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“Trade Union policy on 
lesbian and gay rights is 

an integral part of overall 
trade union policy to fight 
discrimination and protect 

workers rights.”

- ICTU ‘Lesbian and Gay Rights in the Workplace’ 1987

Laurie Steele of Cork Gay Collective 
lobbying the Annual Conference of 

ICTU in City Hall Cork 1981
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Summary
The trade union movement was hugely important 
in progress for LGBT people in Ireland from the early 
1980s when we had few supporters but many powerful 
enemies. This history is largely unrecognised and 
unwritten, significant exceptions to this are Orla Egan and 
the Cork LGBT archive, and Dr. Patrick McDonagh’s great 
research in his book ‘Gay and Lesbian Activism in the 
Republic of Ireland, 1973-93’ (2021).

Crucial moments were the Irish Congress of Trade 
Unions (ICTU) and LGPSU resolutions of 1982, the ICTU 
lesbian and gay rights seminar of 1985, the Employment 
Equality Agency under the leadership of Sylvia Meehan in 
1986 supporting sexual orientation to be included in its 
legislation, the publication of the ICTU policy ‘Lesbian and 
Gay Rights in the Workplace: Guidelines for Negotiators’ 
in 1987, and the Civil Service anti-discrimination policy 
of 1988. All contributing significantly to later progress 
such as; Labour Party Equal Status Bill 1990 including 
sexual orientation, the equality-based gay law reform in 
1993, the inclusion of sexual orientation in the Unfair 
Dismissals Act 1993, and later Equality legislation. The 
trade union movement also played a crucial role in 
the achievement of Civil Partnership in 2010 and the 
successful Yes Equality Referendum of 2015, as well as 
progress on Transgender issues.

The First National Gay Conference was held in Connolly 
Hall Cork in 1981 and had a Trade Union Workshop which 
I chaired, it made a number of key recommendations 
including stating that employment rights should be a 
priority for the gay movement, recognising the central 
role of trade unions in defending and advancing the 
rights of workers and calling on lesbians and gay 
men to be active in their Unions, and calling on all 
trade unionists to support lesbian and gay workers. It 
condemned the Irish Federation of University Teachers 
(IFUT) for not sending a Motion on LGBT workers 
proposed by David Norris and passed by IFUT, to the ICTU 
Annual Conference as required by the Motion. It also set 
out that the Cork Gay Collective would be the information 
centre for work with trade unions.  Later in the year ICTU 
held its Annual Conference in City Hall Cork and the Cork 
Gay Collective lobbied the delegates including informing 
them that they should have a Motion before them on 
LGBT issues passed by IFUT.

Agreed at First National Gay 
Conference in Connolly Hall Cork 1981
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The motion got high profile and positive media coverage 
(unusual at the time) especially in the Cork Examiner 
when it was adopted at the LGPSU Annual Conference 
in May 1982. It got ‘overwhelming support’, and was 
passed by the ‘vast majority’ after ‘a contentious debate’. 
One delegate said that; ‘if Cork have a problem with 
homosexuality then let them go away and solve them 
quietly without publicity’. Tom Bogue, President of the 
Union, spoke strongly in favour of the motion saying ‘we 
have a repressed minority’. I worked with Tom in Cork 
County Council and he was a great supporter, especially 
when I publicly came out.

I was elected to the Cork Branch committee of the LGPSU 
and attended my first Annual Delegate Conference 
in Bundoran in 1984 where I organised a worshop 
on lesbian and gay workers. I went to a workshop on 
Miscarriages of Justice such as the Birmingham Six, a 
delegate who was also a Worker’s Party activist, came 
up to me quite angry and said he was not have gone to 
my gay workshop if he knew I was going to go to the 
Birmingham Six workshop (for some at the time if you 
were a supporter of the Birmingham Six you were a 
‘crypto-Provo).

In 1982 the Cork Branch of LGPSU adopted a Motion 
proposed by myself and Tricia Tracey calling for gay law 
reform, and amendments to the Unfair Dismissals Act, 
the Employment Equality Act and legislation dealing 
with the employment of civil servants, the armed forces, 
and the Gardai to prevent discrimination on the basis of 
sexual orientation. It was my first time speaking at a trade 
union meeting. Arthur Leahy and Laurie Steele and others 
who were renovating the Quay Coop building at the 
time came along in their work clothes to give me moral 
support which I much appreciated. Only one person 
spoke against our Motion and he came up to me after 
the meeting saying in a smarmy way ‘no hard feelings’, I 
replied ‘no problem, we won’. 

This Motion later became the programme of GLEN when 
it was established in 1988, and was largely achieved 
in the 1990s with an equality-based gay law reform, 
amendments to the Unfair Dismissals Act, and Equality 
legislation introduced.

I distributed this at the 1984 
LGPSU Annual Delegate 
Conference in Bundoran 

Cork Gay Rights at Work banner 
on first Dublin Pride Parade 1983
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Government Ministers usually addressed Annual 
Conferences but with Phil Flynn recently appointed 
General Secretary,  Government Ministers refused to 
attend because he was also Vice President of Sinn Fein, 
Michael D Higgins addressed the Conference instead. At 
a Conference sing-song was the first time I realised how 
emotional it was to be in a large group singing the Fields 
of Athenry. 

I became a LGPSU delegate to the Cork Council of Trade 
Unions and witnessed a very robust even angry debate 
between the delegates on the proposed Abortion 
Amendment to the Constitution. Eventually the chair 
stood up to bring order to the meeting but the delegates 
kept on arguing and the chair said ‘In my Union when 
the Chair stands up everyone shuts up, but not you’. The 
trade union movement was a leading force in the Anti 
Amendment Campaign. The Cork Gay Collective more or 
less disbanded to concentrate on the Cork campaign. 

I wrote an article for the LGPSU magazine ‘The Reporter’ 
in October 1984. Also in 1984 I was sponsored by the 
Cork Branch and the Executive Council of the LGPSU to 
attend the NALGO (a public sector trade union similar to 
the LGPSU) Lesbian and Gay Conference in Manchester. 
We learned a lot from British lesbian and gay trade union 
groups as they were more developed than we were, and 
they had great publicity material. The London-based ‘Gay 
Rights at Work’ group came to the First National Gay 
Conference and we later used their pamphlet a lot (Laurie 
Steele is holding it in the photo outside City Hall). There 
was an active Miners Support Group in Cork and I was 
involved in that campaign.

A photograph of the Cork Anti Amendment 
Action Group information stall on Daunt Square, 
Cork city in the early 1980s.
Kieran Rose Photography Collection

ICTU Conference Cork 1981 
Laurie Steele Outside City Hall

Laurie was founder member 
of the Cork Gay Collective 

and the Quay Coop Cork
Kieran Rose Photography 

Collection
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In July 1982 ICTU passed a Motion sponsored by the 
LGPSU, in favour of lesbian and gay workers at it’s 
Annual Conference in Belfast. Members of the Cork Gay 
Collective went to Belfast to lobby the delegates.

Cork Examiner report 
May 14th 1982
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Observers Card for Belfast ICTU Annual 
Conference 1982 signed by Arthur Leahy 
and Tony O’Regan and myself of Cork Gay 
Collective, and David Norris

ICTU Conference Cork 1981 Cathal 
Kerrigan Lobbying ICTU Delegates 
Outside City Hall 1 
Kieran Rose Photography Collection

Cathal Kerrigan, Cork Gay 
Collective and UCC Gay Soc 

canvassing Michael O'Riordan, 
then General Secretary of the 

Communist Party of Ireland 
[CPI] and a member of the 

International Brigade in the 
1930s, on his way in to the ICTU 
annual conference in City Hall, 

Cork in 1981
Kieran Rose Photography 

Collection

Cork Gay Collective members 
Cathal Kerrigan, Arthur Leahy 
and Laurie Steele in front of Cork 
City Hall, Anglesea Street during 
the May Day March in Cork, 1982
Kieran Rose Photography 
Collection

Donal Sheehan left and David 
O’Connor right holding Cork Gay 

Collective banner 1984 Pride. 

In between is Eamonn McCann 
and Goretti Horgan with Socialist 

Worker placards. 
Kieran Rose Photography 

Collection
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Laurie Steele to right, on holidays Slea Head 
early 1980s 

Phil Flynn General Secretary of LGPSU was  a great 
supporter of lesbian and gay workers and lobbied 
Government on our behalf, as well as working within 
ICTU. He spoke at a workshop organised by the Cork 
Lesbian and Gay Collectives at the ICTU 1984 Annual 
Conference in Waterford, giving us great practical advice 
on our campaign. Arising from that and a subsequent 
meeting with Phil I wrote to Phil on April 1985 enclosing 
a proposal for an ICTU workshop on discrimination 
against lesbian and gay workers. Phil Flynn wrote to 
ICTU General Secretary Donal Nevin in May 1985 calling 
for a seminar in order to make progress on the 1982 
resolution which he wrote that the Union had ‘sponsored’. 
Donal Nevin wrote back saying he ‘saw no reason why our 
Trade Union Education and Training Committee should 
not arrange, say, a half-day workshop on the subject’. 
The holding of this workshop opened the door to all 
subsequent progress.

Kevin O’Driscoll, a senior official in the LGPSU, was 
also a great supporter and worked effectively on the 
ICTU Education and Training Committee, against some 
resistance, to ensure that a productive workshop was 
organised. In October 1985 Michael O’Halloran ICTU 
Education and Training Officer wrote to Kevin setting out 
the agenda for the workshop including that its purpose 
was to enable trade union representatives ‘to discuss how 
unions might take a positive initiative to implementing 
the [1982] policy’. I spoke at the workshop which was 
held on November 1985. The workshop made a number 
of recommendations for further action including that a 
working group be set up to progress actions. Kevin also 
worked doggedly on the General Purposes Committee of 
ICTU against some resistance to achieve their agreement 
in September 1986 to a ground-breaking five point 
action programme by ICTU including that ‘Guidelines for 
Negotiators’ be prepared.

The Northern Ireland Committee of ICTU also held a 
workshop in June 1986. Northern Ireland trade unions 
played a major role in defending LGBT workers during the 
fall out of the Kincora controversy, at one stage the Health 
Board sought to fire all lesbian and gay workers.

The airport protest in 1984 against the visit of Vol Tsek Evans, a 
representative of the South African apartheid regime, who had 
come to speak at an event in Cork. The event was subsequently 
cancelled.
Kieran Rose Photography Collection
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The 1980s was a time of very high unemployment and 
precarious employment and many lesbians and gay men 
could not become trade union members. Those who were 
trade union members had to be out in their workplaces 
to campaign in their trade unions and that was a big 
obstacle. The workers in the Quay Coop Cork, a Worker’s 
Cooperative, were able to become members of the Irish 
Distributive and Administrative Trade Union (IDATU now 
MANDATE) and were able to advocate within their trade 
union, particularly Donal Sheehan who wrote an article 
for the IDATU magazine ‘The Distributive Worker’

Pride banner on Quay Coop 1984
Kieran Rose Photography Collection

Donal Sheehan standing in Wellington Square, 
Cork city, in the early 1980s.

Donal was a founder member of the Cork Gay 
Collective, the Quay Coop and Gay Health Action

Kieran Rose Photography Collection
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Donal Sheehan, Kieran Rose, Bill Foley 
and Tonie Walsh

Photo by Thomas A O’Shea, Irish Queer 
Archive
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John Mitchell was General Secretary of IDATU,  a great 
trade unionist, became a key ally for progess in ICTU 
including some sparky correspondence with Donal Nevin. 
It was said that John Mitchell was one of a few people 
who could rattle Ben Dunne the then combative Head of 
Dunnes Stores.  John was a great advocate for the Dunnes 
Stores workers striking against Apartheid. IDATU had a 
great Georgian building on Parnell Square O’Lehane 
House and I met John there a number of times, he was 
very charming and funny, I remember him saying to me 
that in negotiations with employers he used a pencil to 
keep notes as it made it more difficult for the employer 
side to read what he was writing.

Note to me by Gaye 
Cunningham Vice President of 
the ESB Officers Association 
(ESBOA) who produced an 
information leaflet on lesbian 
and gay issues in mid 1980s. 

Laurie Steele and myself on May Day Parade 
c1983 Cork with Collective banner
Kieran Rose Photography Collection

ICTU Guidelines, front page of 
two page document
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In September 1986 Phil Flynn wrote to me stating 
that; ‘ Arising from the Seminar on Discrimination in 
employment due to sexual orientation held in November 
1985, the General Purposes Committee of Congress has 
recommended the following programme of action to the 
next meeting of the Executive Committee’. This 5 point 
programme including most importantly that Guidelines 
be prepared, a seminar be organised, the 1982 motion 
to be re-circulated to all Unions, the ICTU training 
programme should include issues of sexual orientation, 
and that a joint ICTU/Health Education Bureau seminar 
on HIV/AIDS in the workplace be organised. This was a 
major breakthrough.  A working group chaired by  Patricia 
O’Donovan (ICTU)  was set up in December 1986 to 
prepare the Guidelines and Christopher Robson (UPTCS) 
and myself (LGPSU) were on the working Group. 

In May 1987 ICTU published ‘Lesbian and Gay Rights in 
the Workplace: Guidelines for Negotiators’,  a very strong 
and radical policy. This was the first time a powerful 
national organisation had come out with a detailed 
policy in favour of equality. The launch of the Guidelines 
was well covered in the national media which was very 
important in winning over public opinion and elected 
representatives and building the narrative of equality for 
lesbians and gay men being a workers rights issue. GLEN Press release on Labour Party 

Equal Status Bill 1990
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The 1987 Guidelines were the basic building block for 
future progress and were used extensively by GLEN in 
our campaign for an equality based gay law reform, for 
equality legislation, and job protection. They heavily 
influenced the Civil Service Circular (12/88) of June 
1988 which states: ‘discrimination on the basis of sexual 
orientation or medical condition  will not be tolerated in 
the civil service’.

Christopher Robson has a very interesting article, 
‘Anatomy of a Campaign’ in the 1995 book ‘Lesbian and 
Gay Visions of Ireland, Towards the 21st Century’ (eds 
Eoin Collins and Ide O’Carroll). Christopher analyses 
GLENS campaign for equality, and the hugely important 
role of the trade unions. Regarding the 1987 Guidelines 
he writes how it was ‘an unapologetic and radical charter 
of rights’. ‘It also gave a mandate to the ICTU to intervene 
on our behalf in negotiations with government. They 
have done so ever since, to powerful effect’. One example 
is that in May 1991 Peter Cassells General Secretary of 
ICTU wrote to the Minister for Justice that; ‘Congress 
would like to reiterate its concern at the inordinate delay 
in dealing with this matter [i.e. gay law reform] which 
affects the quality of life of thousands of Irish citizens’.

Christopher continues: ‘The ICTU guidelines helped 
with the civil service policy: both were incorporated into 
‘Equality Now for Lesbians and Gay Men’ (ICCL, 1990), 
which in turn was presented in its entirety to the Law 
Reform Commission. Right up to the end of the campaign 
all these documents, and many more, have worked as 
interconnecting elements in a comprehensive platform’. 
In the late 1980s Gay Health Action had a number of 
Social Employment Scheme (SES) workers funded by 
the Department of Labour. They wanted to increase the 
number of SES workers and the application went before 
a committee of civil servants, trade union and business 
representatives and chaired by Bertie Ahern Minister 
for Labour. At the meeting the civil servants opposed 
the application on the basis that homosexuality was 
criminalised, the same reason given by the Department 
of Health in refusing funding for Gay Health Action. Bertie 
Ahern paused the meeting to talk to his civil servants, 
apparently he said something like ‘come on lads you can’t 
be doing this’. The meeting reconvened and Gay Health 
Action proposal was agreed.

On behalf of the ‘Lesbian and Gay Rights at Work’ group 
I wrote to Sylvia Meehan Chair of the Employment 
Equality Agency (EEA) in July 1986. Sylvia replied 
saying she would be ‘very interested’ to meet and that 
it would be ‘very helpful’ if she could receive copies 
of the recommendations of the ICTU 1985 seminar. 
Subsequently in October 1986 the EEA recommended 
to Government that the Employment Equality Act 1977 
be amended to include sexual orientation, this was 
a major breakthrough for a State agency to come out 
unequivocally in favour of equality, at a time when the 
Right were all-powerful. Sylvia Meehan was a fearless 
champion of the rights of lebian and gay workers and 
sadly passed away in 2018. I wrote a tribute to Sylvia for 
her key role in LGBT progress in the October 2018 edition 
of GCN.

Tribute to Sylvia for her key role in 
LGBT progress in the October 2018 
edition of GCN
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ILGA delegates including GLEN commemorating 
Jewish Minyan at request of Dennis Altman, 

delegate from Australia, in July 1989. Pictured 
inside the Mauthausen concentration camp.

Kieran Rose Photography Collection
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I learnt a huge amount from my trade union activism, 
from the great activists I met, and the shop steward 
training courses I went on, it was empowering, and I 
was able to put this learning to good use in GLEN. I was 
fascinated by the history of trade unions in Ireland and 
internationally, and especially the struggles of women 
and minorities to be properly included by the trade union 
movement. I joined the Irish Labour History Society 
who produced a great annual journal, ‘Saothar’. In the 
1990s I tried to persuade the editor to publish an article 
on the history of LGBT people and trade unions, I was 
unsuccessful.

GLEN was set up in 1988 to campaign for an equality-
based gay law reform and equality legislation and 
inclusion of sexual orientation in the Unfair Dismissals 
Act of 1977. We went to our first International Lesbian 
and Gay Association (ILGA) International Conference 
in Vienna in 1989 bringing with us our trade union 
material. We held a workshop on trade unions and 
were surprised that few of the groups at the Conference 
were doing much work with trade unions in their own 
countries. The Conference delegates including ourselves 
went to Mauthausen Concentration Camp to pay tribute 
to all the victims of the Nazis including homosexuals. It 
was a very emotional experience especially the Jewish 
Minyan ceremony we carried out at the request of Dennis 
Altman, the renowned Australian activist and writer. It 
was at this conference that I first met leading Australian 
activist Rodney Coombe, we discussed how similar 
Tasmania and Ireland were in terms of LGBT issues, we  
have remained in touch ever since.

Solidarity including international solidarity is a key 
trade union principle. In 1988 I took part in the First 
Irish Coffee Brigade to Nicaragua organised by the Irish 
Nicaragua Support Group to support the Nicaraguan 
people against US imperialism. We picked coffee in 
Matalgalpa for four weeks. Later we met the Nicaraguan 
LGBT group in Managua and Lupita Sequiera did a 
speaking tour of Ireland in early 1990s. Nicaragua 
had a huge empowering impact on me, showing how 
ordinary people could achieve massive change despite 
almost overwhelming opposition, overthrowing a brutal 
dictatorship supported by the US, and trying successfully 
in many ways to build a more equal and just society 
despite the war waged by the Contras supported by the 
US.

Quay Coop Women’s Place, Cork early 
1990s featuring Lupita Sequiera
Kieran Rose Photography Collection

1988: First Irish Coffee Brigade in 
Nicaragua – Kieran with local children 

in Matalgalpa
Kieran Rose Photography Collection

Given to me by Lupita Sequiera, 
early 1990s 

First Irish Coffee Brigade in Nicaragua 
meeting LGBT group in Managua. 
Features John Fannon (L) a colleague 
planner in DCC, 1988
Kieran Rose Photography Collection
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Irish Coffee Brigade to Nicaragua in 1988 on 
March to US Embassy in Managua calling for 

peace and end to US-aided attacks on Nicaragua
Kieran Rose Photography Collection

The ICTU Guidelines fed into the ground-breaking 
Labour Party Equal Status Bill of 1990, the precursor 
of our current Equality legislation. The Labour Party 
published their Equal Status Bill in 1990 including sexual 
orientation etc, and it was narrowly defeated in the Dail 
in 1992 by 63 votes  to 67. This Bill (which included 
employment equality issues) was a model for the 
subsequent equality legislation introduced by Minister 
for Equality and Law Reform Mervyn Taylor. The Bill is 
available on the Oireachtas website.

I had read a report in the newspapers about Niamh 
Breathnach Labour Party spokesperson on women’s 
rights preparing an Equal Status Bill to expand the 1977 
Employment Equality Act to include services. I contacted 
Niamh and asked her to include sexual orientation 
and other grounds in her Bill. We met in her house in 
Blackrock and I gave her the Ontario Human Rights Act 
which we got at the ILGA 1989 International Conference 
in Vienna and on which the Labour Party 1990 Equal 
Status Bill is based. Niamh was very supportive and she 
became a champion of equality for LGBT people. We 
hadn’t known one another beforehand and she later told 
me that she had ‘checked me out’ before she met me.

Sponsoring the private members Equal Status Bill 
in 1992, Dick Spring Leader of the  Labour Party said 
in the Dail: “This legislation sets out wider areas of 
discrimination than any legislation previously brought 
before the House. It sets out to prohibit discrimination 
on the grounds of sex, marital or parental status, 
sexual orientation, religion, age, handicap, race, colour, 
nationality or national or ethnic origin, including 
membership of the Traveller Community. It is only right 
that these provisions should be very wide. It is extremely 
important to ensure that this Bill is totally inclusive 
and that there are no exclusions. The second object of 
the Bill is to make discrimination unlawful not only in 
the workplace but also in education, in the provision 
of goods, facilities and services, including recreational, 
banking and other financial services, entertainment, 
accommodation, transport and the services of any trade 
or profession and in the disposal or management of 
premises.” 

GLEN was instrumental in setting up the Campaign for 
Equality in 1991 which was an alliance of all groups 
vulnerable to discrimination including women’s groups, 
people with disabilities, Travellers, to campaign for broad-
ranging equality legislation and for an equality-based 
gay law reform. 

The campaign was launched in October 1991 in the 
European Communities offices with speakers including; 
Monica Barnes, Chair Joint Oireachtas Committee 
on Women’s Rights; Patricia O’Donovan, Assistant 
Secretary General ICTU; Sylvia Meehan, Chief Executive, 
Employment Equality Agency; and representatives from 
GLEN, the Dublin Travellers Education and Development 
Group; Forum of People with Disabilities; Council for the 
Status of Women and others.

Launch of the Campaign for Equality
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An informal group of trade union activists and 
supporters in mid 1980s coordinated by myself

Me pictured in Dublin in 1993 for an article 
in Impact Trade Union magazine about the 

GLEN campaign for decriminalisation of 
homosexuality in Ireland. 

Kieran Rose Photography Collection

Postcard produced 
by GLEN to mark 
equality-based gay 
law reform
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The equality-based gay law reform and the inclusion 
of sexual orientation in the Unfair Dismissals Act were 
passed by the Oireachtas in 1993 to great acclaim. 
The Employment Equality Bill 1996, and the Equal 
Status Bill 1997 were introduced by Mervyn Taylor, 
Minister for Equality and Law Reform and passed in 
1997. They were central to the Rainbow Coalition’s raft of 
anti-discrimination legislation and sought to eliminate 
discrimination on nine grounds including gender, race, 
religion, disability and membership of the Travelling 
community in employment and in the provision of 
services. They were referred to the Supreme Court by 
President Mary Robinson, where both were found to be 
unconstitutional because it was considered that making 
premises accessible to people with disabilities was 
unreasonably burdensome. 

Amended equality legislation was subsequently enacted 
during the following Dáil term, the Employment Equality 
Act, 1998 and the Equal Status Act, 2000. The Equality 
Authority was set up under the Employment Equality 
Act 1998 and was established in October 1999. The 
Equality Authority replaced the Employment Equality 
Agency, and had a greatly expanded role and functions. 
In the public consultation on the first strategic plan GLEN 
recommended that a statutory Advisory Committee 
be set up including community representatives to 
consider how to achieve equality for LGBT people. The 
Advisory Committee was set up in 2000 including LGBT 
representation and ICTU and IBEC representatives from 
the Board of the Equality Authority. Various reports by 
GLEN/Gay HIV Strategies and Nexus Research on Poverty, 
HIV/AIDS, Education, Community Development and other 
topics were the only research available on Ireland and 
vital to the work of the Advisory Committee. The powerful 
report of the Advisory Committee ‘Implementing Equality 
for Lesbians, Gays and Bisexuals’ was published in 2002.

In the mid 1990s Minister Eithne Fitzgerald refused GLEN 
any representation on the newly established National 
Social and Economic Forum (NESF), a Social Partnership 
body, and got quite annoyed when we continued to 
make our case. However we did have influence through 
the trade union movement and the Community Workers 
Cooperative/Community Platform. 

The 1995 IMPACT policy on lesbian and gay workers 
made recommendations on the Programme for Economic 
and Social Progress (PESP) and NESF. Dr Philip O’Connor 
(DCU) has written on the importance of Social Partnership 
for LGBT progress beginning with the Programme for 
National Recovery.

In 2002 NESF set up a Project Team including LGBT 
representatives and trade union and business 
representatives to consider the recommendations of the 
Equality Authority. It’s report ‘Equality Policies for Lesbian, 
Gay, and Bisexual People: Implementation Issues’ was 
published in 2003. The Equality Authority and NESF 
Reports along with various GLEN reports on poverty, 
health and education provided the key basis for GLEN’s 
first Strategic Plan when it got significant funding from 
Atlantic Philanthropies in 2005 and allowed us to hit the 
ground running making progress.

Equality Policies
for Lesbian, Gay and

Bisexual People:
Implementation Issues

Forum Report No. 27

April 2003

PUBLISHED BY THE NATIONAL ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL FORUM

Copies of the Report may be obtained from the
GOVERNMENT PUBLICATIONS SALES OFFICE
Sun Alliance House, Molesworth Street, Dublin 2.

or

THE NATIONAL ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL FORUM
16 Parnell Square, Dublin 1.

Price €7.00

(PN 12828)                               ISBN-1-899276-31-9

8 Charlemont Street
Dublin 2 

Ireland
Tel. (01) 478 3355
Fax. (01) 478 3731

Price £6

This study set out to explore how
discrimination, and the fear of discrimination
impacts on the levels of poverty and exclusion
amongst lesbians and gay men and to
establish the needs of those most at risk of
experiencing poverty.

The study focuses on income adequacy and
also examines how discrimination effects
people’s lives with regard to education and
training, employment, relationships with
family and friends, service provision, access to
resources such as housing and benefits,
health, emigration, harassment and violence.

It examines the way discrimination and
prejudice disadvantage lesbians and gay men
and exclude them from full participation in
society. It analyses the strategies used by
lesbians and gay men to avoid, cope with or
resist discrimination. The study also proposes
policy recommendations to both government
and non-governmental organisations.

This ground-breaking study makes an
important contribution to learning about the
processes of discrimination, poverty and social
exclusion.
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S THE ECONOMIC & SOCIAL EFFECTS OF DISCRIMINATION

Gay and Lesbian Equality Network and NEXUS Research Cooperative

A study funded by the Combat Poverty Agency 
and carried out by Nexus Research Co-operative 

and GLEN published in 1995

Commissioned by the Equality Authority for the 
LGBT Advisory Committee

 Labour Party Equal Status Bill 1990

2002 Equality Authority Report on LGB issues
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In 2007 I was appointed to the Board of the Equality 
Authority by the Minister for Justice and Equality Brian 
Lenihan, the first ‘representative’ of the LGBT activist 
sector to be appointed. The Equality Authority played a 
significant role in the achievement of Civil Partnership 
as a stepping-stone to Civil Marriage. In 2008 there were 
severe cuts to various State bodies including the Equality 
Authority ostensibly due to the economic crisis. Niall 
Crowley CEO of the Equality Authority and some Board 
members including the ICTU and IBEC representatives 
resigned as a result. I considered resigning and consulted 
with various people and in the end I decided to remain 
on the Board because the Authority still had a budget, 
staff and all it’s legal powers. I didn’t see what my 
resignation would achieve, the Government would just 
appoint someone else. 

At a  Board Meeting of GLEN some members said they 
wanted me to resign from the Equality Authority and 
it was decided that we would have a Special Board 
meeting to discuss the matter and a vote would be 
held. I remember walking home thinking this is an odd 
dilemma for me, if I lose the vote do I resign from the 
Equality Authority or GLEN.  It was a difficult Special 
Meeting, I had stood aside as Chair because I was the 
topic of the debate, the call for me to resign from the 
Equality Authority was defeated by one vote and a 
number of people resigned from the GLEN Board. One 
person who resigned rang me up later and said they 
supported me but resigned due to work pressure. Not 
long after, ICTU and IBEC decided to go back onto the 
Board of the Equality Authority and their representatives 
were appointed to the Board by the Minister for Justice 
and Equality.

In the later 2000s Eoin Collins and myself began to 
develop the economic case for diversity and equality 
in a globally competitive world in terms of nurturing, 
attracting and retaining key skilled workers, attracting 
investmentment, tourists and international students, and 
encouraging innovation. This was intended to amplify 
the social justice case for diversity and equality. GLEN and 
Dublin City Council did a project on ‘Diversity, Equality 
and Economic Competitiveness’ in 2011 funded by the 
Equality Authority and the EU. We held a conference 
on ‘Globalisation, Diversity and Economic Renewal’ in 
September. Eoin Collins wrote the final report of the 
project. This was at a time of economic crisis and hugely 
increased unemployment and a great need for economic 
recovery. GLEN worked with ICTU, IBEC, the Equality 

Authority and IBM on a workplace diversity guide (2010, 
use front cover as image). This lead into GLEN’s very 
successful workplace diversity programme. In 2012 GLEN, 
ICTU and the Equality Authority produced ‘Being Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual and Transgender at Work, A Guide for LGBT 
People and Trade Unions’.

In October 2011 I was appointed to the Working Group 
on the Merger of the Equality Authority and the Irish 
Human Rights Commission (IHRC) by Alan Shatter 
Minister for Justice and Equality. Coincidentally Tom 
Cooney was then adviser to Alan Shatter and was also 
on the Working Group. Tom as chairperson of the 
Irish Council for Civil Liberties (ICCL) and myself and 
Christopher Robson worked together on the production 
of the ground-breaking 1990 ICCL report ‘Equality Now 
for Lesbians and Gay Men’.

I persuaded the Working Group to recommend that the 
new body would be able to consider emerging human 
rights issues such as the human rights of same-sex 
couples to access Civil Marriage. Myself and Michael 
Farrell persuaded the Working Group to recommend the 
new Public Sector Duty, that public sector bodies should 
have regard to human rights and equality in the carrying 
out of their functions. Both recommendations were 
incorporated into the 2014 Act that established the Irish 
Human Rights and Equality Commission (IHREC). In 2014 
I and others were appointed as the first Commissioners of 
the new body by President Michael D Higgins in Aras an 
Uachtaran. 

Members of IHREC (Irish Human Rights and 
Equality Commission) after appointment by 
President Higgins in Áras An Uachtaráin, 2014

With the support of: 

Lesbian Gay and Bisexual Workplace 
Guide 2010

 

GLEN and Dublin City Council 2010 Project 
on Equality, Diversity and Economic 
Competitiveness, funded by the Equality 
Authority and the EU
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The rights of LGBT immigrants was a key concern for 
GLEN including employment rights and Eoin Collins in 
particular put a lot of work into these issues. The Civil 
Partnership Act 2010 radically improved the rights of 
LGBT immigrant couples and GLEN published a guide to 
these new rights in 2010,  ‘Immigration and Same-sex 
Couples: Current Provision’. 

The Equality Authority had a long-standing policy of 
support for Civil Marriage for same-sex couples. IHRC did 
not support Civil Marriage despite Katherine Zappone 
being a Human Rights Commissioner and then taking 
a Constitutional case on her and her (late) partner Ann 
Louise Gilligan’s right to marry. I thought it essential that 
the merged body support Civil Marriage and made the 
case at IHREC meetings, there was some opposition or 
delaying tactics. After much discussion I said, ‘it’s a very 
simple question, does IHREC believe that opening out 
Civil Marriage is a matter of human rights and equality?’ 
In February 2015 IHREC published a detailed policy 
document that said unequivocally that opening out Civil 
Marriage to same-sex couples ‘is a matter of equality 
and human rights’, the wording I had proposed at IHREC 
meetings. There was some blow-back from the Right but 
Chief Commissioner Emily Logan handled it very well no 
doubt based on her previous experience as Children’s 
Ombudsman dealing with the Right. 

The trade union movement played a key role in the Yes 
Equality Referendum campaign. I was invited by IMPACT 
to speak at their Biennial Conference in Galway where I 
was presented with the IMPACT poster ‘Love Equality”.

Me being presented with IMPACT Yes 
Equality poster by Paul O’Halloran chair 

of the Dublin City Council Branch at 
the IMPACT Conference in Galway 2015 

which I was asked to speak at just 
before the Marriage Referendum

Kieran Rose Photography Collection

Immigration and Same-sex 
Couples: Current Provision, 2010

GLEN Immigration 
Guide launch
Photo by Karl Hayden
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In 2016 I proposed that IHREC set up a Worker Employer 
Advisory Committee under Section 18 of the IHREC 
2014 Act as I thought the lack of trade unionists and 
business representatives on the Commission was a 
significant obstacle in properly implementing it’s remit 
especially in relation to employment equality. The ICTU 
and IBEC representatives on the Board of the Equality 
Authority played a major role. After some delay, the 
Advisory Committee was established with ICTU and 
IBEC representatives and I was very honoured to be 
Chairperson. I think this Advisory Committee and the 
Equal Marriage policy are my two most important 
achievements on IHREC.

Fergus Finlay was the full-time LGPSU official in Cork 
in the early 1980s and I went to him to get his support 
before I came out publicly on radio in 1980. I was on 
temporary contracts with Cork County Council at the time, 
and he was very supportive. Later GLEN had intensive 
contacts with Fergus on the need for an equality-based 
law reform and equality legislation when he was chief 
advisor to Dick Spring Leader of the Labour Party and 
Minister for Foreign Affairs in 1990s. Sometimes we 
met Fergus in the splendidly palatial Iveagh House, 
headquarters of Foreign Affairs, making the case that the 
law reform had to be on the basis of equality.

The Irish Government as part of its Presidency of the 
Commission got sexual orientation back into the 
Amsterdam Treaty with Dick Spring as Minister for Foreign 
Affairs in 1997. GLEN particularly Christopher Robson 
lobbied Noel Dorr and others to have sexual orientation 
included. Article 13 prohibits discrimination on the basis 
of sexual orientation and other and this gives the EU a 
competency in these matters. This was a breakthrough, 
and Ireland was largely responsible. Previously sexual 
orientation was dropped from the draft Treaty under the 
Dutch Presidency. 

I was hugely impressed by Fergus’s analysis of 
Referendum campaigns in his 1998 book ‘Snakes and 
Ladders’ where he wrote:

‘It’s easier to make people afraid than it is to 
make them hope. It’s easier to appeal to that fear 
rather than to encourage generosity.and Ireland 
possesses some of the most skilled and experienced 
practitioners of the politics of fear there are.’

In the lead up to the marriage equality referendum 
GLEN asked Fergus to address a number of meetings on 
effective campaigning strategies. Fergus later was on the 
Yes Equality Strategy Committee. I circulated an extract 
from ‘Snakes and Ladders’ on Referendum campaigns to 
the Yes Equality campaigners. 

Front cover of ILGA document 
on Amsterdam Treaty

The Union of Professional and Technical Civil Servants 
(UPTCS) also played a major role, UPTCS later merged 
with the LGPSU to form IMPACT, now Forsa. ‘An AIDS 
Policy for the Civil Service’, Civil Service Circular 12/88  
was negotiated by Christopher Robson and Tom Lacey 
of UPTCS and others. It states: ‘discrimination on the 
basis of sexual orientation or medical condition  will 
not be tolerated in the civil service’. This was a huge 
breakthrough, and ironic as we were still criminalised 
by the State. As Christopher notes it was issued in July 
1988, four months before the Strasbourg judgement. ‘If 
the government considered such protection necessary 
for its own workers, then the argument for its extension 
to everyone else became unanswerable’ according 
to Christopher Robson. The policy was subsequently 
extended to all the public sector. Christopher Robson 
was a key trade union activist for LGBT equality and sadly 
passed away in 2013, I wrote a tribute to Christopher for 
the IMPACT magazine.

bedrock of  GLEN’s approach
to campaigning. 

Chris was brave, principled
and passionate; to be an
open gay activist in the
1980s was not easy. We had
few friends and supporters –
and many powerful enemies
– in those days. But Chris
put himself  on the line and
took risks with his career be-
cause he believed that dis-
crimination and oppression
were inhuman and that each
person had a responsibility
to take action where they
could. 

The range of  Chris’s com-
mitments was huge and in-
cluded being a long-standing
board member of  the Irish
Council for Civil Liberties,
the Ana Liffey drug treat-
ment project and EURO-
CASO, the European
res ponse to the HIV/AIDS
crisis. He was a founder
member of  the Campaign
for Equality. 

His legal legacy is powerful;
gay law reform in 1993,
equality legislation, civil
partnership, and now moves
towards gay marriage. It is
so sad that Chris was not
able to witness the over-
whelming vote for civil mar-
riage at the recent
Con   stit u tional Convention.
He would have been thrilled.
Chris was a huge force who

enhanced all our lives, all our communities and Irish society.

A secular memorial service held on Saturday 30th March was
a wonderful and moving celebration of  the breadth of  Chris’s
life, the profound impacts he had on people’s lives, his great
talents, passions and foibles. President Michael D Higgins was
represented at the service by his aide-de-camp, Commandant
James Galvin.  

Our great condolences go to his partner Bill Foley and to their
families and wide circle of  friends and colleagues. 

Kieran Rose
IMPACT member and chair of the Gay and 
Lesbian Equality Network. 
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CHRIS ROBSON was a long-
standing activist for equal-
ity for gay and lesbian
people, and for civil rights
more generally. From the
early 1980s he was pivotally
involved in all the key cam-
paigns that delivered such
fundamental progress for us
in this country. We would
not have achieved this
transformation so effec-
tively without the huge com-
mitment, as well as the
wise, calm and principled
guidance, of  Chris.

Chris was a committed
trade unionist, active in the
Union of  Professional and
Technical Civil Servants
(UPTCS), IMPACT, and the
Irish Congress of  Trade
Unions (ICTU). In UPTCS,
he and Tom Leacy success-
fully negotiated the ground-
breaking 1988 Civil Service
agreement, which stated
that discrimination on the
basis of  HIV status or sex-
ual orientation “would not
be tolerated.” He was also
on the ICTU working group
that produced the pivotal
1988 publication Lesbian
and Gay Rights in the Work-
place. 

He had an acute under-
standing of  the importance
of  making progress in em-
ployment areas, and was
particularly proud of  his
role in getting sexual orientation explicitly included in the Un-
fair Dismissals Act (1993) and the Employment Equality Act
(1998).

Christopher and Bill Foley, partners of  more than thirty five
years, recently celebrated their civil partnership. Over the
years Bill (a member of  IMPACT’s Dublin Hospitals branch)
and Chris were comrades in arms in many pivotal campaigns
including the establishment of  the Dublin Lesbian and Gay
Men’s Collective, the organisation of  the pivotal 1983 Fairview
march, and the founding of  Gay Health Action.  

Chris was a founder member of  the Gay and Lesbian Equal-
ity Network (GLEN) in 1988 and continued on as a board
member. He was a skilful strategist and a persuasive speaker.
He wrote beautifully with great insight. Equally important, he
ensured that his own great generosity of  spirit was the

Christopher Robson
29th January 1941 – 23rd March 2013

Christopher Robson tribute for 
IMPACT magazine
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The inclusion of ‘sexual orientation in the Circular was 
used in the Seanad debates (30th November 1988) 
to support the inclusion of sexual orientation in the 
Prohibition of Incitement to Hatred Bill; such inclusion 
was being opposed by the then Minister for Justice Gerry 
Collins. In the Dail on the 15th November 1989 the 
Minister for Justice Ray Burke (suddenly) accepted the 
sexual orientation amendment to general acclaim from 
all speakers.

In the later 1980s in Ireland there was a huge sense of 
defeat and demoralisation for the Left and progressive 
forces with defeats in the Abortion and Divorce 
referendums. In the mid 1980s there was a big downturn 
in lesbian and gay activism and the few remaining 
activists rightly focused their energy on Gay Health Action 
founded in 1985. I decided to concentrate my efforts 
on trade union progress as there was so much potential 
there including in relation to the HIV/AIDS crisis, and no 
one else was concentrating on trade union work.

I became coordinator of ‘Lesbian and Gay Rights at Work’ 
an informal group of lesbians and gay men and allies 
set up in May 1986 to campaign on issues of equality 
in the workplace, and in particular to follow-up on the 
recommendations of the ICTU 1985 seminar on lesbian 
and gay rights in the workplace. In a sense this informal 
group was carrying out the policies and objectives agreed 
at the trade union workshop and adopted at the First 
National Gay Conference held in Connolly Hall Cork in 
1981. The ICTU Women’s Charter of 1985 was a radical 
policy document and included sexual orientation, we 
began to campaign for a LGBT Charter from ICTU. In the 
end ICTU decided on a ‘Lesbian and Gay Rights in the 
Workplace, Guidelines for Negotiators’ policy document 
which some in the Network wanted to reject in favour of 
a Charter. However, I didn’t see the point in objecting to 
what had been achieved with great effort by the LGPSU, 
IDATU and others in ICTU. In the end the Guidelines for 
Negotiators were radical and uncompromising, a Charter 
by another name.

When I moved to Dublin in mid-1980s to work in Dublin 
County Council I was elected to the Branch Committee 
and became a delegate to the Dublin Council of Trade 
Unions. In 1989 I proposed to the Branch Committee 
that it put a Motion to the Trades Council calling for an 
equality-based gay law reform and equality legislation.

Donal Sheehan, Ann Fitzpatrick 
and Deirdre Walsh leaving a 

house in Cork for Dublin Pride in 
the early 1980s
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This was a debate (12th December 1990)  on the need 
for gay law reform following the ECHR ruling of 1988 
striking down the anti-gay laws. The Minister for Justice 
Ray Burke spoke quite positively. Senator John A. Murphy 
said: ‘I find it hard to evade the conclusions of the Gay 
and Lesbian Equality Network in their letter to Senators 
which I received this morning when they say that: “Not 
only must the criminalisation of homosexuality be 
removed but there must be anti-discrimination laws as 
well”’

Senator Pat Upton referred to the Labour Party Equal 
Status Bill and also to the ICTU ‘Lesbian and Gay Rights 
in the Workplace’ policy. Senator O’Toole referred to 
the long-standing policy of the trade union movement 
in favour of gay law reform. HIV/AIDS was an issue that 
came up in a lot of these debates.

The inclusion of sexual orientation as a protected ground 
in the Unfair Dismissals Act was part of the LGPSU motion 
adopted in 1982. GLEN campaigned very strongly to have 
sexual orientation included in the Unfair Dismissals Act 
including producing a Resource Document.

The Unfair Dismissals (Amendment) Bill including sexual 
orientation was introduced into the Senate on 10th 
March 1993 by the Minister of State at the Department 
of Enterprise and Employment Mary O’Rourke, who GLEN 
had met some time previously. Interestingly the gay law 
reform Bill was not introduced into the Oireactas until 
15th June 1993. 

The Minister also said that the Bill was the ‘first 
step’ towards enactment of legislation by Maire 
Geoghegan Quinn (gay law reform) and Mervyn 
Taylor’s equality legislation. The Minister referred to 
the inclusion of ‘sexual orientation’ in the Prohibition of 
Incitement to Hatred Act.

The amendment was widely welcomed by all political 
parties. One Senator said that the sexual orientation 
amendment ‘attracted media attention by virtue of 
its sexual connotation’. Senator Joe O’Toole General 
Secretary of the INTO said that they had been calling for 
this legislation for a long time, his members were worried 
about dismissals. 

I thought it was essential that the 30th anniversary of the 
passing of the equality resolutions in 1982 be marked by 
Forsa (the successor to IMPACT) and ICTU. Forsa held an 
equality conference at which I spoke, and Forsa produced 
a short video ‘Organising for Equality’. The Financial 
Services Union and ICTU held a three part webinar on 
LGBT issues organised by Karl Hayden. The first session 
was an interview with myself and Dr Patrick McDonagh by 
Karl on the evolution of trade union support. 

Donal Sheehan, Christopher Robson and Eoin Collins 
have passed away, they made a huge contribution to 
progress for LGBT people in Ireland, and we miss them 
greatly.

Seamus Dooley, myself and Clare 
Moore (Northern Ireland Committee 

ICTU) hosting the ICTU (Irish Congress of 
Trade Unions) Pride panel discussion in 

Books Upstairs, Dublin in 2019. 
David Joyce

‘Being LGBT at Work’ by ICTU GLEN 
and Equality Authority

Eoin Collins at GLEN meeting when 
Unfair Dismissals Act Resource 

Document launched, 1992
Christopher Robson Collection 

National Library of Ireland

BEING 
LESBIAN, GAY, 
BISEXUAL AND 
TRANSGENDER 
AT WORK
A GUIDE FOR LGBT PEOPLE  
AND TRADE UNIONS
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Resources
www.kieranrose.ie 
www.eoin-collins.ie 
www.corklgbtarchive.com 
www.ihrec.ie 
www.ictu.ie 

‘Resource Document on Unfair Dismissals Act’, GLEN, 
1992

ICTU and Financial Services Union video interviews 
by Karl Hayden for the 40th anniversary of the 1982 
LGPSU and ICTU Motions including with me and Patrick 
McDonagh, Jeffrey Dudgeon on the Kincora controversy, 
Orla Egan on the Donna Mc Anallen case, etc, www.ictu.ie 

‘Campaigning for Lesbian and Gay Rights 1981 - 1993’, 
Bob Cant interview with Kieran Rose www.notchesblog.
com January 2021

Patrick McDonagh video interview with Kieran Rose for 
‘Outing the Past’ Dublin 2021 

‘Diverse Communities, The Evolution of Lesbian and Gay 
Politics in Ireland’, Kieran Rose, 1994 

‘Pride at Work, Pride in a Union’, Collection of trade union 
and LGBT documents and photos by David Joyce for ICTU 
Pride event 2019.

IMPACT, Policy on the Rights of Lesbian and Gay Workers, 
1995

‘Gay and Lesbian Activism in the Republic of Ireland 
1973-93’, Patrick McDonagh, 2021

‘A Very Political Project : Charles Haughey, Social 
Partnership and the pursuit of an “Irish economic 
miracle”’, Dr. Philip O’Connor. PhD thesis for DCU.

‘Sexual Identities, National Identities, the politics of gay 
law reform in the Republic of Ireland’, Dr Richard Dunphy, 
Contemporary Society, 1997

‘Cherishing All Her Children Equally, the law and politics 
of Irish lesbian and gay citizenship’, Leo Flynn, SAGE 
publishing, 1997, and other articles 

‘Out for Ourselves, The Lives of Irish Lesbians and Gay 
Men’, Dublin Lesbian and Gay Men’s Collective (1986), 
article on trade unions by Kieran Rose, see www.
corklgbtarchive.com 

‘IDATU Union: Lesbian and Gay Workers in the 1980s’, 
Resource Document, Kieran Rose, 2023

‘Employment Equality Agency, Sylvia Meehan and the 
Evolution of Equality Legislation’, Resource Document, 
Kieran Rose, 2023

‘LGPSU and Lesbian and Gay Workers Rights’, Resource 
Document, Kieran Rose, 2023.

‘GLEN Phase Two, 1994-2004’, Resource Document, 
Kieran Rose, 2023

‘Promoting Equality for Lesbians and Gay Men, Scoping 
Study on International Best Practice Issues’, Eoin Collins 
for the Equality Authority, February 2000

‘Reviewing Progress on Equality for Lesbian, Gay and 
Bisexual People’, Eoin Collins, Equality News, Spring 
2006

‘Diversity Powering Success’, Kieran Rose, Equality 
Authority News, Spring 2008

‘Diversity Powering Dublin’s Success’ presentation by 
Kieran Rose to a 2007 conference ‘Dublin: A Creative City 
Region’, hosted by the Dublin Regional Authority and the 
Dublin Employment Pact 

‘Dublin could be a creative city if we get rid of limiting 
mindsets’, Kieran Rose, Irish Times 17th June 2008

‘The Economic Case for Diversity, International 
Competitiveness and the New Economy - The Role of 
Equality and Diversity ’, Eoin Collins, GLEN, 2010

Kieran Rose trade union records (Box 2) in National 
Library of Ireland 

Christopher Robson photography collection and 
documents in NLI 

National Archives records on the Unfair Dismissals Act, 
Equality legislation, and the 1988 Civil Service Circular on 
HIV/AIDS, etc 

Kieran Rose Photography Collection digitised by 
QueerCultureIreland, some of my photos are available on 
www.corklgbtarchive.com 

Kieran Rose, article on lesbians and gay men in 
‘Nicaragua, An Unfinished Canvas’, Nicaraguan Book 
Collective, 1988

Kieran Rose, ‘The Tenderness of the Peoples’, article on 
the international dimensions of LGBT issues, in ‘Lesbian 
and Gay Visions of Ireland’ edited by Eoin Collins and Ide 
O’Carroll, 1995.

‘The Power of the Powerless’ and other articles by Vaclav 
Havel in his collection ‘Living in Truth’ (1987) influenced 
me greatly 

‘Told to be Quiet, a Planner Launches Bid for the Seanad’, 
Dublin Inquirer 23rd March 2016

Digital Repository Ireland www.dri.ie 

‘No Red-Baiting No Race-Baiting No Queen-Baiting, The 
Story of the Marine Cooks and Stewards Union’ illustrated 
video talk (2016) by Alan Berube on this very progressive 
1930s trade union in the USA, www.outhistory.org and 
see also www.labornotes.org
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Appendices

Kieran Rose speech to Cork Branch 
LGPSU AGM 1982 proposing LGBT 
equality Motion 

‘Civil Service Policy on HIV/AIDS in the 
Workplace’, Circular 12/88

Reference No: E107/12/87; Date: 22/06/88  

Circular 12/1988:- Civil Service Policy on AIDS

A Dhuine Uasail

I am directed by the Minister for Finance to say that he has accepted agreed recommendations by the 
General Council under the scheme of conciliation and arbitration for the civil service, and by the 
Conciliation Council under the conciliation and arbitration scheme for the higher grades, regarding the 
adoption of a Civil Service policy on AIDS in the workplace.

2. The agreed policy statement is printed overleaf. An information booklet containing general 
information on AIDS will be circulated to all staff.

3. The normal sick leave regulations as set out in Circular 25/78 will apply to staff suffering from 
AIDS who will be treated no differently than staff suffering from any other serious illness. Staff are further 
reminded that medical certificates and all matters concerning an officer's sick leave records must be 
treated in the strictest confidence. Personnel Officers should ensure that there are adequate local 
arrangements to ensure that medical records remain strictly confidential.

4. Any enquiries from Departments regarding the Civil Service AIDS policy should be addressed to 
the Department of Finance, 36-42 Kildare Street, Dublin 2 (Telephone 779601 Ext 314). Medical queries 
can be raised with the Chief Medical Officer for the Civil Service, Dr J Geoghegan, or directly with the 
Public Health Division of the Department of Health, Hawkins House, Dublin 2. Individual officers can raise 
queries through the Civil Service Welfare Service, or their local doctor or Health Board. A list of specialist 
counselling services is included in the information booklet which all staff will be receiving.

Mise le meas,

Seamus O Cíosáin
Runaí Cúnta

Civil Service Policy on Aids in the Workplace

1. Officers who are HIV positive or who suffer from AIDS will be retained in their job for as long as 
they can perform their duties to an acceptable standard.

2. The normal sick leave regulations as set out in Circular 25/78 will apply to staff who suffer 
from AIDS.

3. All details of an officer's health record should continue to be treated in the strictest 
confidence.

4. Discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation or medical condition (e.g. haemophilia) will not 
be tolerated in the civil service.

5. General



50 51

ESBOA Leaflet
’No Red-Baiting No Race-Baiting No 
Queen-Baiting’ leaflet
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Jeffrey Dudgeon speech at NIPSA LGBT 
launch in 2012

NIPSA LGBT GROUP LAUNCH
BELFAST CITY HALL THIURSDAY 14 NOVEMBER 2012
JEFFREY DUDGEON
30TH ANNIVERSARY OF DECRIMINALISATION

My thanks go to Geraldine Alexander for organising this 
important launch event and inviting me to address you and to 
Brian Campfield, NIPSA General Secretary, for his welcome. 
This is my third speech in recent weeks on the 30th anniver-
sary of decriminalisation, and the emancipation, in Northern 
Ireland, of our community. One was made at a NIGRA cele-
bratory dinner, another was a sermon at a special Evensong 
service at St George’s, and this one is to mark the launch of 
my old trade union NIPSA’s inaugural LGBT group. I hope you 
get a speech not the sermon.

The House of Commons vote for law reform, at midnight on 
25 October 1982, was 168 to 21, with no Northern Ireland 
MP voting in favour. I was present. Some of those who 
cheered the result were taken to the Tower and kept there 
until the intervention of Robin Cook who had effected Scottish 
gay law reform in 1979.

It seems odd to me, and presumably odder to most of you 
who would be younger, that we can go from the threat of life 
imprisonment in 1982 to high-powered employment protec-
tion in 2012, in less than two generations. 
In my case I went from arrest in 1976 to an award from Her 
Majesty for services to the LGBT community in the New Year’s 
honours list. 

But it happened, and in Northern Ireland, with little or no 
help from civil society, outside of a number of female journal-
ists including Sandra Chapman now of the News Letter, the 
late Mary Holland, Fionnuala O’Connor of the Irish News, also 
John Hewitt the poet and the Rev Sidney Callaghan of the 
Samaritans and Kevin Boyle my Strasbourg barrister. 

And with no help from any political party. We did it ourselves

I think, but am not sure, that NIPSA conference passed a mo-
tion favouring law reform. I hope it did, but I recall very few 
out gays at the time, even amongst the Broad Left.
However NIPSA did something more courageous around that 
time. And here I must pay tribute to an Assistant General Sec-
retary of the union who died prematurely in 1989 – Laurence 
Pimley – for saying what he said, and doing what he did, in 
difficult times and territory.

What he did, in the wake of the Kincora Boys Home scandal of 
1980-85, is especially apposite given the current crisis at the 
BBC following Newsnight’s false accusation of paedophilia, 
levelled against Lord McAlpine. A witch hunt, one identified 
as a possibility by the Prime Minister, which could engulf 
innocent gay people, died in its tracks.  

Because of the incessant news stories about homosexual 
rings – the word paedophilia had not then been coined – at 
Kincora, after the conviction in 1981 of three wardens, one a 
Unionist political figure influential amongst the young, the 
Eastern Health and Social Services Board agreed a policy, 
with one notable dissenter, the recently deceased James Ford 
Smith of the Ulster Museum, of barring homosexuals from all 
caring jobs. 

The effect of this policy was going to be catastrophic to very 
many gay staff, not just in children’s homes, as happened, 
but throughout the Board and beyond. It would have gener-
ated a purge had it not been resisted in public by NIPSA and 
Laurence Pimley who had responsibility for social services 
staff. He even addressed an intra-insular, gay conference in 
Belfast, organised by NIGRA, on the matter utilising his brisk, 
common sense approach.

In the end, the DHSS, presumably with some trepidation, 
obliged the Board to drop the policy saying it would lead to 
unfair dismissal claims. However the chill factor of the Eastern 
Board decision remained and, I would presume, many gay 
people missed out on jobs and promotion in the following 
years. This is a little known episode out of which NIPSA comes 
well, one worthy of more research.

Another result however was that staff in homes became 
so nervous and vigilant that they reported sexual activity 
between boys to the police, with frightening criminal conse-
quences. In one case of two consenting boys, the charge was 
only withdrawn on the steps of the court. I recall this, having 
obtained the services of Norman Shannon, a radical solicitor, 
who is still willing to help in such legal cases.
It should be remembered that Northern Ireland cleaned up its 
care homes long before the rest of the UK or the south. Young 
people were better protected here, and listened to.
Trade unions are about many things, mostly economic, and 
sometimes societal but, to my mind, partly because I am 
more of a fiscal conservative than I was, their most important 
current function is to protect their members when they hit 
trouble. And I believe NIPSA does that well although this 
group has been a long time coming.  

Much has been achieved in the fields of human rights and 
equality in the thirty years since decriminalisation. My Stras-
bourg case paved the way for a wide range of human rights 
successes. Once sexual orientation was on the European 
agenda, the EU legislated with a directive in 2000 prohibiting 
discrimination and harassment on such grounds in employ-
ment and training. 

Now Northern Ireland has employment equality regulations 
from 2003, and goods and services regulations since 2006, 
even if important harassment provisions, in areas like educa-
tion and housing, were struck out by the High Court in 2008, 
at the behest of the Christian Institute.

We are hearing later from the Equality Commission and it is 
important that LGB&T people who want to go to tribunal can 
seek its assistance. However trade unionists should be able 
to turn first to their union for assistance. They should recruit 
LGB&T members only if confident that they will be supported 
when their rights need protected.

I appreciate that very few LGB&T workers take tribunal cases. 
Figures in the last three years indicate 17, 19 and 22 LGBT 
cases being heard respectively, that is 0.4% of total industrial 
tribunal claims, compared to 2.5% where race is the key 
factor. These figures may suggest things are reasonable out 
there, particularly in the public sector, or they mask a reservoir 
of unfair employment practices, discrimination and harass-
ment as Matthew McDermott of Rainbow has identified in his 
recent report.

NIPSA and other unions must be there in the workplace to 
protect their LGB&T members when issues arise. More impor-
tantly, they must make sure that there are equality audits on 
all such grounds, particularly on sexual orientation, to ensure 
that measures are taken to prevent issues arising in the first 
place.

This launch of NIPSA’s LGBT group will encourage members to 
be open about their sexual orientation and gender identity, 
at least within the union. But many other members may not 
wish to be ‘out’ even in the workplace, let alone in their com-
munities and with their families. It is therefore vital for NIPSA 
to see that harassment and equal opportunities procedures 
in the workplace work in practice for LGB&T workers, whether 
‘out’ or not. 
I have to say at this point that I was not impressed by so many 
at the time of the 2010 Equality Act when the chance, partic-
ularly on disability discrimination, to enhance gay and other 
rights by including Northern Ireland, was spurned, and worse, 
ignored, even by the head of the Equality Commission. 

This has happened so many times before, on all but one of 
the further gay law reforms since 1982, that I am well used to 
it, if still angered. 

We had to mount campaigns for Northern Ireland to be in-
cluded immediately  on equalising the age of consent assist-
ed by Kate Hoey, and on civil partnership - despite the force of 
the Strasbourg judgment saying we were not so different as 
to merit the maintenance of draconian anti-gay laws or be left 
out of reforms. 

People put devolution in front of their members’ best inter-
ests and their clients’ rights. I know this will not be appreciat-
ed by some here, or ever acted upon, but it is true and should 
be said.

NIPSA can also work with other unions in NIC-ICTU to ensure 
that our equality laws are at least as good as GB’s on LGB&T 
rights, for example on harassment. 

I take this moment to praise and thank the late Lord Blease, 
Billy Blease of USDAW, the former NIC-ICTU full-time officer 
who was a lone Northern Ireland voice at Westminster in 
October 1982 speaking in favour of law reform. 

Even the gay MPs from Ulster voted against it. While my own 
MP who also voted against, the Rev Martin Smyth of South 
Belfast, remarked, “I should put it on the record that if the 
hon. Member for Hammersmith (Clive Soley) has heard of 
names being used against Mr. Dudgeon, I can only say that 
Mr. Dudgeon is a constituent of mine and at no time have I 
heard any names so used, but that may be because we move 
in different circles.” 

That last point was true but I received breeze blocks and bricks 
more than name calling.

Finally, I urge NIPSA to affiliate to ILGA-Europe whose annual 
conference last month was in Dublin. Next year it is in Croatia. 
It is a fine organisation much assisted by your sisters and 
brothers in UNISON. 

At Dublin, there was an important meeting addressed by 
Barry Fitzpatrick of Cara-Friend and Gavin Boyd of Rainbow 
on the out working of EU employment law, in both parts of 
Ireland, particularly relating to teachers. This is an aspect that 
will become more and more significant for trade unions and 
their LGBT groups in the near future. 
This is an excellent initiative by NIPSA, providing real, practi-
cal support and representation to its LGB&T members and I 
commend it heartily.
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Flyer for Dublin fundraiser in 1987 for 
Simon Nkoli a gay Anti-Apartheid 
activist imprisoned by the South 
African government c1990

Michael D Higgins then Chair of the 
Labour Party letter to the Irish Times 
in 1980 about meeting a group of 
Cork gay activists at the Labour Party 
Annual Conference in Cork
Cork LGBT Archive
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Letter RE: Employment Equality 
Legislation, April 1993
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Dublin Council of Trade Unions (DCTU) 
delegate, 1989 Pride 1984 March on College Green
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