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HERe NI (previously LASI), established in 2000, is a regional organisation that works across
all areas of Northern Ireland (NI) and the boarder counties to support lesbian and bisexual
(LB) women and their families. We advocate for and support LB women and their families
and improve the lives of LB women across Northern Ireland. We do this in lots of different
ways; through providing information; peer support; facilitating training; lobbying government
and agencies on LB women’s issues; offering a community space for meeting and much
more. HERe NI is the only women focused organisation within the NI LGBTQ+ sector.

We have contributed to the detailed Women’s Policy Group response and endorse that
submission and clause by clause comments. We support the provision of safe access
zones, as recommended by CEDAW and enacted by the NI (Executive Formation etc.) 2019
Act. There are longstanding examples of anti-choice protests outside abortion clinics and
family planning centres in NI, including harassment and violence as well as the display of
graphic images and misinformation.

While the presence of anti-choice protestors may be intimidating for anyone accessing the
clinic, accompanying patients, and workers, some groups will be more vulnerable than
others. Those pregnant as a result of a sex crime or abuse are likely to be particularly
vulnerable, as are minors, LB women are likely to be overrepresented in both groups. LB
women are more likely to experience sexual violence than their heterosexual counterparts,
and consequently a pregnancy as a result of a sexual crime. The Guttmacher Institute! found
in a 2018 US study of people who had had an abortion, 15% of Lesbians said their
pregnancy was because of forced sex compared to 1% of heterosexuals and 3% of
bisexuals. Bisexuals (9%, 7%) and Lesbians (33%, 35%) were also more likely to report that
the man who impregnated them had physically or sexually abused them, compared to 4%/
2% of heterosexuals. It is likely that there are similar trends to those consistently identified in
international research in the UK, as ONS? research highlights that Bisexual women in
particular experience proportionately higher levels of domestic abuse. A systematic
worldwide study?, including reports from the UK, found that there was a statistically
significant higher rate of pregnancy in adolescent lesbians and bisexual women. This was
particularly found in bisexual adolescents where the rate was twice that found in the
heterosexual adolescent cohorts.

HERe NI frequently organises and patrticipates in protests and similar actions. We recognise
the importance of the right to free speech and freedom of assembly. However we are also
aware that these are not unrestricted rights. Exercise of these rights must be weighed with
adverse impacts on other rights. Gathering at clinic entrances and using language such as
‘murderer’, photographing and recording people accessing healthcare, and spreading
misinformation is not exercising these rights, it is interfering with another’s right to privacy
and health. Safe access zones would not prohibit such behaviour entirely, but would exclude
this behaviour from certain areas — immediately around the entrance to healthcare premises.
In our view, safe access zones are a proportionate balancing of rights.
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