
 
Project Overview and Timetable  
 
 

 



        
      

Introduction  

 

People with disabilities are often denied the right to make reproductive 

decisions, including decisions about fertility, contraception, pregnancy, 

childbirth and parenting. In many countries, there are specific laws criminalising 

sex with disabled people. There are also higher rates of sterilisation, and forced 

abortion among disabled women and girls than non-disabled women. This 

project will explore the legal regulation and the real-life experiences of disabled 

people in Ireland in making reproductive decisions.   

 

This project will be framed through the lens of ‘reproductive justice’. This is 

understood to include the right to have, and to choose not to have a child, and 

to parent one’s children – and to the supports required to give effect to these 

decisions. It is a concept which embodies the totality of rights.  

 

Method  

 

The project aims to explore varied and intersecting barriers facing people with 

disabilities seeking reproductive justice including the impact of stereotypes, 

legislation, regulation and service provider policy.  

 

There will be three core components to Re(al) Productive Justice Project; 

 

Throughout the project disabled people will be invited to tell their stories of 

making, or being denied the opportunity to make, reproductive choices for 

themselves. The project will look at all aspects of reproductive justice, including 



        
      

contraception, pregnancy, fertility, abortion, surrogacy, adoption and parenting. 

This will take the form of an oral history.   

 

This will be complimented by a critical analysis of the legislative and policy 

frameworks which regulate reproductive justice. These frameworks will be 

considered under the relevant human rights frameworks.  

 

Finally, the experiences shared in this project, alongside the knowledge gained 

through the critical review, will be used to shape a toolkit for health and social 

care practitioners. This toolkit will be designed to encourage good practice in 

respecting the rights of disabled people to make reproductive decisions, and 

providing appropriate support so that they can make informed choices. 

Developing good practices will be critical to ensure that disabled people are 

included in ongoing reform related to reproductive justice. 

 

The project aims to explore varied and intersecting barriers facing people with 

disabilities seeking reproductive justice including the impact of stereotypes, 

legislation, regulation and service provider policy.  

 

This project represents the first comprehensive effort to explore the lived 

experiences of disabled men and women in making reproductive choices and 

seeking reproductive justice in Ireland. It will address the experiences of all 

disabled people – including people with physical, sensory and intellectual 

impairments, autistic people and users and survivors of psychiatry, 

incorporating analyses of intersecting factors such as gender, race and class. It 

will also include the experiences of rural and urban inhabitants, institutionalised 



        
      

people, disabled migrants, disabled people in the LGBTQI community and 

disabled members of the travelling community.  

 

By the end of the project we will have answered three questions:  

1. What is the applicable regulatory framework that governs disabled people’s 

reproductive decision-making in Ireland? 

2. What barriers and opportunities have disabled people experienced in seeking 

reproductive justice in Ireland? 

3. What tools do health and social care practitioners need to support disabled 

people in making reproductive decisions and securing reproductive justice? 

 

Legislative Review   

 

1. What is the applicable regulatory framework that governs disabled people’s 

reproductive decision-making in Ireland? 

 

The first question seeks to provide a critical analysis of existing laws and policies 

in Ireland and to understand their impact on both the lived experience of 

disabled people and the practice of health and social care professionals. In 

exploring this issue the following sub-questions emerge: 

• What are the applicable laws and policies and how do they inter-relate? 

• What are the applicable human rights standards and are these being 

respected? 

• How are the applicable laws and policies being interpreted in practice? (e.g. in 

courts, by 

healthcare professionals, by disability service providers and in social care?) 

 



        
      

Socio-legal research methodologies will be used to explore the applicable 

regulatory framework for WP 1. This will involve desk-based research, including 

a documentary analysis of existing legislation, case law, policies and human 

rights law. The desk-based research will be complemented by up to 10 

qualitative interviews with key informants in the fields of law, health, social care 

and the disability movement, to determine the range of interpretations of this 

regulatory framework which operate in practice and their collective impact on 

the lives of disabled people in Ireland. 

 

Recent changes in Irish law (the Termination of Pregnancy Act 2018, the Criminal 

Law Sexual Offences Act 2017 and the Assisted Decision- Making (Capacity) Act 

2015) have not been analysed in terms of their potential impact on reproductive 

rights of disabled people. In addition to these new legislative developments, 

conflicting and inconsistent information can be found across policy documents 

such as the National Consent Policy (Health Service Executive, 2012), the 

National Maternity Strategy (Department of Health, 2016), and the Supporting 

People’s Autonomy Guidance Document (Health Information and Quality 

Authority, 2016). A comprehensive analysis of the interaction of all these laws 

and policies in terms of their impact on disabled people’s reproductive decision-

making is lacking in Ireland and this work package will address this gap in the 

literature. 

 

Oral History  

 

2. What barriers and opportunities have disabled people experienced in seeking 

reproductive justice in Ireland? 

 



        
      

The second question is designed to make visible disabled people’s experiences 

of seeking reproductive justice. In exploring this issue the following sub-

questions emerge: 

• What have disabled people’s experiences been in making decisions about 

fertility and contraception (including assisted reproduction and sterilisation); 

abortion; pregnancy (including surrogacy) and birth, and parenting (including 

adoption)? 

• What are the main barriers disabled people experience to having their 

reproductive decisions respected? What are the most important supports that 

ensure that disabled people’s reproductive decisions are respected? 

• To what extent have disabled people been included or excluded from 

reproductive justice campaigns and reform efforts in Ireland? What have been 

the main barriers to their inclusion? What has supported their inclusion in these 

social movements? 

 

The oral histories will be audio-recorded. If the participants consent, copies of 

the transcripts and audio-recordings (anonymised if desired) will be published 

on the project’s website and archived on the Digital Repository of Ireland.  Oral 

history participants will also be offered the opportunity to share photographs 

that are important to their stories. The use of oral histories is the best way to 

ensure that disabled people have an opportunity to speak directly about their 

experiences. It will provide space for participants to reflect on all aspects of 

reproductive decision-making throughout their lives, and will centre the lived 

experience rather than the perspectives of researchers, practitioners or carers. 

By enabling the participants to choose to identify themselves in their histories, 

this methodology gives greater ownership of the outputs to participants. 

 



        
      

Toolkit and resources  

 

3. What tools do health and social care practitioners need to support disabled 

people in making reproductive decisions and securing reproductive justice? 

 

The final question seeks to explore the current knowledge and existing practice 

in health and social care concerning reproductive decision-making for disabled 

people, and set out possible ways forward to advance reproductive justice. In 

exploring this issue the following sub-questions emerge: 

 

• What is the extent of existing knowledge among these professionals of the 

applicable law and policy frameworks which regulate disabled people’s 

reproductive decision-making? 

• How are these professionals seeking to reconcile conflicting principles within 

these frameworks (e.g. autonomy and protection)? 

• What examples of good practice already exist within the health and social care 

systems that demonstrate how to effectively support disabled people and 

respect their reproductive decision-making? 

 

The findings from the legislative analysis as well as the oral histories will inform 

the tool kit. Up to a further 10 qualitative interviews with key informants drawn 

from health and social care practice will also be undertaken to prepare the 

toolkit. The toolkit will include case studies and examples of good practice which 

can be used to support disabled people’s reproductive decision- making, and 

ensure that practitioners can be effective allies for disabled people in 

reproductive justice campaigns. In gathering these case studies and good 

practice examples, the input of the Stakeholder Group will also be sought to 



        
      

ensure that the final toolkit appropriately responds to and reflects the key 

concerns of the wide diversity of disabled people in Ireland. 

 

Public Engagement, Outputs and Project Events 

 

We will be publishing the findings of this research in peer reviewed journals. It 

is important to achieve the academic transformation required in the literature 

on reproductive justice. In order to ensure this knowledge has a real impact on 

the lives of disabled people in Ireland, the findings of this research need to be 

disseminated in different ways. Existing literature clearly identifies a need for 

disability- sensitive training on reproductive rights for health and social care 

professionals. It was found that a lack of training was the biggest structural 

barrier to initiating these discussions.  

 

The toolkit for this project, developed with appropriate input from health and 

social care practitioners, is the best way to address this gap in professional 

knowledge and training, as it will provide accurate information in an accessible 

manner, tailored to the needs of professionals working with disabled people. 

 

The project will host a number of public events and private discussion fora. 

Roadshow events will be organised around the country for the same purpose. A 

concluding conference will also be held at the end of the project to disseminate 

the project findings and engage with the public on the lessons learned from the 

research. 

 

 

 



        
      

Discussion Fora  

 

The goal of the discussion fora is to enable frank conversations among 

stakeholders from the fields of law, health, social care, and the disability 

community concerning the barriers and opportunities for securing reproductive 

justice.  

 

We will be having four discussion fora:  

• Fertility and contraception (including assisted reproduction and 

sterilisation);  

• Abortion;  

• Pregnancy (including surrogacy) and birth, 

• Parenting (including adoption).  

 

The numbers attending these fora will be limited to a maximum of twenty 

(excluding the research team and any Stakeholder Group representatives who 

may attend as observers). 

 

Participants in the fora will be drawn from four main domains – disabled people, 

and researchers or practitioners from the domains of law, healthcare and social 

care. 

 

For each forum, a working paper summarising the existing literature and project 

data (covering relevant law and policy, lived experience and practice) in that 

particular domain will be circulated in advance by the project research team. A 

lead participant will be selected from each of the four domains (disability, law, 

health, social care) to will present discussion points from their personal and 



        
      

professional experiences for the group to consider. At the end of the forum, the 

research team will draw up a summary of the discussion for the project website.  

 

Time Table     

     

May 2019 
  
  
  
 

• Opening Conference 

• Stakeholder Group Meeting 1 

 

• Start collection of oral histories 

 

Galway 

 

 

Various 

locations 

around Ireland 

20 September 
2019   

• Discussion Forum 1: Pregnancy & 

Childbirth 

  

Dublin 

May 2020 
  

• Discussion Forum 2: Parenting                 

• Stakeholder Group Meeting 2 

Dublin  

September 2020
   
 

• Discussion forum 3: Abortion   

• Stakeholder Group Meeting 3 

Dublin 

October 2020
  
  
   

• Conclusion of Oral History 

Interviews   

• Development of Project Materials 

Various 

locations 

around Ireland 

February 2021
  
  

• Discussion Forum 4: Fertility & 

Contraception 

Dublin 

May 2022 • Concluding Conference Galway 

 

 

 

 



        
      

Who we are 

 

Project Staff:  

A team of five will be based at NUI Galway for the duration of the project. 

Eilionóir Flynn is the Principal Investigator for the Project. She is joined by Maria 

Ní Fhlatharta, as research assistant, two post-doctoral researchers, Jenny Dagg 

and Áine Sperrin, and an administrative assistant.  

 

Stakeholder Group  

Alongside the project staff we have a group comprised of stakeholders who will 

provide insights on the research design, data collection and analysis of findings. 

They will also support the recruitment of key informants from the disability 

community, and practitioners in the fields of law, health and social care, for 

qualitative interviews to inform the project's outputs. Further, they will, where 

appropriate, given their knowledge and expertise and extensive personal and 

professional networks, support the recruitment of participants with disabilities 

for the oral history dimension of the project. Currently we have seven members 

in the Stakeholder group. Suzy Byrne, Rosaleen McDonagh, Jennifer Donnelly, 

Elaine Rogers, Carol Coulter, Ellen Murray and Theresia Degener. We will seek 

expressions of interest for three more members of the Stakeholder Group once 

the project launches.  

 

Volunteers  

Five volunteers will be recruited as regional ambassadors for the project, who 

will spread the word about the project at a local level, including by visiting 

nursing homes, residential services, primary care centres, day services, advocacy 

services, community groups and clubs. These ambassadors are crucial to get 



        
      

information about the project to hard-to-reach, rural and isolated disabled 

people.  

 

Where we are  

 

Re(al) Productive Justice will be based in the Centre for Disability Law and Policy 

(CDLP) in NUI Galway. The CDLP is one of the leading centres in disability rights 

globally.  

 

W: www.realproductivejustice.com 

E: realproductivejustice@nuigalway.ie 

P: 091-494272/492085/494273 

Tweet: @CDLPjustice 



        
      

 


