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“At the EEA, for example, she took a strong stance in favour of LGBT rights at a time when it 

was not popular to do so. …. Sylvia was very clear that true equality could not be one-

dimensional. 

General secretary of the ICTU Patricia King1 

 

 

In October 1986 the Employment Equality Agency and its chair Sylvia Meehan 

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 for lesbians and gay men, at a time when the 

Right were in the ascendant and vindictive, and progressives were in retreat. 

 

‘By the mid -1980s the litany of defeats for the left and liberals was alarming, and 

included the abortion and divorce referendums, the repressive Criminal Justice Bill, the 

banning of abortion information and the victimisation of women in many high profile 

cases as well as soaring unemployment and emigration’2.  

 

The lesbian and gay movement was in retreat, the conferences and pride marches 

ceased, the Dublin Lesbian and Gay Collective stopped meeting. The Supreme Court 

had decided that it was not unconstitutional for gay men to be criminalised. The 

HIV/AIDS crisis rightly took up what scarce activist resources there were to fill the gap 

created by State neglect. ‘These were not times for militant activism on the streets but 

for small task-orientated groups dealing with specific issues, trying to rebuild confidence 

and laying the foundations for future progress’. One of the key issues was employment 

equality and one of these groups was ‘Lesbian and Gay Rights at Work’, an informal 

group of lesbian and gay trade union activists and others, and later GLEN. It was a 

remarkably successful campaign in a relatively short period of time, described by Leo 

Flynn as ‘little short of phenomenal’ (see Appendix). 

  

 
1 https://www.ictu.ie/press/2018/09/06/the-general-secretary-of-the-ictu-patricia-king-ha 
2 ‘Diverse Communities; The Evolution of Lesbian and Gay Politics in Ireland’ Kieran Rose, see section 
‘Mid-Eighties and the Decline of Activism’. 

https://www.ictu.ie/press/2018/09/06/the-general-secretary-of-the-ictu-patricia-king-ha/


 

 
 

The support of Sylvia and the EEA is one of a number of crucial moments in relation to equality 

for lesbians and gay men in the hostile 1980s, others were the ICTU and LGPSU resolutions of 

1982, the ICTU lesbian and gay rights seminar of 1985, the ICTU 5 point programme of 1986, 

the Employment Equality Agency in 1986 supporting sexual orientation to be included in its 

legislation, the publication of ICTU policy 'Lesbian and Gay Rights in the Workplace: Guidelines 

for Negotiators' in 1987, the Civil Service anti-discrimination policy of 1988, all contributing 

significantly to later progress such as; Labour Party Equal Status Bill 1990 includes sexual 

orientation, the ICCL policy document of 1990, the equality-based gay law reform in 1993, the 

inclusion of sexual orientation in the Unfair Dismissals Act 1993, and later Equality legislation 

etc. 

 

On behalf of the ‘Lesbian and Gay Rights at Work’ group I wrote to Sylvia Meehan Chair of the 

Employment Equality Agency on 27th July 1986. Sylvia replied on 5th August 1986 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 on lesbian and gay rights. On 16th August i 

send Sylvia a copy of the 1985 ICTU seminar and the one of the Northern Ireland Committee of 

ICTU held in June 1986.  We met Sylvia on 9th September 1986. (see separate article).  

 

 



 
 

In ‘Masterminds of the Right’ (1992) Emily O'Reilly documents the huge power of the Right in 

Ireland in the 1980s and how they often choose to exercise this power secretly, behind closed 

doors, to stymie progress including for lesbians and gay men. The minutes of one section of a 



Knights meeting in Dublin in 1982 reads; ‘Concern was expressed at the increase in the 

activities of homosexuals and it was suggested that perhaps the industrial, commercial and 

professional panel might look into the matter’. Magill (1983, see Appendix) documents how they 

targeted peoples employment such as Sally Keogh in her capacity as Information Officer of the 

National Social Service Council (NSSC) because of her public support for contraception. It 

would be interesting to know if Sylvia was put under similar pressure by the Right. 

 

 

 

Writing a memoir for Sylvia in GCN (October 2018) I said that she was ‘a courageous champion 

of equality for all’, how her ‘brave’ and unequivocal support for us was such an important 

breakthrough for us at a time when we had few supporters and many powerful enemies. 

 

On 11th September 1986 John Mitchell General Secretary of IDATU writes to the Minister for 

Labour Ruairi Quinn saying that he woud like to ‘add my voice for change to the Employment 

Equality Act to outlaw discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation.’ On 6th October 1986 

Ruairi Quinn responds stating that he has asked his Department to consider the feasibility of 

incorporating such a provision in employment law. On 22 September Lesbian and Gay Rights at 

Work, an informal group of lesbian and gay trade unionists and others, writes to Ruairi Quinn 

Minister for Labour calling for inclusion of sexual orientation in the Employment Equality Act, 

and enclosing a copy of the report of the 1985 ICTU seminar. 

 

On 3rd and 19th of November 1986 the EEA wrote to me stating that; ‘the Board agreed .. [that] 

.. a provision outlawing discrimination in employment on the basis of sexual orientation .. should 

be included as an amendment to the Employment Equality Act 1977 and accordingly the 

Agency made such a recommendation to the Minister in early October’. 

 



 
 

On 26th November 1986, Patricia O’Donovan on behalf of ICTU replies to the Department of 

Labour stating that they fully support the inclusion of sexual orientation in employment equality 

legislation. 



 
 

Meanwhile a similar process was underway in ICTU and in May 1987 ICTU published 

‘Lesbian and Gay Rights in the Workplace: Guidelines for Negotiators’,  a very 

strong and radical policy. The 1987 Guidelines were influenced by the EEA policy, were 

another 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 policy 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 and myself were on the 

working group. 



 
 

The EEA policy and the ICTU Guidelines fed into the ground-breaking Labour Party Equal 

Status Bill of 1990, the precursor of our current Equality legislation. This Bill (which included 

employment issues) was a model for the subsequent equality legislation introduced by Minister 

for Equality and Law Reform Mervyn Taylor.  

 

Sponsoring the Private  Members 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 travelling 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, ntertainment, 

accommodation, transport and the services of any trade or profession and in the disposal or 

management of premises.”  

 

Michael D Higgins also spoke supporting the Bill 

https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/bills/bill/1990/14/?tab=debates 

 

The Equal Status Bill was narrowly defeated in the Dail in 1992 by 63 votes  to 67.  

The 1990 Equal Status Bill is on the Oireachtas website. 

 

With Labour in a coalition government,The Employment Equality Bill 1996, and the Equal 

Status Bill 1997  were introduced by Mervyn Taylor, Minister for Equality and Law Reform and 

https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/bills/bill/1990/14/?tab=debates


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 on three grounds. 

https://www.irishtimes.com/news/president-has-sole-discretion-to-decide-on-supreme-court-

referral-1.287977 

 

Amended equality legislation was subsequently enacted during the following Dáil term, i.e. 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 with a significantly expanded role and 

functions.  In November 2014, the Equality Authority was merged with the Irish Human Rights 

and Equality Commission to form the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission 

 

 

 
 

The EEA policy also fed into the influential  Irish Council for Civil Liberties 1990 report  

‘EQUALITY NOW for Lesbians and Gay Men’.  It proposed a Human Rights Commission, 

https://www.irishtimes.com/news/president-has-sole-discretion-to-decide-on-supreme-court-referral-1.287977
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/president-has-sole-discretion-to-decide-on-supreme-court-referral-1.287977
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Government_of_the_28th_D%C3%A1il
http://www.equality.ie/en/


similar to the EEA but with a broader remit. It noted that, ‘Although the Agency in October 1986 

recommended to the Minister for Labour that a provision outlawing employment discrimination 

on grounds of sexual orientation should be included in amendments to the 1977 Act, no 

legislative action in this direction has materialised.’ The report also set out a model Equality Bill. 

Christopher Robson and myself were on the working group. Tom Cooney was chair of the ICCL 

and of the working group, he was later advisor to Alan Shatter when he was Minister for Justice 

and Equality, and helped guide through the Irish Human Rights and Equality Act 2014 (inter alia 

merging the Equality Authority and the Irish Human Rights Commission). Tom and myself were 

on the ‘Working Group on the new Human Rights and Equality Commission’ that reported in 

April 2012, one of its recommendations was that there should be a statutory duty on public 

bodies to have regard to human rights and equality in the carrying out of their functions 

(http://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/Pages/PB12000112). The working group recommended that the 

new Commission should be able to consider emerging human rights issues, to deal with the 

problem that the previous IHRC did not feel able to support civil marriage for lesbians and gay 

men3, while the Equality Authority had a strong policy of opening out civil marrriage. A broad 

definition of human rights was provided for in the 2014 Act, and this allowed the new body to 

state strongly and simply that: ‘The Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission believes that 

the opening out of civil marriage to two persons, without distinction as to their sex, is a matter of 

equality and human rights.’ (see detailed report here https://www.ihrec.ie/documents/ihrec-

policy-statement-on-access-to-civil-marriage-febr/ 

 

 

 

 
 

https://www.iccl.ie/archive/equality-now-for-lesbians-and-gay-men/ 

 

See also www.LGBTDisregard.ie  

 

 

 
3 Apparently some human rights experts do not believe that civil marriage is a human right as it has not 
been established in human rights conventions or by decisions of human rights courts such as the ECHR. 

http://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/Pages/PB12000112
https://www.ihrec.ie/documents/ihrec-policy-statement-on-access-to-civil-marriage-febr/
https://www.ihrec.ie/documents/ihrec-policy-statement-on-access-to-civil-marriage-febr/
https://www.iccl.ie/archive/equality-now-for-lesbians-and-gay-men/
http://www.lgbtdisregard.ie/


The Campaign for Equality, a GLEN initiative, 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. GLEN was instrumental in setting up the 

Campaign for Equality which was an alliance of all groups vulnerable to discrimination including 

womens groups, people with disabilities, Travellers, to campaign for broad-ranging equality 

legislation and for an equality-based gay law reform. Eventually more than 40 organisations had 

signed up to the campaign including the four main political parties. The day after the gay law 

reform was passsed a Technical Workshop on equal status legislation was held by the 

campaign. 

 

Christopher Robson has a very interesting article, ‘Anatomy of a Campaign’, where he 

analyses GLENS campaign for equality and gay law reform, and how each area of 

progress provided another building block for more progress. ‘Right up to the end of the 

campaign all these documents, and many more, have worked as interconnecting 

elements in a comprehensive platform’. (See ‘Lesbian and Gay Visions of Ireland: 

Towards the 21st Century’ 1995, Ide O'Carroll, Eoin Collins (eds)) 

 

https://www.amazon.co.uk/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&field-author=Ide+O%27Carroll&text=Ide+O%27Carroll&sort=relevancerank&search-alias=books-uk
https://www.amazon.co.uk/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_2?ie=UTF8&field-author=Eoin+Collins&text=Eoin+Collins&sort=relevancerank&search-alias=books-uk


 
A letter of 26th January 1987 from the Dept of Labour to what is now Gay Switchboard Dublin 

states; ‘The MInister is concerned about any form of discrimination which deters people from 

taking up employment opportunities or puts barriers in the way of their advancement and is 

prepared to consider whatever steps are necessary to protect individuals from such 

discrimination’ 

 

In a report of 1992, GLEN stated that; ‘The Employment Equality Agency now welcomes cases 

of discimination on the grounds of sexual orientation and this is a very practical support’. In 

another 1992 GLEN report it refers to a EEA Model Equal Opportunities policy that states; ‘It 

should also cover such aspects as sexual orientation  
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https://www.rte.ie/news/ireland/2018/0906/992038-sylvia-meehan-death/ 

 

https://www.thejournal.ie/sylvia-meehan-death-4222839-Sep2018/ 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sylvia_Meehan 

 

 

https://www.rte.ie/news/ireland/2018/0906/992038-sylvia-meehan-death/
https://www.thejournal.ie/sylvia-meehan-death-4222839-Sep2018/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sylvia_Meehan


 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 



 



 



 



 



 
 



 

 

 

Cork LGBT Archive 

LGBT Workers Rights And Irish Trade Unions COLLECTION. Very good on-line collection of 

documents, photos. http://corklgbtarchive.com/collections/show/2 

http://corklgbtarchive.com/collections/show/2


 

The Struggle for LGBT Workers’ Rights Ireland  

This is a very good summary article of 2019 by Orla Egan 

https://orlaegan.wordpress.com/2019/11/05/the-struggle-for-lgbt-workers-rights-ireland-orla-

egan/ 

 

See my linkedin slideshare for various documents  

E.g., https://www.slideshare.net/kieranrose/trade-unions-lesbians-and-gay-men-glen 

 

Sally Keogh 

‘On May 12 1980 the Irish Times printed a letter signed by Sally Keogh in her capacity as 

Information Officer of the National Social Service Council (NSSC). This was noted by the 

Council of Social Concern, a constituent part of PLAC and an organisation linked to the Knights. 

On June 6 John O'Reilly of COSC wrote a confidential letter to the Director of NSSC pointing 

out that a Sally Keogh had been secretary of the Irish Family Planning Association in 1978 and 

another Sally Keogh had been involved in the Contraception Action Programme. 

"These latter two Sally Keoghs have their ideological colours nailed firmly to the mast", wrote 0 

'Reilly. They and the NSSC Sally Keogh might be one and the same person. "This is disturbing 

and I would be very grateful if you would confirm if it is true or assure us that it is false." O'Reilly 

added: "One could not help but worry that the post of Information Officer in your organisation 

afforded some good opportunity for the promotion of what we may call the ideology of the 

contraceptive clinics." 

‘The Moral Civil War’ 31 August 1983, Magill magazine, Gene Kerrigan 

https://magill.ie/archive/moral-civil-war 

 

‘The Employment Equality Agency (EEA) is a statutory body set up under section 35 of the 

Employment Equality Act 1977 , whose role it is to "work towards the elimination of 

discrimination in relation to employment", to "promote equality of opportunity between men and 

women in relation to employment" and "to review the workings of the equal pay and equal 

opportunity legislation and make proposals for their amendment" (Employment Equality Act, 

section 35). 

 

An important aspect of the Agency's role is its contribution to policy-making at both national and 

E.U. level. With regard to the latter, the Agency is represented on the European Commission 

Advisory Committee on Equal Opportunities for Women and Men, set up in 1982 to assist the 

European Commission in devising policy to promote equal opportunities.’ 

 

https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/efemiredictionary/employment-equality-agency 

 

https://orlaegan.wordpress.com/2019/11/05/the-struggle-for-lgbt-workers-rights-ireland-orla-egan/
https://orlaegan.wordpress.com/2019/11/05/the-struggle-for-lgbt-workers-rights-ireland-orla-egan/
https://orlaegan.wordpress.com/2019/11/05/the-struggle-for-lgbt-workers-rights-ireland-orla-egan/
https://orlaegan.wordpress.com/2019/11/05/the-struggle-for-lgbt-workers-rights-ireland-orla-egan/
https://www.slideshare.net/kieranrose/trade-unions-lesbians-and-gay-men-glen
https://magill.ie/articles/by/Gene%20Kerrigan
https://magill.ie/archive/moral-civil-war
https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/efemiredictionary/employment-equality-agency


‘little short of phenomenal’  

‘Can the Transition to Individual Protection be Extended to Recognition of Relationships?: 

Same-Sex Couples and the Irish Experience of Sexual Orientation Law Reform Leo Flynn 

(c2000), Legal Secretary, Court of Justice of the European Communities 

 

‘Without being wildly optimistic, it is clear that the legal situation of same-sex coupls in Ireland is 

on the cusp of major change’ writes Leo Flynn in a paper c2000 referring to the establishment of 

the Equality Authority in 1999, the Unfair Dismissals Amendment Act etc. ‘Yet less than a 

decade ago sexual activity between males was still criminalised ….’ There has been a ‘rolling 

programme of legislative and policy reform’. The recent developments in Irish law are 

‘extraordinary’.  

 

Regarding the equality-based gay law reform he writes: ‘It is arguable that in the ultimate 

decision to repeal the legislation the Convention played a relatively minor role’ as by 1993 

‘legislative measures had already been adopted which made sexual orientation a protected 

status in several fields including that of dismissal’ (p5). He goes on to refer to the work of GLEN 

with the trade unions and other groups. He quotes Christopher Robson to the effect that ‘the 

move to equal protection in labour law was a more important development [than gay law reform] 

would have been the first choice of GLEN, if a choice had to be made’. He refers to a number of 

articles he wrote on such as ‘Discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation’ Employment Law 

Reports (1993). 

 

‘During the periods it has held the Presidency Ireland has pushed forward important advances 

in making sexual orientation a Community issue’. ‘Ireland held the Presidency in 1990 when the 

Council of Ministers adopted a Resolution on the Dignity of Women and Men at work which 

recognised that sexual orientation-based  harassment at work  might violate Community law’ 

(p16). Article 13 of the Amsterdam Treaty was ‘achieved during the Irish Presidency’  

 

He concludes ‘The developments in the Irish legal system in relation to sexual orientation in 

decade are little short of phenomenal’ (p17). Regarding the legal recognition of same-sex 

couples: ‘It is hard to escape th feeling that such recognition will come in the Irish legal system 

in the medium term’ and ‘Equally, on past record, it is just as likely that the impetus will be 

domestic’’ 

 

Sylvia was interviewed for Out magazine Aug/Sept 1985. I wrote an obituary for Sylvia 

published in October 2018 issue of GCN. 

 

▪ For other relevant GLEN reports see www.eoin-collins.ie  

▪ For my trade union related photos see www.corklgbtarchive.com  

▪ For other LGBT material see www.LGBTDisregard.ie  

 

http://www.eoin-collins.ie/
http://www.corklgbtarchive.com/
http://www.lgbtdisregard.ie/

