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In 2011, we recommended that the government promptly institute an independent and thorough 
investigation into all complaints of abuses committed between 1922 and 1996 against women 
and girls who were involuntarily confined at the Magdalene Laundries, that you should 
prosecute perpetrators of any abuses and ensure all victims obtain redress. A great deal has 
happened since then. There was the McAleese report—the Inter-departmental committee to 
establish the facts of state involvement with the Magdalen laundries. The McAleese report 
found that—contrary to the government representative’s claims to this committee in 2011—
the laundries were not a wholly private matter, and that confinement was not—as he told us—
voluntary, and there was indeed substantial state involvement. In February 2013, the Taoiseach 
made a formal apology to survivors of the Magdalene Laundries—very dramatic, very 
important. And the Quirke report led to an ex gratia redress and assistance scheme for the 
victims. All of these were important developments. 
 
Between 2012 and 2013, this committee also engaged in a vigorous follow-up discussion with 
the State Party and asked many questions about the progress made, or, lack of progress, with 
respect to these recommendations.  
 
We expressed particular concern in our List of Issues Prior to Reporting that, while the Inter-
departmental Committee had investigated certain aspects of past practices, the State Party did 
not seem to intend to go further or to create an independent investigation into allegations of ill-
treatment that would ensure that all relevant evidence and facts were disclosed by private actors 
such as the religious that ran the Magdalene laundries and who had access to that information. 
We were particularly concerned that the government seemed to consider that there was no need 
for it to undertake such an investigation, since it was not persuaded that evidence had come to 
light that ‘systematic torture’ was carried out at the Magdalene Laundries.  
 
Now, in your new report to us in 2015, you have confirmed to us that the government considers 
normal criminal investigative arrangements to be adequate to address this terrible legacy of 
abuse, because ‘no factual evidence to support allegation of systematic torture or ill-treatment 
of a criminal nature in these institutions was found’ by the McAleese report. You also suggest 
(1) that the report conclusively established that the majority of women in the Magdalene 
Laundries were not legally confined there, (2) that representative groups indicate that the 
affected women do not wish to participate in any further investigations, (3) that the religious 
congregations offered full access to their archives to the McAleeese commission.  
 



And, I quote, you said ‘there is no evidence to suggest any of the sources deliberately withheld 
or provided false information, or or that there is some untapped source of information in 
existence’. You also said that, under those circumstances, the government is ‘satisfied that the 
report provides the best estimate of the number of persons who entered Magdalene laundries’, 
and that the government has made it clear on a number of occasions ‘that if any woman has 
been the victim of criminal behaviour she should report it and it will be investigated.’  
 
You also said ‘There has been no demand from individual women for an investigation into 
specific complaints of abuse against them.’ 
 
Now, since the committee raised this issue with the State Party in 2011, a number of other UN 
treaty bodies have expressed concern that a wide range of the State’s human rights obligations 
are implicated in its treatment of these women. And even as recently as last April, the Human 
Rights Committee—which also criticised Ireland’s performance regarding accountability for 
church-related institutional abuses in 2014—reiterated its concerns in a report on follow-up. 
They were not satisfied with the government’s statement that it has no intention to set up a 
specific inquiry or investigation. They recommended that Ireland conduct an independent and 
thorough investigation and prosecute and punish the perpetrators of abuse and ill-treatment at 
the Magdalene laundries—I suppose, following our lead.  
 
We have been told by NGOs that there are, in fact, several Magdalene survivors who made 
complaints—who made complaints to the Garda Síochána regarding their treatment in the 
laundries. And my question to you is, whether you can tell us if you are aware, or if any member 
of the delegation is aware, that such complaints have been made? And can you provide us with 
information about why they were not acted on for the purpose of opening a criminal 
investigation?  
 
We’re also concerned to hear that the State Party has repeatedly claimed to have no basis for 
believing that serious harm was perpetrated against women and girls in Magdalene laundries.  
 
How can the government say to us that it believes that the Inter-departmental Committee 
report—the McAleese Committee—established that there was not systematic ill-treatment in 
the Magdalene Laundries when the terms of reference of the committee and the report did not 
extend to investigating allegations of abuse or establishing the whereabouts and identities of 
those who died in the laundries? How can the government claim it established no systematic 
ill-treatment when it made no public call for evidence and had no subpoena powers? Doesn’t 
the government recognise that there’s a great deal of information about past abuses at these 
institutions that has yet to be uncovered? 
 
I say this because we have received information suggesting that there is indeed a great deal of 
evidence of past abuse, and it has not been officially examined.  
 



We are concerned that the Inter-departmental Committee—I’ll call it the ‘IDC’—may not have 
investigated the archives of the mother houses and their congregational archives, including 
those abroad.  
 
We’re also concerned that the IDC may not have investigated—at least not thoroughly—the 
diocesan archives relating to religious congregations operating the Magdalene Laundries. Can 
you confirm whether or not it did examine those archives?  
 
And, specifically, we have received information from an individual who had access to the 
archives of the diocese of Galway, stating that he discovered significant material demonstrating 
the extensive involvement of the Bishop of Galway in the operations and financial dealings of 
the Sisters of Mercy Galway Magdalene—one of two laundries for which no records survive. 
This individual also brought Senator McAleese’s office’s attention to the existence of these 
files. He provided the Senator with a summary of the materials, but says they were not 
accurately reflected in the McAleese report. The files reportedly document physical abuse, and 
the Galway Magdalene’s practice of calling the Irish police to prevent family members from 
removing women from the institutions.  
 
In 2014, when this individual notified a member of the restorative justice implementation team 
at the Irish Ministry of Justice that the Galway diocesan archive also contained a list of 107 
women in the Galway Magdalene Laundry in December 1952—organised by name, town, land 
of origin, country—he subsequently received a threatening letter from the archivist of the 
Diocese warning him not to write about the archive without permission, and insisting he 
destroy copies of the material, and asserting that the archive of Bishop Michael Browne—who 
was Bishop of Galway from 1937 to 1976—is now ‘embargoed’.  
 
So, my question to you: If the government’s position is that the women who were victimised 
at the Magdalene Laundries have a responsibility to pursue justice for themselves, we would 
expect to see the government at least facilitate their efforts to do so by providing access to 
relevant information that it has, or that it knows exists. 
 
In this regard, it’s really quite troubling to hear that the Inter-departmental committee destroyed 
its copies of evidence received from the religious congregations that ran the Magdalene 
Laundries, and that the government will not provide the public with access to archive of state 
files, or to the archives from the religious congregations.  
 
So I would like to ask you, Sir: What is preventing the government from providing public 
access to the archive of state records gathered by the Inter-departmental Committee?  
 
Can you or members of the delegation confirm whether the government has considered 
information in the Galway diocesan archive concerning the Galway Magdalene Laundry, 
which the Minister of Justice was specifically informed about in 2014? And whether the fact 
that this information was discovered outside the Inter-departmental Committee process has any 



impact on its [the government’s] claim that an independent investigation mechanism into the 
Magdalene Laundries is unnecessary?  
 
Will the government consider amending the Statute of Limitations so that civil claims can be 
brought in forward in the interest of justice? 
 
Will the government consider creating a publicly accessible archive of material about 
institutions, including the Magdalene laundries, to which religious congregations and the 
hierarchy and the state would be compelled to contribute?  
 
Will the government consider launching a broader truth-telling process in respect to  these and 
other historical abuses?  
 
And, in that context, I wonder if the government might consider extending an invitation to the 
UN Special Rapporteur on the promotion of truth, justice, reparation and guarantees of non-
recurrence. An invitation to visit Ireland would be, I think, most timely. And I hope you will 
consider that.  
 
We are also very concerned to  hear that the government seems to be walking back from that 
famous apology that Enda Kenny made to the Magdalene survivors, by claiming that the State 
is not liable for any such abuse when the McAleese report found close involvement of the State 
in the Magdalene Laundries. It found that the courts referred women to Laundries, and health 
and social service workers did the same. And the report found significant financial interactions 
between State bodies and the Laundries. So my question, is, simply: Can you confirm whether 
or not the government still stands behind the Taoiseach’s 2013 apology to the Magdalene 
survivors and the findings of the McAleese report?  
 
We turn to the issue of redress.  
 
In our List of Issues Prior to Reporting we asked for information about how the State planned 
to administer the ex gratia redress scheme. You responded that 593 applicants had received 
lump sum payments that cost nearly €22m. This reflects an average payment to victims of about 
€37,100. You told us that, as of July 2015, the women had also received a wide range of free 
health services and that you were starting to provide these to those women living outside 
Ireland. You told us that over 160 applications had been received from outside Ireland, most 
from the UK, and that the government circulated information on the scheme to Irish 
communities around the world through their embassies. 
 
However, in a recent follow-up exchange with the government, the Human Rights Committee, 
which monitors the civil and political Covenant, expressed concern about the scope of the 
redress scheme, noting that information was not provided about whether women who were not 
formally held in the Laundries, but were forced to work there, were entitled to redress. So my 
question is: Can you clarify to us why the government is not allowing a group of women who 
worked in Magdalene laundries as girls but were actually held in children’s residential schools 



on the same grounds—why you’re not allowing those women to participate in the redress 
scheme, if they lived on the same grounds? We understand that other schemes they might 
already be benefitting from are not providing them with compensation for harm that they might 
have endured at the Laundries. So it would be interesting to have your views on that.  
 
Also, we’ve been told that the existence of the redress scheme was not widely advertised 
outside of Ireland other than in the UK. We’re concerned that only 11 applications for redress 
were actually received from victims in the United States, for example, when clearly the size of 
the US diaspora suggests that there are probably more Magdalene survivors there. My question 
is: Are you considering undertaking additional outreach activities to alert survivors living 
outside Ireland of the existence of the redress scheme?  
 
Can you indicate how you are providing women living abroad with healthcare? Have all known 
Magdalene survivors living abroad been notified of their healthcare entitlements and been 
made aware of their eligibility for support for supplementary insurance?  
 
Are you considering expanding the range of healthcare services that survivors are entitled to 
receive under the Redress for Women Resident in Certain Institutions Act, and ensuring their 
access to rehabilitation?  
 
We’re also concerned that the recommendation of Justice Quirke for consultation with 
Magdalene survivors to discuss a memorial, and also to meet with one another, has not been 
fully implemented, despite the State’s commitment to establish a dedicated unit for this 
purpose. Can you update us on the status on efforts to consult the survivors on the establishment 
of the memorial, and to meet with one another and visit former Magdalene sites? 
 
 

 


