
Letter to the members of Dáil Éireann 
 
Houses of the Oireachtas 
Leinster House 
Kildare St 
Dublin 2 
D02 XR20 
Ireland 
 
 

25 February 2025 
 
Dear Members of Dáil Éireann 
 
We write to you as survivors of gender-based and sexual violence - every one of us having 
previously sacrificed our anonymity to speak up about the urgent need for reforms in Ireland. 
We have all experienced firsthand the devastating impact, not only of such a violation of our 
bodily integrity, but also of a criminal justice system that too often fails those it is meant to 
protect.  
 
On 26 February 2025, Ruth Coppinger TD will move a Private Members’ motion, calling for a 
10-point plan for government action to tackle gender-based and sexual violence.  
 
The epidemic of gender violence is only growing in this State: 
 

●​ In 2025 alone, there have been six femicides within eight weeks already, and 1,600 
domestic violence reports made to the Gardaí over Christmas week.​
  

●​ We know from multiple sources that over half of women and over a quarter of men 
have experienced sexual violence in their lives. Statistically, of the 174 of you sitting 
in Dáil Éireann, 59 will have experienced sexual violence.​
 

●​ Marginalised groups are facing even greater incidences of violence: the CSO Sexual 
Violence Survey in 2022 found that 30% of people with a disability, 55% of bisexual 
people, and 40% of gay people reported experiencing sexual violence in adulthood, 
with 75% of autistic people reporting the same in separate research.  

 
The scale of the crisis demands urgent and decisive action.  
 
We urge you to consider this plan carefully — and to either champion it, or propose an 
effective alternative that will achieve real progress for Ireland. We ask you to not only vote in 
favour of genuine reforms, but to be a voice for change within your party and beyond. 
 
Countless survivors, our numbers growing each month, have sacrificed our right to privacy in 
the hope of a better future for the victims coming up behind us. We are not statistics - we are 
your constituents, your neighbours, your family and your friends. Our dignity and justice 
should no longer be denied by more delays, half measures, or empty promises.  
 



We know the cost of inaction because we have lived it. We have endured a system where 
survivors are retraumatised in courtrooms, where delays and dismissals are routine, and 
where justice feels out of reach. No survivor should ever suffer this injustice. 
 
We ask you to stand with us. It is time to put in motion actual change. Please do something.  
 
 
Mise le meas, 
 
Sarah Grace 
Paula Doyle 
Ciara Mangan 
Natasha O’Brien 
Blathnaid Raleigh 
Chris Rooke 
Charlene Masterson 
Hazel Behan  
Donna McCarthy 
Dylan Gallagher 
Aoife Farrelly  
 

Quotes from Survivors  
on the impact of 

Sexual and Gender-Based Violence 
 
“The use of survivors’ counselling records as evidence in trial has no place in a modern court 
of law. They belong in the sanctity of a therapy room. To argue that an accused’s 
constitutional right to a fair trial rests on the disclosure of such records is a violation of 
survivors’ many fundamental rights also protected by our Constitution - the right to privacy, to 
human decency and of protection by the State from an unjust attack. This practice has 
prevented so many from seeking out what can be life-saving therapy, or even justice itself. ​
​
After a violation of our bodily integrity, our courts allow a second violation to be carried out on 
persons who are already in such a vulnerable state. The cruel irony is that the greatest blow 
often comes, not at the hands of our attacker, but of a system designed to protect victims of 
crime. This is a major failure of our nation. 
 
I urge you to consider the hundreds of future victims of sexual and gender-based violence 
making their way through our courts each year. You have a duty to your constituents to raise 
issues and debate legislation important to your local area. With 52% women and 28% men 
having experienced sexual violence across Ireland, what issue could be more relevant to so 
many than this? How many more victims is it going to take to sacrifice their anonymity and 
safety in the hope that we will bring about real change? Your action, or inaction, in 
considering this motion will be the difference in the lives of thousands to come.” 
 

- Sarah Grace​
 

 
“‘He goes to the gym six days a week"—a character reference handed up to the judge on 
behalf of a convicted rapist who pleaded guilty. This is the type of utter nonsense victims and 
survivors in Ireland are forced to listen to after bravely delivering their VIS and before the 
Judge hands down the sentence. An utter insult, disgrace, and dreadfully disappointing. This 
practice tells us exactly how much respect the justice system has for survivors. 



 
Not only is this an insult, but this so-called 'testimony to the good character' of a convicted 
rapist is actually considered by the Judge when determining the sentence. Going to the gym 
six days a week doesn’t make you any less of a rapist. The justice system insults us by 
attempting to pull the wool over our eyes. He is simply a wolf in sheep’s clothing—a rapist 
who goes to the gym six days a week. 
 
This irrelevant nonsense has no place in our courtrooms. Victims, survivors, and their 
families deserve much better, and the justice system lets us down in more ways than one. In 
the very court of law where we seek justice and respect, often we are met with the contrary. 
The use of character references in GBV trials is an inhumane, abhorrent, and ridiculous 
practice. We’ve never fallen for it. We deserve better. We demand better. Our justice system 
must stop bending over backwards for perpetrators. It must do its job. Serve justice, not 
injustice and at the very least, treat us with a bit of dignity.” 
 

- Ciara Mangan   ​
 

 
“I was barely surviving. I would cut my skin with a knife so I could feel physical pain rather 
than violation. I'd rather feel this than to be feeling vile and contaminated. My four teenage 
children invented 'air hugs' and had to blow their Mammy kisses at night because I couldn't 
put my defiled body against theirs, I needed to keep them pure and safe. 
 
To you I am not a victim but just a witness.” 
 

- Paula Doyle 
 
“I was violently raped, tortured, beaten, belittled, tied up and filmed. I have survived what 
some may call the "unimaginable". For me, however, it is something I relive every single day 
of my life for the past 20 years and I suspect I will for the rest of my life. I died the morning I 
was raped. I vividly remember the moment my soul left my body and my spirit was crushed. 
All that was left was a shell of a human being who was told she should be "grateful to still be 
alive". I had become a person I didn't know. I tried to pretend I was the "old" me, the me I 
knew, but the truth is, she was gone, she died.  
 
I have worked so hard to rebuild myself and get to know this "new" me since the morning I 
was raped. Without the help and support of my counsellor at the Rape Crisis Centre, I 
genuinely don't think I would still be alive today. I don't say that for shock value or to 
dramatise the situation, I say it because it is true. I never knew my thoughts, my fears, my 
shame, my turmoil shared during the safety of my counselling sessions could be shared with 
anyone let alone the person who did this to me. When I realised this was happening, the 
bottom, once again, fell out of my world and I felt completely and utterly traumatised. On 
what planet is it fair that this "man", this horrible human, would get to read and lust over the 
pain and anguish he has brought to my life.  
 
How, on any level, is it fair that he gets to once again tear me down and destroy the very 
fibre of my being - the person, the life, I have given everything I have to rebuild. My 
counsellor had tears in her eyes the day she told me what had to happen. It upset her as 
much as it did me - equally, but different. She, I imagine, had grown to care for me as I did 
her over the 12 years we spent putting the world to rights. She had watched me grow, slowly, 
and become this new version of myself. She had saved my life and now she had to hand 
over my body again on paper to the man who murdered my soul. You tell me, how is this fair 
and just? How is this justice for me and other victims / survivors? I did survive the 
unimaginable so I am not afraid to fight for what is right and I will not give up making noise to 
ensure that nobody else ever has to experience the sheer heartbreak of having to hand 
themselves back to the person who raped them all so they could have their "day in court".”​
 

- Hazel Behan 
 



 
“From the age of 18 years old, I was mentally, physically, emotionally and sexually abused by 
my father for 7 and a half years. During this time, I was, at the very minimum, sexually 
assaulted every single day. I was raped by my father for 7 and a half years. I was raped by 
multiple men under instruction from my father. I was tortured, manipulated, controlled and 
broken down by my gaslighting, narcissistic ‘father’ – the man who was supposed to protect 
me at all costs. ​
​
I am now 36 years old and I am in my 18th year struggling with physical health issues due to 
the trauma I endured. I have been suffering 18 years with the trauma and post traumatic 
stress of the life he chose to give me. Yet, he will only serve a ten year sentence. He raped 
me thousands of times. He allowed men to rape me alongside him hundreds of times. For a 
time, he allowed me to believe he was there to protect me, when really it was his sick, 
twisted self all along. I have been given a lifetime sentence because of him – yet he will walk 
free just ten years after his sentencing. A ten year sentence for a man who the judge 
highlighted had zero remorse. A man that had already been sentenced for defiling minors. A 
man with the highest possibility to reoffend. ​
 
A man that on the 16th of October 2031 is going to instil the fear in me that he did for seven 
and a half years. A man that should never walk free in public again. Sentencing for sexual 
crimes has never been enough – especially when the survivors of these crimes are handed 
such a harsh reality. Whose lives changed forever at the hands of someone else. The truth is 
a rapist will serve their short sentence and then continue with their lives. Survivors serve a 
life sentence – a traumatic experience(s) that they must carry forever. How is this fair? 
Although I lived through the unimaginable, I refused to attend counselling of any kind, due to 
the fact that anything I said during my sessions would inevitably be read by my abuser. Why 
should a man who controlled me for my entire life, be given any more of me? Why should he 
be able to read my thoughts and feelings? Why should even the thought of that be the 
reason I don’t get the help I so desperately need? Why should I even need to ask these 
questions? Some of the strongest people I know are survivors – yet we are being gagged by 
the reality of being survivors in Ireland.” 

- Charlene Masterson   ​
 

 
“As both a man and a member of the LGBTQ community, the idea that I might access justice 
or be taken seriously felt far-fetched from the start. It took me years to understand what had 
happened to me, because stories of sexual violence against men are rarely heard. By the 
time I did, it was too late to collect evidence, and I knew the same disbelief I initially felt 
would likely be shared by Gardaí, healthcare providers, lawyers, judges, and juries.  ​
​
When survivors like us don’t go to court, our stories disappear. Without trials, the media has 
no public event to cover, and outlets often avoid individual stories to prevent identifying 
alleged perpetrators. This perpetuates a cycle of silence, where the cost of seeking justice 
includes exposing your community’s culture to scrutiny and risking prejudice, all while 
navigating the trauma the court process inflicts — an impact I’ve seen devastate my friends 
who went through it.​
​
These barriers demand deep, systemic change. It’s not enough to pass laws; meaningful 
reform requires sustained cultural shifts around consent, sexual violence, and respect for 
marginalised communities. This work is hard, and it won’t always feel rewarding. It means 
engaging directly with the communities you represent, listening to survivors, and advocating 
for them — not leaving that burden to those who are already carrying the weight of 
unimaginable experiences.​
​
You have been elected to lead your communities, your constituents, and your country. This 
includes survivors of all sexes, genders, abilities, ethnicities, and faiths. It’s time to show that 
leadership.” 
 

- Chris Rooke 



 
 
“Would you pretend to be a father to a little girl? Groom her for years? Sexually abuse her? 
But still have the right to read her counselling notes, to abuse her trust all over again?”  
 

- Donna McCarthy 
 
 
“The man who raped me lived a completely normal life after attacking me. I was 21 when this 
happened. I had to wait 5 years before his life was mildly affected. In this time I had every 
part of who I was stolen from me by this man. All of us who have waived our anonymity do 
so not to be called brave or strong or get a pat on the back, it’s to strive for change so others 
don’t have to experience the same torture in which we have, it’s to try and and highlight what 
we feel and experience in trying to get justice to people like you in government it’s trying to 
make you see we need change for policy makers to value us and our experiences and make 
changes. The man who raped me walked around and returned to his job for two months in 
the same town as me as the courts didn’t have the capacity to deal with him. This is a 
message from the courts after going through a gruelling two week trial that I was still just a 
witness and I wasn’t going to matter.   
 
It’s not good enough to call us brave or strong we are only brave and strong as a result of 
being hurt and having so much taken from us, we have been traumatised in court in our fight 
for justice and we are asking to be seen and for our fight to be recognised not with a 
meaningless compliment but with action and change to the process victims have to endure.”  
 

- Blathnaid Raleigh 
 
 

“For thirteen years I was silenced by the monster who raped me. He was allowed to live a 
normal life despite sexually abusing and raping me continuously for two and a half years 
when I was between 6 and 9 years old. In 2022 I went to court and saw my abuser finally go 
to prison. He only served 2.5 years and was released last September. Once he finishes his 
18 months as part of a suspended sentence, he will be allowed to return to his normal life if 
he so wishes.  I fought for my life for thirteen years, everyday wishing this didn’t happen to 
me. Even today, nearly three years after court I am fighting for my life. Survivors don’t ask for 
this. We don’t ask to be violated in any way, shape or form. I was an innocent child. My 
childhood, adolescence, and now as a nearly 25-year-old woman, adulthood has been 
stripped from me.  
 
I made the decision right away that I was going to waive my right to anonymity. I wanted and 
needed to see change in Ireland. Every day, every week and every year we see so many 
survivors come forward and share their stories - but there are so many more who do not 
waive their anonymity and are forgotten about. To be violated in such a way is a horrific 
ordeal in itself. I have been to counseling since I was 16 and put myself into inpatient 
treatment when I was 20, all of that information became available to my abuser during the 
criminal process which was almost just as horrifying. I went to therapy to try and work 
through how I was feeling due to the rape, I went there to try and better myself, to get help 
on how to continue with my life and for him to be able to read it all was another violation of 
me.  
 
He served a short prison sentence, but since the age of six, I have been in prison in my head 
every day and every night. Nothing will ever give me back my childhood. Nothing will ever 
take the nightmare away. He gets unlimited access to my family and community, I have fled 
the country. Just because my abuser had a full-time job should not be a factor in how long of 
a sentence he got for the crimes he committed. The justice system needs to change.  
 



I have said it before and I will say it again, Ireland is the enemy of progress.  We are 
survivors. We have spoken about what’s happened to us. We are fighting the fight. We are 
trying to advocate for ourselves and for others every day and we need to see change.” 
                                                                                        

- Aoife Farrelly 
 
 
“It is crucial to recognize that counselling notes are meant to be private and confidential. The 
inclusion of these notes in court proceedings can be deeply distressing for survivors, who 
are already navigating the immense emotional turmoil of their experiences. It is vital to 
respect the sanctity of these therapeutic spaces, as exposing personal reflections and 
feelings can further traumatise individuals who are seeking justice. As a male survivor, 
having my private thoughts brought into the courtroom feels like an invasion of my most 
vulnerable moments, making an already painful process even more unbearable. We must 
advocate for the protection of these confidential documents to ensure that survivors can 
seek help without fear of their words being weaponized against them. 
 
If counseling notes are used in court and compromise the privacy of survivors, it creates a 
chilling effect that discourages individuals from coming forward for help. People need to feel 
secure in the knowledge that their most personal and vulnerable thoughts will remain 
confidential. When survivors fear that their private experiences may be exposed or used 
against them, it undermines the very purpose of seeking support. To truly help others, we 
must ensure that the therapeutic environment remains a safe haven for all survivors. 
 
Coming forward with my story has been incredibly difficult, but I’ve done it for others to help 
them come forward. It’s essential to create a supportive environment where individuals feel 
empowered to share their experiences without fear. By sharing my journey, I hope to inspire 
others to find their voices and seek the help they deserve. Together, we can break the stigma 
and ensure that no one feels alone in their struggle. Counselling notes are private and 
should not be used in court. Only when you’re a survivor and up there then you really feel 
the impact a lot worse.” 
 

- Dylan Gallagher 
 

 

 


