Importantly, through SIFI’s 
Accelerator Programme the Fund elevates its 
role in providing non-financial supports such as 
communications, strategic planning, and other 
capacity-building activities for sustainability. 

Although the 2018-2019 funded projects differ in 
their reach and scope, they are all underpinned 
by core principles of dignity, equality, access to 
rights and social participation. 

The wealth of learning about the many 
approaches to achieving equality, tackling 
stigmatisation, community cohesion and the 
effects of targeted supports to key actors that 
has been gathered through this committed work 
serves to strengthen the Fund’s impact.

The goals of the Equality Fund are to: 

—  Support projects that strengthen equality  
for all in Ireland 

—  Address well-documented inequalities that 
have worsened as a result of a decade of 
economic recession 1 2 3

—  Support minority communities in a context 
where discrimination against them is rising 
globally. 

1  “Racism against minorities ‘fuelled by recession’”, Irish News,  
26 October 2013 www.independent.ie/irish-news/racism-against-
minorities-fuelled-by-recession-29701863.html

2  Racism and Migrant workers in Ireland (policy paper), MRCI, 2010, 
www.mrci.ie/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/Racism-and-Migrant-
Workers-in-Ireland.pdf

3  “Recession is promoting racism in Ireland according to Immigrant 
Council”, Irish Central, 19 December 2011 www.irishcentral.com/
news/recession-is-promoting-racism-in-ireland-according-to-
immigrant-council-135849403-237744231



The five projects supported by the Equality Fund  
in 2018-2019 are as follows:

ORGANISATION THEMATIC HEADING PROJECT NAME DESCRIPTION

Dublin Rape Crisis 
Centre

Gender-based Violence 
(GBV)

Moving Forward Online resource for 
victims/survivors 
unreached to date

Chrysalis Community 
Drug Project CLG

Gender-based Violence 
(GBV)

Stay Safe Work Wise Online resource to 
increase safety of sex 
workers on street and 
indoors

One in Four Prisoners / ex-offenders The Phoenix Programme 2-year intervention for 
child sex offenders and 
family

LGBT Ireland LGBT LGBT Champions Training 
Programme

Focused on 
professionals for older 
LGBT people in health 
care

Amal Women’s 
Association 

Migrant Cultural Advocacy and 
Mediation Project

Helping migrant Muslim 
women access public 
services
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The principles of equality and non-discrimination 
have been foundational to the progression of 
democratic societies, international development 
and human rights standard-setting. However, 
across and within sectors the manner in which 
these principles are realised or implemented 
through policy and services is deeply uneven. As 
such, three key issues cut across all equality work.

VISIBILITY

As civil society organising continually 
demonstrates, the needs of specific populations 
are frequently invisible in policy discussions until 
community and voluntary efforts highlight the 
protection gaps (e.g., homelessness, Travellers, 
GBV, migrants). 

Most often, the disparities in how exactly the 
pervading inequality affects marginalised people 
needs to be iterated comprehensively. This 
results in groups needing to make visible to others 
the discrimination and stigma they experience, so 
as to be able to bring about change. Frequently, 
these arguments must speak of embedded 
stigmas or biases that may exist in taken-for-
granted processes, such as the process of policy 
making itself. 

GAPS IN BASIC DATA

Where equality efforts are located in wide-
ranging areas of work, (such as housing, health 
or education), practice demonstrates that sub-
populations within particular communities tend 
not to be seen or accounted for effectively. 
Significantly, there are numerous gaps in the 
most basic evidence and data on specific sub-
populations in Ireland. In order to maintain 
the very activity of effectively addressing 
their needs, there is an evident and urgent 
requirement to develop core capacities within 
marginalised communities to source and 
contextualise such data. 

RESOURCING

To address the particular needs of specific 
populations, such as the subjects of this report 
(Muslim women, people affected by gender-based 
violence, LGBT older people, and prisoners/former 
offenders) requires significant and specific 
focus, time, care and the appropriate level of 
financial resources to sustain these efforts. 

These populations – who may already be 
marginalised to varying degrees through 
ageism, racism, homo/transphobia and other 
stigmatisation – undergo multiple and intersecting 
forms of discrimination that render their situations 
and voices generally invisible within the services 
that should include them. In this light, it is crucial 
that their perspectives on how they are excluded 
and how to address attendant issues are heard, 
and that this work is not carried out under the 
added pressure of financial insecurity.

EQUALITY FUND 2019 15
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KEY MESSAGE 1

The Equality Sector is critical to an inclusive 
Ireland. It has been at the heart of positive 
social, policy and legislative change in the 
country. The effectiveness of its work, as well as 
the public support for it, has been demonstrated 
in recent years through the passing of 
progressive legislation and the marriage equality 
and abortion rights referendums.

“We are interested in equality 
globally, and I think the past ten 
years have just been monumental in 
Ireland – with gigantic leaps in how 
equality is seen. This was fascinating 
for us – there seemed to be an 
appetite for it, and more so than in 
other places.” 

 Lisa Sandquist Funder

DEVELOPMENTS IN APPRECIATION 

OF EQUALITY

In Ireland throughout the 1980s and 1990s 
appreciation of the reach and meaning of 
equality, non-discrimination and human rights 
pervaded civil society organising and funding. The 
Combat Poverty Agency was established in 1986, 
and the impacts of community and voluntary 
sector awareness-raising and organising were 
increasingly evident in public policy discourse and 
decision-making environments. The Employment 
Equality Act of 1998 and the Equal Status Act of 
2000 provided crucial legal protections (both have 
been elaborated and amended up to 2015). 

The creation of the Equality Authority in 2000, 
under the Equal Status Act, demonstrated a will 
to enliven and implement equality in practice. The 
Authority was mandated to pursue discrimination 
(where one person is treated less favourably than 
another person is being, has been, or would be 
treated) on nine specific grounds: gender, civil 
status, family status, sexual orientation, religion, 
age, race, Traveller community, and disability.  
In addition, discrimination in the provision 
of accommodation and related services and 
amenities is unlawful on the grounds that you 
receive rent supplement, housing assistance, or 
any payment under the Social Welfare Acts (the 
housing assistance ground). 4

4  “What categories of people are covered by the law on discrimination 
in relation to services?”, Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission 
(webpage), www.ihrec.ie/your-rights/i-have-an-issue-with-a-
service/what-categories-of-people-are-covered-by-the-law-on-
discrimination-in-relation-to-services/

IRELAND’S EQUALITY ENVIRONMENT
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The White Paper launched in 2000 represented 
a cogent and expansive State vision to guide 
policy and government action, including funding.5  
However, the policies pursued during the 
subsequent economic boom years – towards 
single line funding and monitoring – served to 
diminish the voice of the community development 
sector in policy-making processes (as it had 
emerged in the 1980s and 1990s through the 
community development sector) and focus more 
on service delivery.

THE RECESSION AND DISMANTLING 

EQUALITY INFRASTRUCTURE

As the 2008 financial crisis deepened, Crowley,6  
amongst others, describes how the State went 
about dismantling the mechanisms set up to 
monitor and promote equality. The ‘casualties’ 
of this period include the closing of the Combat 
Poverty Agency in 2009, a 43% cut to the budget 
of the Equality Authority, and the abolition of the 
National Consultative Committee on Racism and 
Interculturalism (NCCRI).

5  The White Paper: A Framework for Supporting Voluntary Activity 
and for Developing the Relationship between the State and the 
Community and Voluntary Sector (Department of Social, Community 
and Family Affairs, Dublin 2000). www.welfare.ie/en/downloads/
supporting_minister.pdf

6  Niall Crowley, “The impact of cuts in the equality sector: the Irish 
case”, ENAR (the European Network Against Racism) blog, 2013. 
http://www.enargywebzine.eu/spip.php?article362&lang=en

KEY MESSAGE 2

The Equality Sector was deeply damaged in 
recent years by the withdrawal of funding 
throughout the economic recession in Ireland, 
the dismantling of a burgeoning equality 
infrastructure, and by increasing regulatory 
burdens being placed on poorly resourced 
community groups.

Brian Harvey’s 2012 report for Irish Congress 
of Trade Unions notes that while government 
expenditure decreased by 4.3% between 2008 and 
2012, funding to the community and voluntary 
sector was disproportionately cut by 15%.+7  
Harvey concludes that ‘by the end of the IMF 
programme, we may be looking at a voluntary 
and community sector a third smaller than it was 
before the start of the crisis’. A 2018 report from 
the Community Foundation of Ireland states 
that the non-profit sector saw funding losses of 
between 35% and 40%, and a staffing drop of 31% 
following the recession.8

Referencing the cuts to the Equality Authority 
prior to its dismantlement, the public sector 
union IMPACT stated that “it was hard to avoid the 
conclusion that the organisation is being singled 
out because it has been an irritant to Government 
departments and other public service bodies.”9  

7  Harvey, B (2012), Downsizing the Community Sector: Changes in 
employment and services in the voluntary and community sector 
in Ireland, 2008-2012, Irish Congress of Trade Unions, 2012, https://
www.drugsandalcohol.ie/17025/

8  Remuneration Challenges and Successes in Post-Recession 
Times - Case Studies in the Community, Voluntary and Charities 
Sector, Community Foundation for Ireland, 2018 www.wheel.ie/
sites/default/files/media/file-uploads/2018-10/Remuneration%20
Challenges%20%26%20Successes.pdf

9  “Equality Authority: Big budget cut has badly weakened us”, Irish 
Examiner, 12 November 2008, www.irishexaminer.com/ireland/
equality-authority-big-budget-cut-has-badly-weakened-us-77209.
html
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Concurrent with cuts in state funding to civil 
society, a series of significant compliance-related 
duties were introduced by government for civil 
society organisations. In 2009 the Charities 
Regulator (and the Charities Act) and the Revenue 
Commissioners introduced accounting and 
governance procedures requiring non-charities to 
register as companies. This was followed by the 
Companies Registration Office (and the Companies 
Act); the General Data Protection Regulations 
(GDPR); the Register of Lobbying (and other 
requirements of the Standards in Public Office 
Commission (SIPO) such as the Electoral Acts); 
Garda Vetting; the Health and Safety Authority; 
HIQA (Health Information and Quality Authority). 
Regarding programme staffing and employment, 
if (co-)funded by statutory agencies, government 
departments and agencies such as Tusla, the 
HSE and Pobal also set specific compliance 
requirements.10

KEY MESSAGE 3

In the poorly resourced Equality Sector there is 
a tangible friction between the need to provide 
services to extremely marginalised community 
members and the need to work towards affecting 
systematic change and furthering equality.

10  “The Issues”, The Wheel (webpage),  
https://www.wheel.ie/policy-and-research/issues

The combined effect has meant that many civil 
society organisations that focus on various 
aspects of equality are under-resourced and 
over-burdened. According to The Wheel: “charities 
have experienced a very significant increase in 
the range and intensity of legal, regulatory and 
funding-related compliance requirements in recent 
years but no additional funding has been made 
available for the accompanied administrative and 
finance work. Moreover, it is not realistic to expect 
charities to fundraise from the public for money 
that can support the additional administrative 
and finance costs that compliance with multiple 
reporting requirements entails.”11

A RESILIENT SECTOR

Despite this re-shaping of the sector and 
its attendant pressures, some elements of 
grassroots civil society activity have been buoyant 
over the past decade. Constitutional referendums 
on marriage equality in 2015 and abortion in 
2018 demonstrated around two thirds of the 
voting population holding progressive viewpoints 
regarding equality and access to healthcare. 

Significant grassroots organising amongst migrant 
communities has appeared in more recent times, 
and arguably an increased organising on gender-
based violence and discrimination is emerging. 

The two major national human rights institutions 
(NRHIs) – the Irish Human Rights Commission 
and the Equality Commission – were merged 
successfully in 2014 into the Irish Human Rights 
and Equality Commission (IHREC). However, the 
disruption to the sector over the period is evident: 
the budget for the IHREC is currently €2 million 
less than the two agencies had combined in 2009, 
figures which were seen as insufficient at the time.

11  “The Issues”, The Wheel (webpage),  
https://www.wheel.ie/policy-and-research/issues
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OVERVIEW

Between 1987 and 2015, Atlantic Philanthropies 
invested $1.3 billion in the Republic of Ireland, 
focusing on issues such as rights for LGBT people, 
people with disabilities, immigrants and migrants, 
and the needs of older people.12 The  
One Foundation, open from 2004, invested €75 
million in Ireland over its ten years in operation 
in areas such as disadvantaged families, LGBT 
youth and minority communities. Together, these 
organisations represented 86% of philanthropic 
foundation money going to non-profit groups.13 14  
By the end of 2016, all funding from these fixed-
term funds ceased. 

Benefacts’ analysis of the Non-Profit Sector in 
2018 showed that philanthropy invested less 
than €1 million in civil and human rights compared 
with €9 million in health and €3.5 million in 
youth services.15 Specific attention needs to be 
focused towards target groups in the current Irish 
funding context, in light of the current economic 
environment and administrative and legislative 
pressures on civil society organising. 

12  The Atlantic Philanthropies, Homepage, www.atlanticphilanthropies.
org/regions/republic-of-ireland

13  O’Carroll. I., Daring Voices: An Evaluation of the One Foundation’s 
Advocacy Work, The One Foundation, 2013. http://www.
advocacyinitiative.ie/resource/daring-voices-evaluation-one-
foundations-advocacy-work

14  “Winding down of philanthropic organisations to create €50m 
funding void”, Irish Times, 9 May 2013 www.irishtimes.com/news/
social-affairs/winding-down-of-philanthropic-organisations-to-
create-50m-funding-void-1.1386681

15  Nonprofit Sector Analysis 2018: Understanding Ireland’s third sector, 
Benefacts, April 2019, (at p.21) https://en.benefacts.ie/2018/04/19/
nonprofit-sector-analysis-2018-understanding-irelands-third-
sector/

FUNDERS’ ESSENTIAL ROLE IN 

POSITIONING COMMUNITY VOICES

It is notable that in her 2013 report on the 
situation of human rights defenders in Ireland, the 
Special Rapporteur remarked on the “essential” 
role of donors in enabling, promoting and fostering 
civil society.16 She noted that the procurement 
of public funding seemed to be more focused on 
service delivery activities than on building the 
capacity of communities to speak for themselves.

KEY MESSAGE 4

The experience of the Equality Fund 
demonstrates the importance of minority 
communities speaking for themselves and 
leading initiatives to further equality in Ireland.

Making the case for each of the Equality Fund 
applicants are people in organisations who belong 
to, or work directly with, the affected communities, 
and who identify the need for sustainable growth. 
Supported by the Fund, recipients draw their 
evidence from lived realities: as such, they are 
best-positioned to articulate what equality looks 
like from their particular position. 

16  Report of the Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights 
defenders, 26 February 2013, A/HRC/22/47/Add.3 https://www.
refworld.org/docid/5137184f2.html
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The Equality Fund opened for applications from 
March – July 2018. 53 completed applications were 
received. Each application was reviewed by Social 
Innovation Fund Ireland (SIFI) and by at least one 
external expert reviewer. Interviews were held on 
19-21 September, 2018 with 17 shortlisted projects.  
In line with SIFI’s standard practice, the funders 
(Peter Kinney and Lisa Sandquist), sector experts 
and SIFI staff comprised the interview panel and 
oversaw the selection processes. 

KEY MESSAGE 5

The Equality Fund awardee organisations are 
proof of the resilience and innovation of the 
Equality Sector and a growing confidence 
amongst minority communities in developing 
supports and platforms.

SIFI’s standard criteria require that a project must 
address a critical social issue and be innovative in 
an Irish context, as well as being based in Ireland. 
Importantly, the project must have potential and 
desire to scale or replicate in Ireland. Another 
requirement is that projects need to be up-and-
running, or well tested in some form, and be 
delivered by an entity that has a not-for-profit 
legal form.

With regard to its specific goals to promote 
sensitisation and counter-stigmatisation of 
minority populations, the Equality Fund elaborated 
on SIFI’s criteria to prioritise both growth and 
mature stage projects, as well as innovative early-
stage projects when supported by an established 
organisation. Specifically, as already established, 
four beneficiary groups are currently targeted by 
the fund: LGBT people, migrants, prisoners and 
former offenders, and people affected by gender-
based violence.

THE ACCELERATOR PROGRAMME

A core component of the Equality Fund is a suite of 
non-financial capacity-building supports provided 
through the Accelerator Programme, in line with 
SIFI’s approach to all its funds. The programme 
aims to equip organisations with skills to both 
scale up and deepen social impact.

KEY MESSAGE 6

SIFI’s Equality Fund, which included a suite of 
capacity-building, communications and strategic 
planning supports, has proven to be an excellent 
model for equality-focused and community-led 
organisations.

Over six months from January to June 2019, SIFI 
provided awardees with a series of trainings and 
supports in the areas of Strategic Planning, Impact 
Measurement, Financial Management, Governance, 
Business Modelling, Pitching and Storytelling. 
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SIFI’s team created a specific programme of 
supports for Equality Fund awardees, which 
focused on three areas:

1  Strategic planning with awardees, including 
financial planning over a three-year period

2  Development of bespoke impact measurement 
frameworks and impact metrics

3  Storytelling training for awardees, increasing 
their ability to communicate their mission to 
a wide variety of stakeholders and potential 
funders. 

Awardees were assigned a strategic planning 
consultant who worked with them to create 
tailored plans. In addition, SIFI organised a series 
of day-long workshops over a six-month period 
which focused on the capacity for social impact 
measurement, communications, representation 
and performance management. A significant 
component of the Accelerator Programme was to 
provide space for awardee organisations to learn 
from each other, and to develop relationships 
within the broader network of SIFI supporters and 
organisations. 
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KEY MESSAGE 7

Equality work needs support in order to 
realise its potential. This is evidenced by 
awardee testimonials, donor testimonials, the 
extensive analysis carried out for this report. 
Such investment would be in-line with the 
Government’s commitments to Sustainable 
Development Goals and obligations under 
international treaties.

Building capacity to operate and analyse 
programme missions and activities against 
international development standards (Sustainable 
Development Goals) and international human 
rights law are of significant benefit to all partners: 

—  From the funder’s perspective: programme 
co-funding can promote and help enable 
government to deploy its matching funding 
in alignment with Ireland’s international 
obligations and agreements, particularly the 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. 

—  For civil society organisations: data gathering 
and presentation within the scope of a given 
international mandate or standard delivers 
credible key data for national level work. 
The act of translating their work into the 
language of international development or 
that of human rights mandates, legitimises 
and contextualises focus on specific groups. 
This should be work that complements, not 
replaces, their activities. Such work also serves 
to elaborate the duties, scope and application 
of human rights guidance to complex situations 
or particular minority populations, and has a 
universal value beyond the particularities of 
any single situation.

EQUALITY THROUGH THE 

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS

The Sustainable 
Development Goals 
(SDGs) 2015-2030 provide 
numerous points of priority 
relevant to the equality 
agenda, and are directly 
applicable to the focus 

of the Equality Fund’s target groups (discussed 
below). For the funder, working in tandem  
with global targets assists coherence in 
philanthropic efforts.

Although the SDGs are global aspirational goals 
and not binding law, they do represent a long-
considered and hard-negotiated global compact 
on shared platforms for action on behalf of States, 
and with that they include the role of civil society. 

This SDG alignment chart demonstrates examples 
of this direct application to Goals 3, 5, 10 and 16 
and the Equality Fund projects.
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GOAL 3: ENSURE HEALTHY LIVES AND PROMOTE 
WELL-BEING FOR ALL AT ALL AGES 

3.4 By 2030, reduce by one 
third premature mortality 
from non-communicable 
diseases through prevention 
and treatment and promote 
mental health and well-being

All 5 projects

GOAL 5: ACHIEVE GENDER EQUALITY AND  
EMPOWER ALL WOMEN AND GIRLS

5.2 Eliminate all forms of 
violence against all women 
and girls in the public and 
private spheres, including 
trafficking and sexual and 
other types of exploitation

All 5 projects

GOAL 10: REDUCE INEQUALITY WITHIN AND  
AMONG COUNTRIES

10.2 By 2030, empower 
and promote the social, 
economic and political 
inclusion of all, irrespective 
of age, sex, disability, race, 
ethnicity, origin, religion or 
economic or other status

All 5 projects

10.3 Ensure equal opportunity 
and reduce inequalities 
of outcome, including by 
eliminating discriminatory 
laws, policies and practices 
and promoting appropriate 
legislation, policies and 
action in this regard

All 5 projects

GOAL 16: PROMOTE JUST, PEACEFUL AND  
INCLUSIVE SOCIETIES

16.1 Significantly reduce all 
forms of violence and related 
death rates everywhere

Moving Forward 

The Phoenix 
Programme 

Stay Safe: Sex 
Worker Project

16.2 End abuse, exploitation, 
trafficking and all forms of 
violence against and torture 
of children

The Phoenix 
Programme
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EQUALITY THROUGH THE 

INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS 

SYSTEM

The Treaty Body Committees,17 and other 
human rights mechanisms, are capable and 
generally willing to look at current issues, and to 
examine how the State and civil society actors 
acknowledge or frame them. For example, in 2014 
two issues took prominence at the ICCPR and the 
Committee Against Torture: Symphysiotomy and 
the Magdalen Laundries. Prior to the Committee 
hearings, neither issue had been adequately dealt 
with by the State, despite their various profiles in 
the public sphere. Both Committees elaborated 
in detail how the violations contravened 
international law concerning their mandates, and 
both strongly urged adequate State response. 
Neither of these issues had appeared previously 
to these committees. Both subsequently received 
significant attention that accelerated action 
at national level. International human rights 
standards – and the findings of the authorities 
that oversee them – provide solid justification 
sources for those striving to achieve equality for 
marginalised or stigmatised communities. 

17  The six UN Treaties (Covenants) referenced here: International 
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights; International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights; International Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination; Convention 
on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women; 
Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading 
Treatment or Punishment; Convention on the Rights of the Child.

Preparing and presenting reports to the various UN 
Committees and mechanisms (Universal Periodic 
Review (UPR), Special Procedures, etc.) allows for 
the identification, articulation and consideration 
of in-depth data on the issues faced by sub-
populations and minority communities. This is 
particularly valuable where such claims are not 
penetrating national authorities. The processes 
involved in producing this work have an added 
value – most often such efforts are collaborative 
with related civil society actors, and much of the 
work can be re-translated to use at national or 
local level.

To demonstrate the direct applicability of these 
UN mechanisms, the chart opposite samples 
some of the most recent (year recorded) 
Committee themes regarding Ireland that are 
directly relevant to the Equality Fund recipients: 
they are from six of the ten United Nations Treaty 
Bodies, and from the Special Procedures, and the 
Universal Periodic Review. 
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UN MECHANISMS – RECOMMENDATIONS RELEVANT TO EQUALITY FUND AWARDEES

LISTED UN 
DOCUMENTS

MOVING 
FORWARD

THE PHOENIX 
PROGRAMME

STAY SAFE: 
SEX WORKER 
PROGRAMME

LGBT  
CHAMPIONS

CAMP

ICCPR 
2014

Protection from 
violence (VAW)

Data collection/ 
disaggregation

Asylum procedures 
& accommodation 

Protection from 
violence (VAW)

Data collection/ 
disaggregation

Asylum procedures 
& accommodation

Protection from 
violence (VAW)

Data collection/ 
disaggregation

Protection from 
violence (VAW)

Data collection/ 
disaggregation

Asylum procedures 
& accommodation

ICESCR 
2015

Domestic violence: 
Data collection/ 
disaggregation

Strengthen 
support services

Poverty reduction: 
marginalized 
groups/older

Habitual residence

Domestic violence: 
Data collection/ 
disaggregation

Strengthen 
support services

Domestic violence: 
Data collection/ 
disaggregation

Strengthen 
support services

Poverty reduction: 
marginalized 
groups

Habitual residence

Domestic violence: 
Data collection/ 
disaggregation

Strengthen 
support services

Poverty reduction: 
marginalized 
groups/older

Domestic violence: 
Data collection/ 
disaggregation

Strengthen 
support services

Poverty reduction: 
marginalized 
groups

Habitual residence

CAT 
2017

Psychological 
abuse

Data gathering

Reporting 

Access to services

Psychological 
abuse

Data gathering

Reporting 

Access to services

Psychological 
abuse

Data gathering

Reporting 

Access to services

Psychological 
abuse

Data gathering

Reporting 

Access to services

Psychological 
abuse

Data gathering

Reporting 

Access to services

CEDAW 
2017

Data collection/ 
disaggregation

Training

Fund on GBV &  
legal aid

Work with NGOs

Gender 
mainstreaming

Data collection/ 
disaggregation

Training

Fund on GBV &  
legal aid

Work with NGOs

Gender 
mainstreaming

Data collection/ 
disaggregation

Training

Fund on GBV &  
legal aid

Work with NGOs

Gender 
mainstreaming

Data collection/ 
disaggregation

Training

Fund on GBV &  
legal aid

Work with NGOs

Gender 
mainstreaming

Data collection/ 
disaggregation

Training

Fund on GBV &  
legal aid

Work with NGOs

Gender 
mainstreaming

CERD 
2011

Policy and funding 
of migrant and 
minority women

Policy and funding 
of migrant and 
minority women

Policy and funding 
of migrant and 
minority women

CRC 
2016

Asylum (child 
protection)

Funding

Asylum (child 
protection)

Facilities

Special 
Procedures 
2013

Donor aid and 
coherence with  
int. standards

Donor aid and 
coherence with  
int. standards

Donor aid and 
coherence with  
int. standards

Donor aid and 
coherence with  
int. standards

Donor aid and 
coherence with  
int. standards

Universal 
Periodic 
Review  
2016

Racial – hate

Domestic and 
sexual violence

Sexual violence Migrants – labour

Racial – hate

Domestic and 
sexual violence

Older – institutions

LGBT discrimination

Migrants – labour

Racial – hate

Domestic and 
sexual violence

End anti-Muslim 
racism
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The Equality Fund has selected five projects  
to support, which fall under four thematic 
headings including: 

3 Former offenders and prisoners
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The Equality Fund has selected five projects  
to support, which fall under four thematic 
headings including: 

4 LGBT people
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CHAPTER 2

Case Studies  
of Equality Fund 
Awardees



EQUALITY FUND 2019 29

THE PHOENIX PROGRAMME 
ONE IN FOUR

“ One in four Irish people have experienced sexual abuse in 
childhood, and very few offenders have access to treatment 
programmes unless they go to prison. The role of the Phoenix 
Programme is to provide access to treatment programmes 
for non-convicted sex offenders, but it is also open to people 
who are coming out of prison, with a view to reducing the 
incidences of child sexual abuse in Ireland and creating a 
society that’s safe for children.” 

  Maeve Lewis CEO, One in Four



THE PHOENIX PROGRAMME

While the Irish State provides treatment 
programmes for convicted sex offenders in 
prison and for some on release, there is a lack of 
services for non-convicted sex-offenders in the 
community. Those who offend but have not been 
caught in the criminal justice system most often 
remain entirely unaddressed in terms of therapy, 
analysis or treatment. They are the central targets 
of this programme. Furthermore, research shows 
that a high level of recidivism exists among the 
18-25 year-old sex offender cohorts, and in light of 
their long lifespans the need to mitigate the harms 
they may enact lends urgency to the mission of 
the Phoenix Programme.

The charity One in Four maintains that working 
directly with non-convicted sex offenders (as well 
as offenders who have been newly-released from 
prison but do not have access to therapy) is a core 
child protection strategy. The Phoenix Programme 
is their main vehicle to reach this cohort, with 
structured interventions focused on the sex 
offenders themselves, their family members and, 
at times, their victims. Working closely with Tusla 
Social Workers and the Gardaí, the programme 
supports sex offenders to live an offence-free 
life in the community. Both in its vision and in its 
execution of restorative justice in practice, the 
Phoenix Programme is entirely unique in Ireland.

“We are the only programme that 
we are aware of anywhere in Europe 
working with offenders and their 
families, but we are also working  
with survivors” 

 Maeve Lewis CEO, One in Four

Each programme is delivered in three modules 
spread over a 2 year period, examining their early 
life, their history of sexually harming behaviour, 
and pathways to positive living. 

The programme aims to:

1  Challenge the offender to understand the  
harm caused.

2  Gain insight into the thoughts and behaviours 
that facilitated the abusive behaviour. 

3  Support them to build a lifestyle that keeps 
children safe. 

Modules are delivered through group work, 
individual sessions and family supports. Through 
these interventions, it is intended that: the sex 
offender comes to fully recognise their triggers for 
abusive behaviour; a statutory child safety plan is 
in place; the offender’s family recognise the role 
of family dynamics in abuse cycles and breaking 
them; and the non-convicted sex-offender is 
supported by their family and professionals.

Family support, through counselling and group 
work, is a key and innovative component in the 
Phoenix Programme’s approach to ensuring child 
safety. Participants are supported in exploring 
family dynamics that allowed the abuse to 
occur and to understand the role they played in 
maintaining this dynamic. The manner in which a 
family of a sex offender holds the shame or guilt of 
abuse happening ‘on their watch’, manages issues 
of disclosure, balances loyalty to the offender 
with concern for the victim, or handles denial, 
terror and threats of violence all need substantial 
attention and at core moments, considerable 
assistance. Importantly, in this work, family 
members will encounter and share with members 
from other families of sex offenders. 
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The Phoenix Programme has been running in 
its current form for over five years. By 2018, 
it had worked with 163 sex offenders and their 
families, and by extension the various connected 
professionals from statutory services. It currently 
has capacity for 55 individuals (the programme is 
full with a waiting list).

Although it is not possible to definitively know how 
many re-offended, of those 163 individuals only 
five, that is 3% of the cohort, have been known to 
go on to re-offend after interventions. Figures on 
the rates of recidivism by previously convicted 
offenders are based on estimates from research 
abroad for the most part, but Irish Prison Service 
research in 2013 indicated a rate of around 29%.18 

The Phoenix Programme is clearly invaluable in 
the ongoing effort to protect children in Ireland 
from sexual abuse. However, it urgently requires 
sustainable funding in order to maintain its current 
activity, and to enlarge its scale and impact. In the 
short term, its modest requirement is to increase 
its staffing level by one individual – the on-going 
funding of a psychotherapist.

18  See Irish Penal Reform Trust webpage announcing the 2013 research, 
http://www.iprt.ie/contents/2520, and a United States meta-
analysis in 1998 found aggregate sexual re-offending rates of 
13.4% based on average follow-up periods of 5-6 years, with a rate 
of 12.7% for child molesters and 18.9% for rapists. (Hanson, R.K. & 
M.T. Bussiere, (1998) ‘Predicting relapse; a meta-analysis of sexual 
offenders recidivism studies’ Journal of Consulting and Clinical 
Psychology 66, 3, 48-362)

ENVIRONMENT

Recognition of the profound damage of childhood 
sexual abuse has been steadily embedding in 
Irish society over the past two decades, largely 
spearheaded by the research and efforts of One 
in Four,19 a charity set up in 2003 to give voice 
to victims of such abuse. Understandably, as 
comprehension of the prevalence of historical 
and contemporary sexual abuse has become 
clearer, State resources have been directed to 
supporting survivors. 

However, relatively little statutory attention 
other than criminal sanction has been focused on 
the perpetrators, and it is only these convicted 
individuals who may have a chance at accessing 
therapeutic supports. In fact, regarding the work 
of the Phoenix Programme as a crucial follow-on 
to prison service programs (such as the ‘Building 
Better Lives’ module that many incarcerated sex 
offenders undergo), the probation services at 
times refer newly-released sex offenders directly 
to the Phoenix Programme.

Other than the Phoenix Programme there appear 
to be no existing support services for non-
convicted sex offenders and their families in 
Ireland. The Child and Family Agency, Tusla, appear 
only to be currently considering initiating sex 
offender programmes for teenagers and younger 
children, but not for offending adults. Of particular 
concern is that there are no supports for young 
sex offending adults aged 18-25, and a reluctance 
to work with those in their late teens. Research 
demonstrates a high proclivity to recidivism 
amongst this group. 

19  Samples of One in Four research and submissions  
https://www.oneinfour.ie/Pages/Category/research-submissions
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The scale of this issue – the need for therapeutic 
access to non-convicted sex offenders – is 
sizeable. Conclusive research on the numbers and 
conditions of non-convicted sex offenders has 
not been yet compiled or undertaken, and this is 
work that needs to be done. National standards 
on the treatment of offenders also need to be 
evolved. Currently, relationships between the 
Phoenix Programme and the Gardaí and Tusla are 
strong as regards working with sex offenders in 
the community, but the maintenance of such 
relationships, and the driving forward with both 
strategy and implementation, is held in over-
stretched and tentative balance (in terms of year-
on-year sustainability).

IMPACT

The approach to effective therapeutic intervention 
evolved by the Phoenix Programme is unique in 
Ireland and in Europe. Their focus on the non-
convicted sex offender is born of experience 
outside the criminal justice system. Although One 
in Four was set up primarily for survivors of abuse, 
they see working in close proximity interventions 
with the non-convicted and the newly-released 
as vital to the protection of children from sexual 
abuse in Ireland. The credibility of One in Four as 
a survivors’ organisation places them in a strong 
position to do this work. 

The programme is also unique, and innovative, in 
that it heavily involves the wives, partners and 
families of those on the programme – a crucial 
intervention for child protection because these 
are the people who intimately understand the 
daily dynamics under which the abuse happened 
/ is happening. As such, they are ‘champions’ for 
other children in the family. They consequently 
need significant support and intervention in 
sustaining and developing relationships with the 
key statutory agencies, and that work is central to 
the Programme’s approach.

SCALING 

As well as providing key financial support to employ 
a therapist, the Phoenix Programme’s work with 
the Equality Fund in 2018/2019 has yielded some 
clarity about feasible opportunities to replicate 
the model throughout Ireland, and what that might 
entail financially, organisationally and in terms of 
training and consultation.

“Quite apart from the financial 
support we have received, which 
is crucial in employing a therapist 
on the Phoenix Programme, the 
Accelerator days have been hugely 
beneficial not only to the Phoenix 
Programme but indeed to our work in 
the organisation as a whole”

Maeve Lewis CEO, One in Four

As attendees of the Phoenix Programme 
travel from all over the country to Dublin, One 
in Four have long-imagined opening Phoenix 
Programme ‘satellites’ in the larger cities to give 
much-needed access to the non-convicted. 
Consideration is also being given to developing a 
national service through service level agreements 
(SLAs) with key statutory partners, particularly 
targeting those who currently work together 
through Sex Offender Risk Assessment and 
Management (SORAM) bodies.20 Partnership 
would not only reinforce and strengthen 
existing information-sharing and learning, but 

20  SORAM comprises of representatives from the Irish Police (An 
Garda Síochána), the Probation Service, the Child and Family Agency 
(TUSLA), the Health Service Executive, the local authority, and 
the Irish Prison Service. The National Office provides day-to-day 
management and oversight for the programme. The structure 
operates nationally in all 28 Police Divisions.
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also impose some necessary restrictions as 
mutual expectations are formalised in a SLA. 
There will likely be options to conclude SLAs 
that encompass multiple referral agencies (i.e. 
across all SORAM agencies), as no single agency 
is currently capable of handling the range of need 
that Phoenix Programme participants present. 
This SLA model allows for the Phoenix Programme 
to meet a wide variety of needs, engaging 
different agencies using a single programme.

This work to develop a scalable and sustainable 
model was initiated under the SIFI Equality Fund, 
but will need other and further resourcing through 
2020 to realise.

SUSTAINABILITY

The finances supporting the Phoenix Programme 
itself are particularly volatile – sought year on year. 
For example, one third of the salary for therapists 
on the programme comes from the HSE’s social 
inclusion office, another third from a foundation 
(for the past two years) and the final third from 
SIFI. The costs of running the programme need to 
be found separately. As is the nature of much civil 
society work, it is unknown whether 2020’s funding 
will come from the same sources. 

Faced with the possibility of losing a therapist on 
the Phoenix Programme in 2020, One in Four is 
working to gain recognition of the legitimate and 
urgent need for this service and to eventually 
bring it to a point of sustainable statutory funding, 
located all around the country. 
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MOVING FORWARD  
FOLLOWING SEXUAL VIOLENCE 
DUBLIN RAPE CRISIS CENTRE

“ Honestly it is such a privilege and a pleasure to be involved 
with SIFI. It’s just that sense of common purpose that we 
feel you have with us – that warm, encouraging and still quite 
challenging support we are getting” 

  Noeline Blackwell CEO, Dublin Rape Crisis Centre
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THE MOVING FORWARD 

ONLINE PROGRAMME

Sexual violence survivors not only undergo the 
harm and offence of the violence, but most are left 
with profound emotional and mental issues that 
can only be fully addressed through therapeutic 
interventions. Sexual violence takes many forms, 
is prevalent in Irish society and is vastly under-
reported. In the public space, there are relatively 
few organisations that serve victims and survivors 
of sexual violence, and limited professional training 
specialising in aspects of this field. However, 
public discourse, awareness and education on the 
subject is widening, effective work on the issue 
is strengthening generally, and reporting of such 
violence is on the increase.

The Dublin Rape Crisis Centre (DRCC), founded 
in 1979, aims to prevent the harm and heal the 
trauma of rape and sexual abuse. In addition to 
running the National 24-Hour Helpline, the DRCC 
provide crisis and long-term therapy to adult 
victim/survivors of sexual violence and also run 
accompaniment services for those wishing to 
attend court, visit a Sexual Assault Treatment 
Unit, or report to the Gardaí. They also engage in 
policy work and awareness-raising campaigns, and  
run an impressive and diverse range of training 
courses to professionals and volunteers working 
with sexual violence. This violence may have taken 
many forms, whether further back in a person’s 
life or more recent, and indeed the circumstances 
in which the offence was perpetrated may still 
pertain (in cases of domestic sexual violence 
for example). DRCC recognise that although 
increasing numbers are availing of services, there 
is a sizeable hidden population in Ireland who, due 
to some barrier (physical, cultural, situational), 
cannot or will not engage with the services DRCC 
currently offer – face-to-face therapy and a 
telephone helpline.

DRCC has researched various options for reaching 
survivors of sexual abuse who presently do 
not access face-to-face therapeutic support. 
In doing so, they identified a UK-based online 
programme21 developed by psychotherapists in the 
context of recovery from the psychological and 
emotional impacts of traumatic workplace events. 
In collaboration with these UK partners, DRCC 
therapists have adapted the original programme 
specifically for victims and survivors of sexual 
violence. The different modules aim to help users 
understand their experience and also manage the 
different symptoms associated with sexual trauma. 
Users also receive telephone support throughout 
from a trained trauma specialist. The programme 
was named Moving Forward following Sexual 
Violence (hereafter shortened to Moving Forward).

Moving Forward is a five-week online, self-directed, 
client-led trauma therapy programme, aimed at 
adult survivors of sexual violence. The programme 
is divided into five chapters, with information 
communicated through video, audio and text. At 
the beginning of the service, users are allocated a 
personal trauma coach; this coach facilitates their 
progress through the programme and provides any 
support they need moving through the different 
materials and exercises. It is envisaged that each 
user will have a 20-30 minute discussion with the 
coach each week (broadly aligned with completing 
each chapter). There is also an online messaging 
facility provided on the platform where the client 
can leave messages or notes for their coach to 
discuss at their next phone call.

Users are encouraged to record their own 
thoughts and responses throughout the 
programme through a notepad area and structured 
worksheets provided within the online platform.

21  KRTS Power to Recover is a blended e-health online trauma support 
programme that was originally designed to help employees recover 
from the psychological and emotional impact of a traumatic event they 
had experienced in the workplace. It was originally provided as part of a 
broader Employee Assistance Programme (EAP) service for employers.
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It is understood that some users may be able to 
get what they need in terms of trauma therapy 
from the service, whereas for others it may provide 
some initial help before moving on to other forms 
of support such as face-to-face talking therapy.

DRCC are aware that the method they are seeking 
to adopt in Moving Forward will serve some of the 
hidden and unknown population in the country, 
but will not suit all. This initiative represents a 
significant effort by the charity to expand its 
capability to encompass anyone who may be in the 
position of seeking help after sexual violence.

ENVIRONMENT

Currently in Ireland there are 16 Rape Crisis 
Centres that deal with issues of rape and sexual 
violence directly. DRCC is the largest, with the 
greatest reach. Undoubtedly, over the past two 
decades, articulation of what comprises sexual 
violence in the context of children has developed 
through the exposure of church and institutional 
abuse, as well as through high-profile media cases 
regarding sexual violence in social contexts. 
Furthermore, research and professional practices 
have opened to the issues surrounding sexual 
violence to a much greater degree, and some 
national guidelines and reporting mechanisms on 
certain elements have been installed.

Existing traditional forms of therapeutic 
intervention for survivors of rape and sexual 
violence have proved essential to the increasing 
numbers of people who are able to avail of them. 
But through its initial work on Moving Forward, 
DRCC has identified significant barriers standing in 
the way of many individuals who need therapeutic 
support: as examples, barriers that result from 
poverty or financial conditions, people who 
physically cannot get to DRCC (location, disability, 
domestic situation, coercion), and increasingly for 
people who have migrated to this country there 
may be a range of significant cultural barriers.

As a pilot project, the efficacy of the method 
used in Moving Forward in this country is still to 
be assessed, although it has produced positive 
results in the UK. Likewise, as an innovative 
method, some in the therapeutic profession 
may be cautious and inexperienced around 
doing therapeutic work online. Through DRCC’s 
exhaustive monitoring and evaluation of the pilot 
project, valuable information on its advantages 
and challenges can be communicated both 
internally and across the profession.  

IMPACT

From the background research that DRCC has 
carried out, it appears that there is no such 
resource as Moving Forward existing in Ireland – 
and certainly none being utilised by the recognised 
agencies dealing with sexual violence. Through this 
innovative, practical and economical mechanism, 
a new mapping of the profiles and diversity of 
circumstances in which survivors are living can be 
evolved, which will systemically benefit the entire 
community working on these issues. 

Most importantly, and for the first time in Ireland, 
this initiative offers a pathway towards some 
healing for those who, for one reason or another, 
are isolated from such services and have no 
access to programmatic support. Because of 
increased demand and limited human resources, 
waiting times to access counselling or therapeutic 
services can be too long and it is an aim and 
potential of this programme to go some way 
towards alleviating that. 

For the organisations and professions serving 
sexual violence victims and survivors in Ireland, 
this pilot should yield a valuable data and evidence 
bank that can be used in related ongoing policy-
shaping and resourcing work.
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SCALING

DRCC’s vision is for this programme to achieve 
full national reach, once refined and operational 
through the pilot phase. The Equality Fund’s core 
investment has initially enabled them to focus on 
sustainability. With regard to finances, DRCC has 
attracted the first of the co-funders it will require 
to realise this work in the coming years. 

Drilling into and interrogating the motivations, 
capacities and aspirations of the DRCC in this 
work has produced a realistic business plan of 
how to roll out Moving Forward over the short-
term, and visions of options on medium-term 
sustainability. Communicating the necessity of 
this work to potential investors is a concentrated 
piece of work in itself. Likewise, for those 
professionals who have treated survivors 
of sexual violence in face-to-face sessions, 
moving to online may pose challenges, and some 
investment may be required in that process (for 
training or other communications).

SUSTAINABILITY

“The Equality Fund focuses on 
sustainability. Social Innovation 
Fund Ireland’s investment through 
the Equality Fund influenced further 
funding for the project in a major 
way. That was the first aspect 
of sustainability, we got another 
investor – Google – through the 
Google Impact Award” 

Noeline Blackwell 
CEO, Dublin Rape Crisis Centre

The intention is that eventually the State will 
invest in DRCC’s Moving Forward programme, 
recognising it as a value-for-money project 
that can reach many more individuals than the 
State currently can, and which goes some way 
to honouring Ireland’s binding human rights 
obligations around the right to health – particularly 
mental health and well-being. However, if the 
State fails to embrace this initiative for reasons 
of inflexibility, budgets or such, DRCC is convinced 
its obvious value supported by the data managed 
and gathered in DRCC’s Moving Forward will attract 
other funders.
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THE CULTURAL ADVOCACY AND 
MEDIATION PROJECT 
AMAL WOMEN’S ASSOCIATION

“ We can safely say we are the only non-faith based Muslim 
Women organisation with a feminist, anti-racist and 
intersectional approach to the work in Ireland” 

  Niera Belacy Amal Women’s Association
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Muslim women in Ireland, particularly those who 
have migrated here, face a significant range of 
impediments to accessing public services and 
supports. Isolated by limited English, subject to 
racist and gender inequalities, often impoverished 
under the Direct Provision system, and largely 
without community organisations to turn to for 
assistance, many Muslim women are functionally 
set apart from Irish society. Public services are 
largely ill-prepared to appreciate or accommodate 
the range of cultural specificities or sensitivities 
many women present with. This is compounded 
as typically all official communications and 
interactions are through English. Many Muslim 
women require help in penetrating aspects of 
Irish bureaucracy to access basic key services, 
including translation, and currently rely on 
voluntary assistance if they can access it. 

Amal Women’s Association (Amal), a non-faith-
based organisation, is a Muslim women-led 
service based in Dublin with connections around 
Ireland (often through the Direct Provision 
centres). Amal has initiated a project aptly called 
the Cultural Advocacy and Mediation Project 
(CAMP) to assist Muslim women facing difficulties 
accessing services. ‘Amal’ in Arabic means 
‘hope’ or ‘aspiration’. A central tenet of Amal’s 
focus is the need to build understanding and 
trust amongst the service providers and their 
Muslim clients who come from so many different 
cultures, especially when that client’s situation is 
precarious or volatile. 

According to the Central Statistics Office, in 
April 2016 approximately 1.3% of the population 
of Ireland (over 60,000 individuals) identified as 
Muslim on census forms. Amongst this population 
there are numerous complex situations as 
people grapple with employment, education, 
health, welfare, migration and several other 
interconnected issues. Underpinning these efforts 
is the prevalent attitudinal condition caught in one 
research respondent’s comment for this report: 
“no English, no knowledge, no trust”. Furthermore, 
many individuals are in vulnerable situations, 

sometimes precarious, which can only be resolved 
with a coordinated response from multiple 
agencies (for example in some cases of domestic 
violence, where housing, welfare and justice need 
to coordinate). 

The work of Amal emerges directly from the needs 
brought to them by their service users. At the 
community-building level amongst Muslim women, 
Amal hosts weekly meetings at the women’s 
section of the Dublin Mosque that are staffed by 
volunteers, mostly Muslim women themselves. 
Coffee mornings, conversation, activities, 
courses (English, driver theory, etc), and cultural 
awareness are points of concentration where the 
realities these women experience can be shared 
through semi-structured dialogue. 

In addition case work and case analysis are 
undertaken, referrals are made, and support 
is arranged to accompany people to services 
where help may be needed to navigate, clarify 
and translate, or simply to provide emotional 
support. With Muslim youth, the organisation 
runs youth camp during school breaks with 
activities and safety guidance. Importantly, Amal 
arranges visits to welcome new refugees at the 
Direct Provision centres and other State-funded 
accommodations. Here they offer guidance and 
hope for newly-arrived asylum seekers’ futures 
as well as clothing, food packages and other 
necessities for adults and children, and also Amal 
arranges Dublin visits for the newly-arrived with 
the aim of deepening integration.

This work is intense, time consuming and entirely 
under-funded. Until recently it was run by 
volunteers who are themselves Muslim women, 
and it requires staff to maintain, sustain and 
develop the project to establish its practices and 
scale up. Its primary focus is to provide positive 
interventions in the lives of women, and to support 
and empower women to give strength and voice to 
the community.
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ENVIRONMENT

As a secular State founded within the context 
of a mostly mono-religious Christian tradition, 
the relatively recent and widespread appearance 
of multiculturalism is proving somewhat of 
an adjustment to statutory services. Muslim 
women accessing those services can encounter 
numerous interconnected issues and barriers, 
depending on individuals’ situations. In terms of 
migrant rights promotion and access to services 
there are a number of organisations operating in 
this space that run programs focused on migrant 
women, few with specific focus on Muslim women. 
Amal was developed with the support of the 
Migrant Rights Centre Ireland, who continue to be a 
resource for the emerging organisation. Within the 
sparse resources available to these organisations, 
currently Amal appears to be uniquely well placed 
in the community and its mission is entirely 
dedicated to Muslim women and their families, be 
they in the asylum system or not.

There is an evident need for training and up-
skilling individuals from these populations – in 
virtually all areas of activity: planning, capacity-
building, administration, funding, communication, 
coalition-building, monitoring, reporting and 
various other skills required to build sustainability. 
Correspondingly, service providers need to 
sensitise and learn to appropriately respond 
and establish pathways for minority populations 
to access services in light of the barriers they 
identify. Sustainable communication channels 
need to be designed and enacted between 
those working with affected individuals and the 
interconnected statutory service providers at 
local and national levels.

To date, the services that Amal has been able to 
supply through the Cultural Advocacy and Mediation 
Project have been volunteer-staffed, with the 
disadvantage of being affected by changes in 
volunteer circumstances that has affected its 
ability to collect data for use in future work. 

IMPACT

The depth of struggle and the need for support 
experienced by migrant Muslim women in Ireland 
can be addressed to some degree by support 
organisations, and the circumstance and model 
employed by Amal is both unique and innovative 
in this country. Their function in promoting 
community and self-organising, and in fostering 
skills, belonging and confidence is of immeasurable 
value to the futures of the individuals they 
serve. The impact of such work in terms of social 
inclusion and cohesion is sizeable on participants, 
as well as valuable in the creation of standards and 
guidance for public or statutory service providers. 

Through the Equality Fund in 2018, Amal employed 
its first part-time Coordinator for CAMP, whose 
primary role is to help it stabilise and grow the 
service and systemise its processes, including 
data and evidence gathering. As Ireland’s only 
non-faith-based Muslim women’s organisation 
with a feminist, anti-racist and intersectional 
approach, Amal is unique. Through their volunteer 
network – made up of women from many cultures 
and speaking a wide variety of languages – they 
are able to reach women who are isolated in 
their communities and work with them to fully 
discuss their experiences and help resolve current 
impasses. Amal are anecdotally aware of large 
numbers of women that they are not currently 
able to reach, and plan to address this with SIFI-
supported strategic development and planning. 
Amal’s strategy focuses on improving life for 
women and their families through services and 
self-development, providing safety for women and 
children through provision of culturally appropriate 
emergency accommodation and refuge, and 
representing their communities through 
constructive dialogue and the development of 
strategic partnerships.

EQUALITY FUND 2019 40



“The Equality Fund is giving us the 
ability to hire our first part time 
employee to coordinate the project, 
and provide stability for the service. 
The coordinator role is to develop the 
service and referral pathways, and 
coordinate the volunteer advocates”

  Niera Belacy 
Amal Women’s Association 

SCALING

The effects of solidarity, support and community 
can be immense in the lived experience of a 
person, particularly when they have ongoing or 
imminent issues they are dealing with. Both the 
case-work and the community work Amal does 
could be replicated in key locations around the 
country. This work is labour-intensive and would 
need funding commitment for a significant period 
to ensure its sustainability. 

Amal’s capacity to deal at statutory policy levels 
is at an early stage but is developing. It is well 
placed to grow its communications and coalition 
engagement skills base through activities around 
building the quantitative and qualitative evidence 
bases, which provide key data in shaping policy.

Targeted training internally amongst board, staff 
and the wide range of volunteers that make 
up Amal will help systemise the organisation’s 
methods and practices, enabling it to respond 
consistently to the women who engage with the 
service. Likewise, targeted training to a wide 
range of statutory service providers at local 
levels throughout the country will scale up both 
awareness and implementation of service access 
to Muslim women in Ireland, as well as create an 
income stream to Amal.

SUSTAINABILITY

To secure and ensure the continuance of CAMP, 
and with Equality Fund supports, in 2018 Amal 
created a part-time Coordinator role to work on 
strategic planning, systemisation, communication 
and a variety of other core capacity-building 
issues. They are working with strategic 
consultants provided by SIFI to develop both a 
longer-term strategic plan and a communications 
plan. However, this role is funded for one year only, 
and Amal needs to identify sources of funding 
to ensure the role on a full-time basis. Amal also 
requires funding to support the continuation of 
their work in its current location, and to replicate 
it elsewhere. They are operating from the Dublin 
Mosque on a temporary basis, but their hold on 
this space is precarious and there is a need to find 
a permanent premises from which to operate.

Faced with the possibility of losing this coordinator 
role in Amal in 2020, the organisation is working 
to gain recognition of the legitimate need for this 
service. Their aim is to eventually bring it to a point 
of sustainable statutory funding and integrate its 
learning in public service delivery.

“We are working with the consultant 
provided by Social Innovation Fund 
Ireland to create a strategic plan 
and a business plan, and ensure the 
organisation has good governance 
and policies” 

Niera Belacy 
Amal Women’s Association 
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STAY SAFE WORK WISE WEBSITE 
CHRYSALIS COMMUNITY DRUG PROJECT

“ Due to the recession there was a reduction in funding and 
staff hours. We weren’t able to reach the same amount of 
people as we had been reaching. The Equality Fund has given 
us the opportunity to increase our reach.” 

  Miriam Ryan Chrysalis Community Drug Project
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THE STAY SAFE WORK WISE WEBSITE

Over the past ten years the primary method of 
accessing sex workers in Ireland has changed 
from street to online. Rather than having the 
traditional securities, such as they were, of 
working alongside each other on the street or from 
a shared premises, new legislation introduced 
in 2017 increased penalties for ‘brothel keeping’ 
where two sex workers are working together. 
Under the shadow of deep societal stigmatisation, 
sex workers frequently face difficulties even 
accessing basic public services in health, housing, 
justice and welfare. In many cases sex workers are 
further marginalised because of other intersecting 
issues, like addictions, ethnicity or gender identity.

The 2017 Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act – 
that criminalises the act of buying sex – has, 
according to some organisations that work at the 
front line, made sex workers more vulnerable by 
driving people further underground.22 According to 
Ugly Mugs (an initiative which brings sex workers 
together to share safety information)23 it had 
received 1,635 reports from sex workers who were 
concerned about clients in the five months since 
the law change – a 61% increase on the previous 
year. Some 137 of these incidents involved 
violence, including sexual assault, with knives or 
guns reportedly produced in 12 of these cases. A 
total of 79 incidents of violence were reported in 
the first five months of last year.

22  ‘Dramatic rise’ in attacks on sex workers since law change”, Irish 
Times, 4 September, 2017 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/
crime-and-law/dramatic-rise-in-attacks-on-sex-workers-since-law-
change-1.3208370

23  ‘Increase in violence against sex workers’: https://uglymugs.
ie/2018/04/03/increase-violence-sex-workers/

Chrysalis sees the development of its online 
resource as being crucial to the safety of sex 
workers in this time of increased isolation. This 
online resource – providing up-to-date information 
and live, real-time conversation is primarily 
targeted to sex workers, is available through 
various sex worker platforms, and the relevance 
of the content covered is largely derived from and 
directed by sex workers themselves. 

Originally set up in 1998 as a local response to 
drugs issues in the community, Chrysalis found 
reason to establish a dedicated sex work project 
in 2001. Over the past decade their frontline 
activities with (female) sex workers comprise 
case management, street outreach, (previously) 
a mobile health clinic, crisis intervention, inter-
agency referrals, training, peer working and policy 
work. Like many civil society organisations, the 
impact of the economic recession resulted in 
reduced staff hours and outreach ability, while 
at the same time referrals from probation, 
addiction, homeless and other services have 
continued to increase. 

Comprehensive data on the scale and nature of 
the violence and harms enacted on sex workers 
in Ireland is lacking. However, those working with 
sex workers point out that there are many sex 
workers that services just do not reach, and that 
these individuals require support and access to 
information, often urgently. In response, Chrysalis 
is upscaling their online presence – offering 
an efficient inroad to help otherwise isolated 
individuals to access services, and potentially 
assisting people in imminent danger.
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The main function of the newly-designed website 
is to provide specific, accurate and up-to-date 
information on street work safety and indoor 
work safety to all sex workers: female, male, 
transgender and who may be migrant, homeless 
or in other vicarious situations. There are also 
sections on rights and responsibilities in a legal 
context, harm reduction information regarding 
drug use, safer sex practices, accessing health 
services, as well as information about mental 
health, wellbeing and self-care. The website links 
to organisations that provide harm reduction and 
safety information specifically to sex workers 
in Ireland. This website is open to the public and 
professionals, but crucially it contains zones that 
are only accessible by sex workers themselves.

One of those sex worker-only functions of the 
website that is highly innovative and critical to its 
purpose will be a live instant messaging service 
(supported with automated translation), which 
will be staffed as finances allow and operate on a 
national basis. In the current context this is clearly 
a valuable (and in many cases crucial) resource for 
sex workers who need assistance, and who may 
choose to remain anonymous. Currently the live-
function is available in afternoons/evenings. 

“The issue we are focusing on is 
that the nature of sex work has 
changed massively over the last 
ten years. A lot of it has moved 
online and so we were reaching a 
very specific population which were 
mainly Irish women, who were doing 
street-based sex work. The Stay 
Safe Work Wise website gives us  
an opportunity to reach a more 
diverse population”. 

Miriam Ryan  
Chrysalis Case Manager with the 
remit of working with Sex Workers

ENVIRONMENT

Sex workers are among the most marginalised 
populations in Irish society. Attitudes to and 
discussions of their profession are generally 
limited and highly stigmatising. In terms of access 
to employment rights, childcare, housing, health 
and other basic services, sex worker organisations 
in Ireland have long reported the scale of public 
and private hostility, and over the past two 
decades have compiled various resources to 
assist sex workers to remain as safe and informed 
as possible.24 

24  The Sex Workers Alliance Ireland provides advice and resources  
http://sexworkersallianceireland.org/
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Increasingly in recent years these organisations 
have recognised the diversity of individuals 
doing sex work, and the need to work across 
sectors in order to have sustainable impact on 
the environment in which sex workers operate. 
Through our own practice and discussions with 
other frontline services we estimate that the 
majority of sex workers in Ireland comprise single 
mothers seeking to raise a family, students paying 
their way through college, and trans or migrant 
workers eking out a living.25 Another cohort of 
people has identified sex work as a means to earn 
an additional income with flexible hours as the 
cost of living increases. For service providers in 
Ireland – around housing, health, addiction, and 
various other areas – there is almost a complete 
deficit of reliable data on sex worker populations 
and their issues. 

To date, very little statutory attention has been 
directed to the sex worker communities around 
Ireland in terms of safety and protection, funding 
mechanisms, cross-sector partnership or training, 
policy inclusion and public education. Prior to 
legislation in 2017, connections with Gardaí could 
be described as ‘contentious’, and it is the opinion 
of some on-the-ground sex work organisations 
that this relationship has been made worse, and 
a new disincentive to reporting crime has been 
introduced.26 As the client is now criminalised, 
should a sex worker report a crime against them, 
they immediately risk leaving themselves, their 
workplace and all their clients open to police 
surveillance. Further driving isolation under this 
new law, if two people are working together they 
face harsh penalties for so-called brothel keeping.

25  “Opinion: Laws that criminalise sex buyers are making life more 
dangerous for sex workers”, The Journal, 28 March 2019 https://
www.thejournal.ie/readme/opinion-laws-that-criminalise-sex-
buyers-are-making-life-more-dangerous-for-sex-workers-4563658-
Mar2019/

26  See Uglymugs.ie which produces resources and data on sex workers 
situations in Ireland and the UK https://uglymugs.ie/news/

IMPACT

The solution to reaching potentially all sex workers 
in Ireland through a non-commercial online 
platform is a necessary, timely and innovative 
response to a worsening situation. A reliable 
and expanding source of information, support 
and live connection to peers, professionals and 
trained volunteers online offers a crucial access 
to those increasingly isolated from services and 
experiencing unmoving societal stigmatisation. 
It also, for the first time in Ireland, offers service 
providers a significant range of necessary base 
data to initiate or expand engagement. Due to 
the sensitive and confidential nature of some sex 
worker issues (violence, reporting, privacy, clients, 
etc.) the website contains public and private 
spaces that are anonymised.  

A recent development poses new safety 
challenges. Chrysalis have recorded that sex 
workers are now working more fluidly, and may 
interchange street-based and online work 
depending on their situation – for example: 
someone living in hostels who may have addiction 
issues. Chrysalis has built their new website to be 
able to respond to this challenge.

Crucially, the website can present in any language. 
This is vital in terms of leaving no sex worker 
behind in this effort. Its technology allows the user 
to receive or speak in any language through an 
automated translation device. This means that for 
that population in Ireland for whom English is not a 
first language, and who are often physically isolated 
in rural or urban settings, there now exists a safe 
and reliable connection to civil society support.
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This online forum is designed to speak in the 
vernacular of sex workers, thereby maximising its 
efficacy in presenting safety content. The primary 
purpose is to communicate effectively and with 
clarity in the terms used within the field. Safety 
and other advice is thorough, illustrative and 
comprehensive. Sex worker negotiation skills are 
an area that Chrysalis pays particular attention to 
through its harm reduction approach. 

SCALING

The Sex Work Project’s work with the Equality 
Fund has been to achieve clarity and planning on 
the service, and anticipate its future expansion 
and application, as well as to finalise the content, 
technical design (including translation), and 
web hosting for a four-year period. With this 
project, the concept of scaling applies to how it 
can disseminate among sex workers (and their 
coalitions and organisations) and service providers, 
what potential services it can develop (counselling 
via Skype, for example), how it can have impactful 
resonance within the community, and indeed how 
such and other impacts can be measured. 

The site has the potential to bring a range of new 
dialogues and to open new relationships with 
service providers. In the long term it can allow 
service providers to achieve service delivery 
coherency, particularly as a mechanism for data 
and evidence gathering derived from the frontlines 
of this work. Currently, the website holds a sex 
workers’ directory of nationwide services that 
could be developed regarding local level services 
– information that may emerge over time through 
the increased uptake of and input to the site by sex 
workers and service providers. To achieve these 
and other potentials, staff and volunteers will need 
training and up-skilling in various areas connected 
to human rights, hate crime, reporting, monitoring 
and others, and to forge links with academics and 
various related institutions.

SUSTAINABILITY

At this stage the website has been developed 
to launch, hosting costs are covered for a four-
year period, and the core innovative functions 
of live-interaction and simultaneous translation 
are in place. However, two concerns regarding 
the sustainable scope of activities pertain to this 
project: firstly the issue of paying for increased 
hours of online live presence; and secondly 
the costs of ongoing maintenance and annual 
updating of the site.
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LGBT CHAMPIONS PROGRAMME 
LGBT IRELAND

“ What we see in LGBT Ireland, and what research has shown, 
is that older LGBT people are invisible in older age services 
in Ireland. Because of this we set up the LGBT Champions 
Programme to train health and social care professionals  
to be aware, sensitive and confident in working with older 
LGBT people.” 

  Paula Fagan CEO, LGBT Ireland



Societal attitudes towards Ireland’s lesbian, 
gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex27 
(LGBTI) populations have undergone marked 
improvements since decriminalisation of [male] 
same sex sexual intimacy in 1993. Through 
sustained attention on legal equality regarding 
general non-discrimination, education, gender 
self-determination, health, family and marital 
status, and comprehensive research on the LGBT 
populations in Ireland and their issues, a less 
stigmatised discourse has generally evolved. 
However, despite this evolving context, for various 
reasons many LGBT people remain marginalised 
and largely invisible in many sectors. Research 
shows this is particularly true for older LGBT people 
accessing elder services from statutory bodies.28 

A small number of adjoined academic and civil 
society research and service professional-focused 
initiatives specifically directed at older LGBT 
people have been undertaken in recent years.29 
The data available to date demonstrates that in 
line with general demographic trends, there is a 
rapidly-growing aging LGBT population – some of 
whom have lived openly in their identities, and 
some of whom have never revealed their deeply-
felt sexual orientation or gender identity. 

27  In this document, the acronym LGBT is used throughout, rather than 
LGBTI.  I refers to intersex or ‘sex characteristics’, a category that is 
increasingly contained within the scope of organising around sexual 
orientation and gender identity, and in alignment with developing 
international practice and fledgling national organising.

28  Higgins, A, et al Visible Lives Identifying the experiences and needs of 
older Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) people in Ireland. 
GLEN, 2011. https://www.lenus.ie/handle/10147/325477

29  For example, the EU-partner project ‘Being Me’ (https://beingme.
eu/welcome) – which Trinity School of Nursing helps coordinate 
– provides educators in care and wellbeing with a set of learning 
resources to promote inclusive care for LGBT older people among 
their students

Statistically older LGBT people are more likely to 
live alone, and as such may rely more on social 
care and health services later in life. Research 
shows that often these older people, perhaps due 
to decades of direct and indirect discrimination, 
display a of lack confidence when dealing with 
health and social care services.30 Whether actually 
demonstrated or perceived, heteronormative 
attitudes (attitudes that assume everyone is 
heterosexual) embedded in statutory institutions 
and embodied in staff are felt as a barrier to 
accessing these services.

Following engagements with health and social 
care providers, and in a 2018 consultation 
having identified an almost total absence of 
LGBT visibility in the services, LGBT Ireland has 
adapted a ‘Champions’ model to develop training, 
disseminating data and the subsequent policy 
formation and practice on older LGBT people in 
Ireland.31 The Champions model is well-tested 
in social change movements, and is particularly 
suited to shifting consciousness and practice 
in health and care settings. As applied to social 
care and health service professionals and their 
institutions, the Champions method focuses on 
strategic engagements with key individuals, or 
‘changemakers’. These individuals initially volunteer 
to drive the cultural change within their own 
organisation or service, and in time self-organise 
and internally advocate on this issue. They receive 
training and support throughout this period.

30  Sharek, D., et al “Older LGBT people’s experiences and concerns 
with healthcare professionals and services in Ireland”, International 
Journal of Older People Nursing 10(3) · November 2014

31  Emerging from the US corporate sector originally, the Champions 
model has been widely adapted to social movements across the 
world. For example, in 2012 the UK LGBT charity Stonewall set up its 
Diversity Champions programme (https://www.stonewall.org.uk/
diversity-champions-programme) as a way to ensure staff inclusion 
and diversity across professional sectors. In Ireland since 2013 
BeLonG To’s LGBTI+ Safe and Supportive Schools model includes a 
‘Champions’ component where a teacher in each school takes on 
special responsibility for LGBTI+ issues, as part of a broader ‘Whole 
School Community Approach’.
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One particularly relevant and innovative element 
of this work is that for the first time granular 
data on older LGBT people can be generated, 
compiled and tracked. This kind of core qualitative 
and quantitative data on older LGBT people’s 
experiences is required to meaningfully shape and 
monitor service roll-out, but currently is lacking.

The economy of the Champions model – in 
terms of the most efficient use of resources by 
all parties – assists in its viability. To achieve a 
deeper understanding of what this work involves 
on the national level, LGBT Ireland are rolling-
out the Older LGBT Champions model in one 
Community Healthcare Organisation area – CHO 
5, the south-east region of Ireland (there are nine 
CHO areas across the State). CHOs are community 
healthcare services outside of acute hospitals, 
such as primary care, social care, mental health, 
and other health and well-being services. These 
services are delivered through the HSE and its 
funded agencies to people in local communities, as 
close as possible to their homes. 

ENVIRONMENT

With the pace of social change in Ireland in recent 
decades, there is little doubt that there are 
generally more positive responses to sexually- and 
gender-diverse individuals, with many professionals 
across sectors being sensitive to diversity as a 
first principle. However, it should be noted that very 
little comprehensive training or targeted awareness 
work on older LGBT people has been undertaken 
with health and social care providers. Professionals 
(through well-meaning initial enquiries, about ‘your 
husband’ or ‘your wife’ for example) can instantly 
alienate or silence older LGBT clients without 
noticing. It should be noted that in feedback to 
their proposals, LGBT Ireland report that “often” 
service providers don’t believe that LGBT issues are 
relevant to how they deliver services. It should also 
be noted that, despite the general acceptance of 
sexual and gender diversity, misconceptions about 
that diversity abound in Irish society.

Many service providers recognise the need for 
training, sensitisation, information-sharing, 
cooperative working and inclusive policy, and 
LGBT Ireland report significant interest in their 
proposal. Sections of the Health Service Executive 
that focus on holistic care, in the Integrated 
Care Programme for Older People (ICPOP), offer 
opportunity and express interest in this work. For 
all parties involved, there is a significant job of work 
in articulating and implementing the necessary 
systemic and local adjustments required to fully 
include older LGBT people in public services.  

IMPACT

Countering the isolation borne of actual or 
perceived exclusion and discrimination in those 
in their elderly years takes concentrated work 
by those serving them: this is one cohort that 
services need to be particularly mindful of. 
However, many older LGBT people have lived 
positive lives with high self-esteem, having 
realised their potential, and in their elder care need 
to be able to continue true to form. They need not 
to be made to feel vulnerable or silenced under 
pervasive heteronormative attitudes to perceived 
(or potential for) stigmatisation embedded in 
those attitudes when accessing social care and 
health services. The work that LGBT Ireland has 
embarked on has significant impacts on individual 
lives, and their experiences while subject to health 
services or social care. As yet it is unknown where 
stress points will be, but one useful outcome of 
this project is the opportunity to document the 
process of attempting to systematically install 
and embed inclusion of a sub-population in a 
geographical area. 

LGBT Ireland will observe the opportunities and 
challenges of the roll-out process using the 
indicators of change in organisational procedures, 
and numbers of staff trained. These observations 
will be beneficial in this effort to decrease barriers 
to services and increase confidence in using those 
services among older LGBT people.
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The challenges of measuring or indicating the 
scale and circumstances of this sub-population 
are significant, and the project is innovative in that 
it seeks to create and agree with stakeholders’ 
indicators for measurement. Through organising 
groups of older LGBT people in various locations 
around the country to meet and speak in 
structured sessions, LGBT Ireland already has the 
opportunity to gather rich experiential, anecdotal 
and attitudinal data. These sessions also serve 
an important purpose of cohesion and community 
building, which are essential to the work that LGBT 
Ireland have embarked on.

Both innovative and traditional methods of 
capturing data are required to monitor and 
evaluate the progress in policy and practice in this 
area. Currently, LGBT Ireland looks to the individual 
professional champions themselves – and the 
networks they evolve – as important sources of 
data, and following training foresees their roles 
partially as data collectors. 

“Social Innovation Fund Ireland 
had the right people to match us 
with, with the right expertise and 
knowledge to help the programme 
develop quickly” 

 Paula Fagan CEO, LGBT Ireland 

SCALING

The Equality Fund’s investment with LGBT Ireland 
has enabled its salaried staff to singularly focus on 
the core issues of viability and sustainability for 
older LGBT people accessing social care and health 
services, and to plan for that. They have focused 
on a high-level communications and marketing 
strategy to decision-makers in health and social 
care services, as well as developing a business 
plan to execute this work methodologically.

LGBT Ireland set out to gather data and monitor 
progress of the Champions Programme in three 
ways: 

1  Scale – the number of older people’s services 
that participate in the programme

2  Improvements in services provided to older 
LGBT people by participating organisations 

3  Systems change – setting goals for the 
introduction of accreditation for service 
providers to assess compliance with equality 
and non-discrimination practices.

At its core, the very reason for initiating this 
project is to eventually scale it up nationwide.  
However, already the scope of LGBT Ireland’s plan 
to train professionals in Ireland’s south-east 
region (CHO5) embraces around 150 individuals, 
and there is significant work in monitoring and 
affecting that process. LGBT Ireland will need to 
secure further funding to implement their strategy 
to drive this change forward.
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“The Equality Fund has given us 
the time and the resources to plan 
properly and to be really rigorous in 
our planning” 

 Paula Fagan CEO, LGBT Ireland 

SUSTAINABILITY

Future funding for the LGBT Champions Programme 
is not secure, although currently being sought. 
Within its business plan, LGBT Ireland plan to 
generate some income through fees for training 
services across the sector, but such agreements 
are yet to be made. Private (nursing homes, 
homecare operators, etc.) or philanthropic funding 
may provide some opportunities also.

The work that LGBT Ireland is preparing for and 
ready to initiate has the potential to scale across 
all healthcare and social care services in Ireland. 
Countering exclusion of older LGBT people is to 
draw a focus on an otherwise invisible population, 
and is work that can have immeasurable impact in 
the later lives of LGBT people in Ireland.
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One of the fascinating elements of the 
Equality Fund to date is the range of issues and 
environments in Ireland where glaring gaps in 
accessing equality are currently evident. In its 
first year of operation the fund focused on five 
projects only, but it had over 50 applications. 
Depending on further investment, the fund can 
expand its reach and impact across a wider range 
of issues by investing in the capacities of the 
organisations concerned. 

Through the Dormant Accounts Fund, the 
government Department of Rural and Community 
Development provides matching funding for all 
philanthropic funds raised by the Social Innovation 
Fund Ireland. As such, SIFI’s role is pivotal in 
channelling resources and support to vulnerable 
and marginalised populations. Through aligning 
expertise, resource and infrastructure (subject-
matter experts, funders and State actors), a 
cogent path to addressing equality gaps in Ireland 
can be identified and undertaken, within the 
current regulatory frameworks. 

The philanthropic co-funders of the Equality Fund, 
Peter Kinney and Lisa Sandquist Foundation, 
observe that for funders, particularly those not 
based in Ireland, SIFI provided valuable expertise, 
advice and networks into the worlds of funding 
and of equality. They noted that the matching 
funding and the Accelerator programme were 
key to their decision-making to engage, and they 
stressed the value of the strategic supports and 
networks which SIFI provides to awardees. They 
observed that: 

“SIFI made that really easy for us, 
it was almost like SIFI was giving 
us entrée into the world of subject 
matter experts, and also in to 
the world of philanthropy and of 
government funding”.

Numerically, in terms of impacts, the Moving 
Forward initiative run by DRCC aims to reach 
80 individual clients through the service in its 
first (pilot) year, growing to 200 in year 2 and 
400 clients in year 3. Currently, Amal is currently 
handling the in-depth casework of around 100 
women (increasing 30% annually), running coffee 
mornings (15 to date), and has fed around 525 
families in Direct Provision during Ramadan. The 
Phoenix Programme has current capacity for 55 
cases, and it has a long waiting list. The LGBT 
Champions programme estimates that lead 
individuals in 135 services across the social care 
and health services in the south-east region will 
be trained and sensitised to the specific issues 
facing LGBT older people. As yet, traffic figures 
and pick up of services on the Chrysalis Stay Safe 
Work Wise website have not been reported, but 
anecdotally it is known that the engagement of 
sex workers is significant. 



1  The Equality Sector is critical to an inclusive 
Ireland. It has been at the heart of positive 
social, policy and legislative change in the 
country. The effectiveness of its work, as 
well as the public support for it, has been 
demonstrated in recent years through 
the passing of progressive legislation and 
the marriage equality and abortion rights 
referendums.

As remarked in the first section of this report, 
philanthropic investment in the equality sector 
is comparatively low. In this light, the value 
of funding strategic, targeted and regulatory 
compliant equality work that reaches the most 
marginalised cannot be underestimated. Further, 
the confidence generated by the authority of SIFI’s 
role in ensuring matching funding and their unique 
approach in providing the Accelerator Programme 
embeds an infrastructural coherence behind the 
Equality Fund. This robust model for approaching 
equality work in Ireland can in the short term 
enable the gathering and monitoring of crucial 
baseline evidence and data currently unavailable.

RECOMMENDATION 1

Philanthropic organisations and government 
should further prioritise investment in the 
Equality Sector in Ireland in order to embed and 
grow this vital space. This includes programmes 
of support to minority communities and 
programmes of public education on the 
importance of Equality to an inclusive society.   

2  The Equality Sector was deeply damaged in 
recent years by the withdrawal of funding 
during the economic recession in Ireland, 
the dismantling of a burgeoning equality 
infrastructure, and by increasing regulatory 
burdens being placed on poorly resourced 
community groups.

Each of the projects currently supported by SIFI’s 
Equality Fund provide important insights into 
the lived realities of individuals in Ireland who 
experience discrimination, marginalisation or 
stigmatisation. From its initial work to date, there 
is clear evidence that various sub-populations 
face substantial challenges in achieving equal 
access to services in Ireland, and their situations 
largely go undocumented or are unaccounted for. 
It is also evident that where supports exist, the 
providing organisations need urgent support to 
achieve on-going sustainability of the projects.

As documented in the first section of this report, 
the financial crisis of 2008 had significant 
adverse effects on civil society organising in 
Ireland. Concurrent with cuts in State funding 
to civil society, between 2009 and 2014 a series 
of significant compliance-related duties were 
introduced by government for civil society 
organisations. The combined effect has meant 
that many civil society organisations that focus on 
various aspects of equality are under-resourced 
and over-burdened.

RECOMMENDATION 2

Philanthropy, Civil Society and Government 
work together to remove barriers, such 
as regulatory burdens, so as to empower 
vital Equality organisations to serve their 
communities and to work together to further 
Equality for all.
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3  The Equality Fund awardee organisations are 
proof of the resilience and innovation of the 
Equality Sector and a growing confidence 
among minority communities in developing 
supports and platforms.

In its first year of operation in 2018/2019, the 
Equality Fund identified four thematic areas in 
which to focus initial energies: gender-based 
violence (GBV); migrants; prisoners and ex-
offenders; and LGBT people. Although significant 
civil society work already centres on these 
themes, there are groups of people who, for 
various reasons, are unreached or overlooked by 
current service provision. To address and meet 
the particular needs of the specific populations 
discussed in this report requires significant and 
specific focus, time, care and resources.

RECOMMENDATION 3

Funders, government and civil society groups 
should learn from the experiences of the 
Equality Fund awardees and build on the 
considerable momentum created by the fund 
and other Equality initiatives. 

4  The experience of the Equality Fund 
demonstrates the importance of minority 
communities speaking for themselves and 
leading initiatives to further equality in 
Ireland.

A core aspect of the Equality Fund was its 
intention to support community-based leadership 
amongst excluded populations. SIFI believes in the 
importance of communities self-organising, and 
that community members are often best placed 
to promote equality and frame their arguments 
in line with their lived experience. Leadership 
development needs support and investment 
and often comes about through intentional 
programmes and learning. 

RECOMMENDATION 4

Funders should focus attention on developing 
leadership among minority communities.
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5  In a poorly resourced sector there is 
friction between the simultaneous needs to 
provide services to extremely marginalised 
community members, and to work with  
stakeholders to affect systematic change and 
further equality.

It must be kept in mind that investing in equality 
for marginalised populations is quite different from 
investing in other ‘mainstream’ initiatives, despite 
diligent mentoring in standard key organisational 
competencies and communication. Equality work 
that reaches sub-populations within already 
marginalised communities necessitates much 
awareness-raising amongst existing stakeholders 
(services and policy-shapers) to ensure 
meaningful inclusion. The metrics that indicate 
progress need to be identified accordingly:  
both to the granular scale of that work, and 
concurrently against the weight of marginalisation 
and stigmatisation of these largely invisible  
sub-populations.

RECOMMENDATION 5

As well as supporting minority groups to work 
with their communities it is vital that high 
quality training be provided to public servants 
and others who engage with such communities. 

6  SIFI’s Equality Fund – which includes a suite 
of capacity-building, communications and 
strategic planning supports – has proven to 
be an excellent model for Equality focused 
and community led organisations.  

A core component of the Equality Fund, alongside 
financial provision, is a range of non-financial 
capacity-building supports provided through the 
Accelerator Programme, in line with SIFI’s approach 
to all its funds. These equip organisations with 
skills to both scale-up and deepen social impact 
through competency in Strategic Planning, Impact 
Measurement, Financial Management, Governance, 
Business Modelling, Pitching and Storytelling. 
Awardees undergo rigorous training and project 
examination in these sessions and emerge with 
coherent planning and implementation strategies. 

The fund’s key focus is to financially and 
technically support projects within existing 
organisations that target specific overlooked 
sub-populations to attain appropriate visibility, 
scale and impact. The Equality Fund recognises 
their urgency and the validity of their situations, 
and is particularly attentive to building the 
capacity of those directly affected to articulate 
their own needs, devise and execute realistic 
planning, and source funding. It also recognises 
that without such supports these projects may be 
too vulnerable to survive the start-up and scale-
up phases necessary for their continuance. The 
financial supports provided in the 2018-2019 initial 
phase amounted to €300,000, where four of the 
projects received approximately €70,000 each, 
and the fifth received a cash injection of €25,000 
(Chrysalis’ Stay Safe Work Wise website).
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RECOMMENDATION 6

Funders, Government and Civil Society can 
significantly increase their impact by combining 
capacities. The Equality Fund is a model for 
doing this as it brought together Equality 
expertise, financial resources and capacity-
building infrastructure to ‘lift’ Equality focused 
organisations and sectors.

7  Equality work needs further support in order 
to realise its potential. This is evidenced by 
awardee testimonials, donor testimonials 
and the extensive analysis carried out for 
this report. Such investment would be in 
line with the Government’s commitments 
to Sustainable Development Goals and 
obligations under international treaties. 

As mentioned repeatedly in this report, the issue of 
sustainability of these projects is at the very heart 
of the work that SIFI has undertaken in creating the 
Equality Fund. The early steps of a fledgling project 
working to support those who are invisible within 
already marginalised communities are naturally 
quite vulnerable, as much ground needs to be 
covered to validate the work, plan it and start to 
execute. The specialised or specified nature of the 
targeting needs focus, time, care and resources. 
In short, the imperative to swiftly achieve solid 
strategic vision and action, business planning, 
financial viability and strong communications 
across the sector needs support and commitment 
beyond year-to-year funding. It is valuable to 
remind ourselves that for many individuals there is 
an immediate urgency to accessing equality, and 
for some such access is a lifeline.

RECOMMENDATION 7

Government and philanthropy should work 
together to ensure that long-term and 
substantial funding mechanisms are created to 
support Equality work in Ireland.
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As regards the five projects that the Equality Fund 
has worked with in 2018-2019, there is a range of 
existing funding requirements:

The Phoenix Programme needs to find a single 
source of funding for its therapists who deal with 
non-convicted sex offenders (currently part-
funded by three agencies), and it needs to cover 
the costs of running the Phoenix Programme as a 
separate entity in order to scale it up nationwide. 

DRCC’s Moving Forward Programme is a six-week 
online, self-directed, client-led trauma therapy 
programme, aimed at adult survivors of sexual 
violence who are not reached by current service 
provision or care. As a unique intervention, the 
Equality Fund’s core investment has initially 
enabled them to focus on sustainability, and in 
regard to finances, DRCC has attracted the first 
of the co-funders it will require to realise this work 
over the coming years. Their intention is to scale 
up nationwide and that the State should adopt the 
programme in time.

As a grassroots support base, Amal’s focus on a 
range of impediments to accessing public services 
and supports that face Muslim women in Ireland 
– particularly those who have migrated here – is 
immeasurably valuable to those they serve. An 
outcome of Amal’s engagement with the Equality 
Fund was the funding of a part-time coordinator 
role until 2020. However, a current priority is to 
sustainably secure that role into the future.

The only project of the 2018-2019 awardees that 
did not engage with the Accelerator Programme, 
but for whom the Equality Fund supplied a 
financial grant, was the Chrysalis Stay Safe Work 
Wise website. In light of the isolating effects 
of recent legislation in Ireland, sex workers 
across the sector expressed the urgent need 
for a reliable, non-commercial, up-to-date 
information and assistance resource with a real-
time, live interaction function (for reporting, 
urgent assistance, etc.) that is translatable. To 
maintain and update the site to its potential, and 
particularly for it to supply full-time online live 
presence, it needs significant partner funding into 
the future.

The future funding of the LGBT Champions 
Programme is as yet not secure. In its current 
stage of rolling out the programme in the south-
east of Ireland, it has managed to generate 
some income in training fees. They are currently 
seeking co-funding from private or philanthropic 
sources, and are following a business plan to scale 
activities nationwide across all healthcare and 
social care services in Ireland.
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