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Good Morning. On behalf of the Commission I would like to thank you all for attending.

I would like to explain here this morning an important decision that has been taken by the Commission. This is in response to the enquiry request from the Justice for Magdalenes group. In short, today the Commission is exercising its statutory powers to review the adequacy and effectiveness of law and practice in the State relating to the protection of human rights and to make recommendations to Government on the measures the State now needs to take under the provisions of the Human Rights Commission Act, 2000. 
The Commission is not exercising its power to conduct an enquiry but is rather providing its independent assessment of the human rights issues raised and calling on the Government to address those issues.
Justice for Magdalenes is seeking an apology and redress from the State for women and girls who resided in “Magdalen Laundries”. An enquiry by the Commission could not deliver this. We are not a redress mechanism. We do not have those type of powers. But we are today calling on the State to establish a statutory inquiry into this issue which is part of our role as the statutory human rights watchdog in the State. 
Let me give you some of the background to the Commission’s decision. 

In June of this year, Justice for Magdalenes requested the Commission to conduct an enquiry. This was pursuant to section 9(1)(b) of the Human Rights Commission Act, 2000. An enquiry was requested into:

· the State’s failure to protect the constitutional and human rights of women and young girls in the nation’s “Magdalen Laundries”; and

· the State’s obligation to provide redress to “Magdalen Laundry” survivors.

Given the serious issues arising, we prioritised our assessment of this enquiry request. We reviewed a large amount of documentation from Justice for Magdalenes in support of its request. In this regard, I would like to pay tribute to the diligence of that organisation in locating so many relevant historical records and in responding so quickly to our many queries and requests for further information. The breadth of information provided by Justice for Magdalenes is impressive. 
Justice for Magdalenes’s submission to the Commission was both detailed and multifaceted. It required an intense amount of work to try to capture our analysis of those issues in one document. Today we are publishing this document.

Our document - an Assessment of the Human Rights Issues Arising in relation to the “Magdalen Laundries”- reviews a considerable amount of case law and examines international human rights standards, such as those arising under:

· the Forced Labour Convention 
· the European Convention on Human Rights

· the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights

· the Convention on Elimination of Discrimination Against Women, and 
· the Irish Constitution.
The Commission is of the strong opinion - and is putting that opinion on record today - that there are significant concerns about whether the human rights of women and girls in “Magdalen Laundries” were fully respected by the State. Some of you may ask why the Commission does not then conduct an enquiry itself. And that is a fair question. 
The purpose of any enquiry conducted by the Commission must be to “review the adequacy and effectiveness of law and practice in the State relating to the protection of human rights”; that is, to evaluate how the law is operating in practice not only for an individual, but also in general and to make recommendations to the State on the measures necessary to address this. Rather than pursue an enquiry, the Commission has decided to exercise those functions on the basis of its detailed analysis of the facts presented to it.

In doing so, we asked ourselves whether an enquiry by the Commission could deliver the outcome sought by the Justice for Magdalene group. While it could compel documentation from parties, ultimately, it could only put forward the Commission’s conclusions and make recommendations to Government. As I have mentioned already, the Commission could not grant the remedy sought by Justice for Magdalenes. Only the State can do that. 

A full enquiry by the Commission could in practical terms achieve little more than the assessment we are publishing here today. And importantly, a formal enquiry by the Commission would inevitably delay the redress due from the State to the women and girls who were in “Magdalen” and other laundries. We were ever mindful of the fact that this group are now older women. 
But let me also say this, if we were sufficiently resourced, an enquiry by the Commission could have produced a more in-depth analysis of what occurred in the laundries. However, when you take into account the scale of investigation this would require, it is abundantly clear that the Commission’s resources are no match for the task. This is the reality of a budgetary situation which has left the Commission under resourced and struggling to fully discharge its functions. 
This does not diminish the very significant work already done by the Commission in putting together its assessment. We are confident that this work will assist the State in implementing our recommendations.

Finally, we are mindful that Justice for Magdalenes’s campaign involves questions that only the religious orders who ran the “Magdalen Laundries” can answer. Again a specialised statutory inquiry would be better suited to addressing the role of the religious orders in what went on in the laundries, and the role of the State itself.
In summary, the Commission has decided not to conduct an enquiry. We have instead exercised our statutory functions in the way we believe is the most appropriate given the compelling case put forward by Justice for Magalenes. Today we are publishing our analysis on the issue and in doing so discharging our statutory duty by identifying the measures the State needs to now take on this issue.

In doing so, we sincerely hope that the State will now immediately take the necessary steps to meet its human rights obligations to these women and we look forward to assisting the State with our analysis once this occurs.

Thank you.
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