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IHRC Commissioner Olive Braiden

Opening Remarks

We are here today because the Justice for Magdalenes group (JFM) approached the Irish Human Rights Commission (IHRC) this summer and requested it to conduct an enquiry. This led to the Commission examining the issues raised and to analyse the merits of the case being advanced. I would like at the outset to acknowledge the members of the Justice for Magdalenes group present here today.
Justice for Magdalenes is a group campaigning for the rights of women and girls who were resident in so-called “Magdalen Laundries” in Ireland. They seek an apology from the State to these girls and women for abuse, mistreatment and neglect they suffered in “Magdalen Laundries”. They say the State was complicit in placing women and girls in these laundries and that the State should provide them with redress in the form of compensation.

There is a sad irony here. Ireland only awoke to the horrors of abuse in institutions the State through the screening of documentary films in the late 1990s which ignited the public consciousness. One of the first films ‘Sex in a Cold Climate’ cataloged abuse of girls and women in Magdalen Laundries. Later documentaries, such as ‘Dear Daughter’ in 1996 and ‘States of Fear’ in 1999 dealt with the abuse of children in State run institutions. Yet the women and girls who resided in the “Magdalen Laundries” were left out when the State finally took action on abuse in institutional settings.

In May 1999, the then Taoiseach, Bertie Ahern TD apologised to victims of child abuse perpetrated by religious orders in State institutions. And he announced the establishment of a Commission to Inquire into Child Abuse. There was no apology in relation to the “Magdalen Laundries”.

The name “Magdalen Laundries” was influenced by the biblical figure of Mary Magdalene, as a role model for repentance and spiritual regeneration. During the twentieth century Magdalen Laundries operated as private-for-profit laundry enterprises in which the women and girls living in the institutions were expected to work in order to “earn their keep”. 

Following the then Taoiseach’s 1999 apology, the State set up a redress scheme for victims of childhood abuse in State run institutions. During the 2002, Dáil Debates on the Residential Institutions Redress Bill, Dr Michael Woods TD the then Minister for Education and Science stated that: 

“This Bill cannot hope to address all the wrongs which occurred. It is, in essence, a measure to right the wrongs done to children where the State … failed in its duty to protect them. In saying this, I must emphasise that I in no way wish to dismiss the fact that abuse of adults could and did occur in Magdalen Laundries or that the abuse was an appalling breach of trust or, indeed, that the victims of that abuse suffered and continue to suffer greatly.”
But there has been no redress for the girls and women in “Magdalen Laundries”. Why is that? Why has the State not accepted responsibility if it accepts that abuse occurred in these laundries? 
Well, the reason is this. The State has adopted the stance that “Magdalen Laundries” were privately owned and operated by religious orders. “Magdalen Laundries” ‘were not’ and ‘are not’ our responsibility says the State. And this view is at the centre of the enquiry request from Justice for Magdalenes.

The State will not apologise to the women and girls who resided in the Laundries and will not compensate those still alive today. These are women who still live with the unmerited stigma of being a “Magdalene”, a “Maggie”, a “Fallen Women”, or a “Prostitute” - the language of a bygone era.

Justice for Magdalenes asserts that the State’s view is not correct. According to the group, the State was complicit in the operation of “Magdalen Laundries”. Justice for Magdalenes claims that it can prove that the State routinely referred girls and women to “Magdalen Laundries” in Dublin, Galway, Waterford, Limerick and Cork. And that it did so from the time of the foundation of the State and throughout much of the 20th Century.
One of the matters which struck me during the Commission’s consideration of the evidence we received was the lack of publicly available material on how many girls and women were sent to “Magdalen Laundries”. It is important that the history of Magdalen Laundries – and indeed other laundries - in the State should be examined. And that is because it speaks to the position of women in this country since the foundation of the State. Women and girls in “Magdalen Laundries” are one small part of a larger story – still to be told in its entirety.
The Commission is focusing today on the State’s responsibility under domestic and international human rights law. That is our mandate. But all elements of Irish society share some responsibility for what happened in the “Magdalen Laundries”. It is only the State, however, that can properly address this responsibility now. This should be acknowledged and acted upon. 
I am mindful as well that the State ratified the Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination against Women in 1985. This requires the State to take positive steps - on an ongoing basis - to eradicate any discrimination that impacts on women. 
The ongoing refusal of the State to explore its own involvement in the “Magdalen Laundries” raises, I think, questions as to whether it is a form of ongoing discrimination. And this discrimination will not be eliminated until our collective responsibility for the treatment of these women is acknowledged. Only our elected representatives can do this on our behalf. 
The President of the Commission will address more fully the recommendations of the Commission to the Government. But briefly, the Commission is calling for a statutory mechanism to be immediately established to investigate the matters raised by Justice for Magdalenes. It should report publicly on its findings. 
And where there is evidence that there was State involvement in placing women and girls in the laundries - or in their treatment while in the laundries - redress should be made available. 
Unfortunately, this Commission does not have the power or resources to do that as the Chief Executive will make clear. But we call on the State to do it. 
I would like to close by speaking directly to the women who resided in the Laundries who are still with us today, as well as to their children. 
We understand that what happened to you was wrong. As a statutory body we recognise the hurt and the pain you have suffered. And we now call on the State to intervene without delay to redress that which demands redress.

Thank you.
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