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The Taoiseach has revealed that he 
will be campaigning for repeal of the 
Eighth. But Tánaiste Simon Coveney’s 
contradictory views are indicative of the 
confusion around what a post-repeal 
landscape might actually look like

T
aoiseach Leo Varad-
kar is a politician who 
perfectly encapsulates 
the seismic change in 
mainstream political 
thinking on Irish abor-
tion law. Eight years ago, 
outlining his opposition 

to abortion in cases of rape, he remarked: 
“It isn’t the child’s fault that they’re the 
child of rape.” 

Last Monday, in outlining the case for 
liberalisation of the law, he said: “Chil-
dren get pregnant as a result of rape and 
in Ireland it is currently the law that we 
require them to continue with that preg-
nancy and give birth.” At a late night press 
conference at Government Buildings, 
Varadkar appealed to voters to back re-
peal of the Eighth Amendment in order 
to “untie our hands, allow us to liberalise 
our laws, to make the necessary changes”.  

But voters will rightly ask what those 
necessary changes will be, and on that 
question there is even less certainty than 
perhaps there was before cabinet agreed 
to hold a referendum last Monday. 

The Taoiseach has one view, his Tánaiste 
Simon Coveney has quite another and 
there are divisions across cabinet, the 
Dáil and the Seanad. Just what will it all 
mean for the outcome of the referendum 
on the Eighth Amendment?
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The contrast in the language 
used by the Taoiseach and the 
Tánaiste last week was striking. 
In his press conference, Varad-
kar frequently referred to the 

situations of women in pregnancy, those 
who travel, those who obtain abortion 
pills, those who are in crisis. There was 
just one mention of “the unborn” in his 
opening speech and that was after he 
described it as a “foetus”.  

In his interview with RTÉ Radio last 
Thursday, Coveney spoke repeatedly of 
the need to “protect an unborn child” in 
legislation. While stressing his concern 
for the situations women find themselves 
in, he was clear that the circumstances 
for obtaining an abortion would need to 
be “justified” to avoid a situation where-
by there is “no protection in law for an 
unborn child”.  

Coveney is in favour of repeal, but op-
poses abortion on request up to 12 weeks. 
Instead, he suggests a system whereby 
one doctor could “sanction an abortion in 
those circumstances”. The doctors would 
come from a “register of GPs nationally 
who had expertise in this area”.  

“I believe if somebody goes to a rape 
crisis centre, for example, that they 
should be able to be quickly referred to 
an individual doctor where a private con-
versation could take place and a woman’s 
health could be looked after in a sensitive 
way,” he told Seán O’Rourke.  

The Sunday Business Post put a series of 
questions to Coveney last week in order 
to find out more detail on his propos-
al. They went unanswered. Instead his 
spokesman said: “The Tánaiste agrees 
with all but one recommendation of the 
report of that committee. He has made 
clear this week that he cannot support a 
law giving unrestricted access to abortion 
up to 12-week gestation.  

“This is a matter of conscience and all 
Fine Gael ministers and Oireachtas mem-
bers will have a free vote on any proposed 
law. The Tánaiste, like all members of the 
Oireachtas, will have his opportunity to 
input into the legislative process if that 
law comes before the Oireachtas.”  

The proposal as articulated in Cov-
eney’s interview raises “fairly significant 
problems”, according to Trinity assistant 
law professor David Kenny, who gave ev-
idence to the Oireachtas Eighth Amend-
ment Committee last year. “Essentially, 
it asks doctors to decide upon a factual 

and legal question – has rape occurred? 
– rather than a medical matter,” he said.  

You are asking doctors to judge mat-
ters which are “extraordinarily hard to 
determine”. 

“It would put both doctor and patient 
in a invidious position, particularly if 
there were any possibility of sanction if 
the standards are not properly applied.”  

Dr Peter Boylan, the former master 
of the National Maternity Hospital and 
chair of the Institute of Obstetricians and 
Gynaecologists, said what the Tánaiste 
had proposed was “not workable” and 
“doesn’t seem to be a practical propo-
sition”. Boylan said it would also mean 
“a woman has to go through the trauma 
again”.  

When this was put to Coveney on RTÉ 
last week, he said he did not accept that. 
“That is what some of the experts said, 
it was difficult to do this, but not im-
possible. And just because it’s difficult 
doesn’t mean we go down a different 
route that makes it easier for everybody,” 
Coveney said.  

Responding to this, Boylan said: “A lot 
of people who have more experience than 
he would in dealing with women in preg-
nancies would disagree with that. Their 
expertise is more in line with reality.”  

Dr Maeve Eogan, a consultant obste-
trician and gynaecologist in the Sexual 
Assault Treatment Unit at the Rotunda 
Hospital, also said Coveney’s proposals 
were unworkable. “I am a doctor who has 
seen victims of sexual crime and I would 
hate to see a situation where these people 
would be forced to disclose the specifics 
of what had happened to them. 

“There are a whole number of rea-
sons and certainly we cannot see that it 
would be positive that there would be a 
particular body or institution to whom 
somebody would be forced to disclose 
what had happened to them in order to 
be ‘granted’ a termination of pregnancy.”  

Fine Gael senator Catherine Noone, 
who chaired the committee, said the dis-
cussion around 12 weeks was damaging 
the repeal campaign. “It’s serving the No 
side of the campaign. People in favour of 
repeal are damaging the prospect of any 
change,” she said. A senior government 
source said of Coveney’s proposal: “To 
suggest to a woman who is raped that a 
GP is the appropriate person to go to is 
missing the point in the extreme.”  
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But politically what Coveney has 
suggested appears more palat-
able to many Fine Gael and Fi-
anna Fáil TDs and senators who 
have deep misgivings about an 

abortion law that allows terminations on 
request up to 12 weeks. “A step too far” are 
the words many in Leinster House have 
used in recent weeks. “Why couldn’t it 
have been six or seven weeks?,” asked 
one pro-life Fianna Fáil TD last week. 
Even one Fine Gael minister who is 
against repeal said the Tánaiste’s views 
“are similar enough to my own”.  

In some ways this typifies the degree 
of engagement – or lack of, in the case 
of some politicians – in the substance 
of what is being proposed. Another Fi-
anna Fáil TD, who is against repeal but 
sympathetic to the so-called hard cases, 
described last week how they had done a 
series of mock interviews discussing their 
views, but when they could not outline 
how to address cases of rape and incest 
they decided to avoid doing any media.  

Others are continuing to mull over 
the options. Tourism and sport minister 
Brendan Griffin said: “I’m considering all 
information available at present before I 
make my decision.”  

But Coveney’s idea has not convinced 
those who are strongly against repeal. “If 
the Eighth Amendment goes, whatever 
law is introduced afterwards is simply the 
starting point because the law can then 
become anything,” said David Quinn 
from the Iona Institute.  

He told TV3 last week that there was a 
“certain incoherence to his [Coveney’s] 
position”, but noted that made repeal 
“slightly less likely”. Sinn Féin TD Pea-
dar Tóibín, who is against abortion, said 
that Coveney’s position was “a complete 
contradiction”.  

Pro-life independent TD Mattie Mc-

Grath said Fine Gael and Fianna Fáil were 
playing politics on the issue and that Co-
veney’s position would “most definitely” 
benefit the campaign to retain Article 
40.3.3. “I see a lot of grandstanding and 
hold the votes, that’s what they’re trying 
to do. I am against repeal full stop; the 
Eighth has protected countless lives. If 
you repeal it, the next government could 
change it to 20 weeks, 30 weeks, and up 
to full term.”  

What Coveney’s intervention has done 
is disrupt the narrative that had been 
emerging that voters were facing a binary 
choice: repeal and abortion on request up 
to 12 weeks or no repeal and no change 
at all in Ireland’s abortion laws.  

The Taoiseach and ministers in favour 
of repeal and 12 weeks will try to sep-

arate the two issues. “Uncoupling,” as 
one minister put it last week. Varadkar 
himself is seeking to frame the refer-
endum in simple terms: “The question 
has to be a Yes or No one: do we reform 
our abortion laws or do we leave them 
as they are?”  

But the mixed views in political circles, 
as were laid bare last week, will make 
this a difficult argument. The pro-life 
campaign is now asking fundamental 
questions of voters: Can you trust pol-
iticians to protect the lives of unborn 
children? Can you afford to give them 
a blank cheque? Can you really be sure 
what will happen if you vote for repeal?  

Campaigners for repeal will try to frame 
the referendum as a choice between re-
taining the status quo and empowering 

the legislature to make laws that would 
trust women and their doctors to make 
decisions on crisis pregnancies.  

It was an argument made by Coveney 
himself last week. “In my view, we’ve 
got to trust doctors and women here,” he 
said. “We’re into a space where politicians 
aren’t doctors and they shouldn’t try to 
be.” But in advocating for an alternative 
to 12 weeks, Coveney, it could be argued, 
risks undermining the repeal campaign 
he has said he is arguing for. 

 With free votes in Fine Gael and Fi-
anna Fáil and the government lacking a 
parliamentary majority, there is not – and 
quite possibly won’t be before voters go 
to the polls this summer – any clarity on 
what sort of abortion laws Ireland will 
have if the constitutional ban is repealed.

The question 
has to be a 
Yes or No 
one

REPEAL   
THEN 
WHAT?

Taoiseach Leo Varadkar and Tánaiste Simon Coveney both support repeal, but hold very different views on what system should replace it
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