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The right to choose

NUS supports the right to choose. This 
right is currently denied to pregnant 
people in Northern Ireland and the 
Republic of Ireland, who travel in their 
thousands to access abortion in the UK
every year. More Irish students move to 
the UK for third level education than any 
other state outside the Republic of 
Ireland.

What’s the issue?

Abortion is currently criminalised and extremely 
difficult to access in both the Republic of 
Ireland and Northern Ireland. However, the 
process involved in changing the law is different 
in each jurisdiction.

The law criminalising abortion in Northern 
Ireland - the 1861 Offences Against the Person 
Act - can be reformed by the ordinary 
legislative process in Northern Ireland 
Assembly, or the UK Parliament under direct 
rule. No referendum is required. Polls and 
surveys consistently demonstrate that a 
majority of people in Northern Ireland, 

regardless of their party political affiliation, 
support abortion reform.

In the Republic of Ireland (RoI), the process is 
different. The Eighth Amendment of the Irish 
constitution prohibits abortion, and as any 
change to the Irish constitution must be 
approved by referendum, the Irish government 
must hold a referendum to determine whether 
the amendment will be repealed.

NUS-USI has long campaigned for abortion 
reform in Northern Ireland, and is also 
committed to working alongside USI (Union of 
Students in Ireland) to campaign for the repeal 
of the Eighth Amendment.

Campaign briefing

#HomeToV8te
On 25 May 2018, the people of the Republic of Ireland 
will have an historic opportunity to change Ireland’s strict 
abortion laws, which are currently upheld in the Eighth 
Amendment of the Irish constitution. This guide is 
designed to help students’ unions across the UK support 
Irish students to travel home to vote in the referendum 
and #RepealThe8th.
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#HomeToV8te 

The #HomeToV8te campaign aims to get Irish 
students studying in UK and Northern Ireland 
institutions to travel home to RoI to vote in the 
referendum on the Eighth Amendment on 
Friday 25th May. More information can be found 
at www.HomeToVote.com 

What is the Eighth Amendment? 

The Constitution of Ireland is the primary 
source of law in Ireland and can only be 
changed by a public vote in a referendum. As a 
result of a referendum in 1983, Article 40.3.3, 
known as the Eighth Amendment, was inserted 
into the Irish constitution: 

‘The State acknowledges the right to life of the 
unborn and, with due regard to the equal right 
to life of the mother, guarantees in its laws to 
respect, and, as far as practicable, by its laws 
to defend and vindicate that right.’ 

In 1992 another referendum added text to 
Article 40.3.3 (13th and 14th Amendments). This 
resulted from what is known as the ‘x’ case 
which involved a 14-year-old girl who became 
pregnant as a result of rape and was refused 
the right to travel abroad for an abortion. 

The purpose of the 13th and 14th Amendments 
is to allow access to information about abortion 
and the right to travel so that women from 
Ireland can leave the country to get abortion 
care abroad. An additional amendment that 
sought to prevent suicide as a reason for 
accessing abortion was rejected by the Irish 
electorate in 2002. 

What Article 40.3.3 means for 
pregnant people in Ireland 

In law a pregnant person and their pregnancy 
are treated as two separate lives, of equal 
importance, with separate rights. A pregnant 
person in Ireland therefore has limited options. 

The amendment does not allow for a pregnancy 
resulting from rape or incest to be terminated. 
If the developing baby has a serious condition 
and will die in the womb, the pregnancy cannot 
be terminated with the support of their own 
doctor at home in Ireland. 

A hospital may only provide abortion care in 
Ireland if continuing the pregnancy poses a risk 
to the life of a pregnant person, otherwise 
healthcare treatment must be delayed or 
denied. If the person decides to end their 
pregnancy, the Irish constitution only allows 
abortion care for those able to travel with the 
relevant travel documentation.  

As a result, an increasing number of people 
order abortion pills over the Internet without 
the help or advice of their doctor. These people 
are currently breaking the law and face a prison 
sentence of up to 14 years. 

What does the proposed new 
amendment say?

The Irish government has proposed to remove 
article 40.3.3, and insert a new clause stating 
“Provision may be made by law for the 
regulation of termination of pregnancies”. This 
would be known as the 36th Amendment. 

If the public vote yes, the absolute 
constitutional ban on abortion in Ireland will be 
removed. This will allow the government to 
legislate for access to abortion care in Ireland. 

Does the Eighth Amendment 
save lives?

People campaigning to retain the Eighth 
Amendment claim that Irish law ‘saves lives’. 
However… 

Fact: There is no record of the numbers of 
people leaving the country for abortion or 
importing pills from abroad. There is no way of 
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knowing how many people have been 
prevented from having abortions. 

Fact: Legal restrictions on abortion care do not 
lead to fewer abortions. Introducing laws to 
allow abortion do not lead to an increase in the 
number of women needing abortion care (World 
Health Organisation). 

Fact: There is no link between fertility rates in 
European countries and their laws on abortion. 
For example, abortion is accessible and legal in 
France, and on average people in France have 
more children than people in Ireland (Eurostat). 

Fact: Abortion is legal and happens in Irish 
hospitals but only when the pregnant person’s 
life is directly at risk if they continue with the 
pregnancy. In 2017, 25 abortions were 
recorded in Irish hospitals for this reason. 

Fact: The constitution also allows people to 
have abortions outside of Ireland. This limits 
access to those who can afford to travel and 
have the necessary documentation to safely 
leave the country and return. For someone who 
has to leave the country, there is no continuity 
of care from their doctor. Abortions also tend to 
happen later owing to necessary delays in 
making financial, travel and care arrangements. 

Fact: Banning abortion does not reduce the 
need for care. The best way to reduce need is 
through accessible, affordable contraception 
and education. If the public vote yes and the 
planned legislation becomes law, abortion care 
will: 

• be safe and legal
• happen earlier in a the pregnancy
• happen in Ireland
• happen under the care of the person’s

own doctor.

How can students’ unions 
support the decriminalisation of 
abortion in RoI? 

Students’ unions can help to repeal the 8th by 
launching a HometoV8te campaign on your 
campus. You can: 

• Promote www.hometovote.com via your
website and social media channels.

• Work with your institution to ensure
that Irish students at your institution
are aware of the referendum.

• Encourage your students to support
#HomeToV8te on social media.

• Encourage Irish students to share their
reasons for going #HomeToV8te among
their peers.

• Set up a #HomeToV8te stall in a high-
traffic area of your SU/college providing
information about the campaign. Ensure
that any students who are Irish citizens
are aware of the referendum and how
to vote in it if they are registered.
Explain to non-Irish students how they
can show solidarity with their Irish
counterparts and the campaign to
repeal the 8th.

• If you are in a position to do so,
consider setting up a travel fund to
assist registered students to get
#HomeToV8te.

• Work with interested student societies
to fundraise for Alliance for Choice and
the Abortion Support Network (a charity
helping people from Northern Ireland
and the Republic of Ireland to travel for
abortion care).

NB: Please be mindful of charity law in relation 
to students’ unions campaigning and 
fundraising. The issue of societies raising 
money for another charity is generally accepted 
if it is clear what the fundraising is for and what 
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other usual safeguards are in place. The risk of 
the union itself using funds is more complex, 
although may be possible if there is a clear link 
for members of the union. The fact in this case 
the referendum is in a separate sovereign state 
is clearly a factor. See our Guidance on political 
activity in relation to students’ unions for more 
information. For specific guidance please 
contact Peter.Robertson@nus.org.uk 

Referendum FAQs

Q. When is the referendum taking place?

A. Polling day is Friday 25 May 2018.

Q. Who can vote in the referendum?

A. Irish citizens over 18 years on polling day
and on the Electoral Register. Under Section 11
(3) of the Electoral Act 1992, Irish citizens
overseas may retain full voting rights for a
period of 18 months, should they intend to
return to Ireland within that timeframe.

This means you are eligible to vote if you are 
an Irish citizen who has lived in the Republic of 
Ireland in the last 18 months.  

Students can check that they are registered 
here.  

Q. What about students not on the
register?

A. Eligible voters who are not on the register
can apply for inclusion on the supplementary by
completing the relevant form here.
However applications must be received in
person at a local Garda office by Tuesday 8
May 2018.

Q. Can students vote by post?

A. Yes, however only if you are already on
the electoral register.
Postal vote application form PVS2 can be
downloaded here.

Applications must be received by the local 
authority by Saturday 28 April.  
You can find more details at 
www.checktheregister.ie 

Q. Where will voting take place?

A. Polling cards will be issued to every person
registered to vote in the referendum. These will
provide details of where to vote. Ideally polling
cards, along with photo ID, should be taken to
the polling station. Polling will take place
between 7am and 10pm.

Keep in touch 

We would love to hear about #HomeToV8te on 
your campus.  

Please share your stories about what you are 
doing to encourage Irish students to register to 
vote and go home to vote on 25 May to repeal 
the 8th by contacting campaigns@nus.org.uk. 
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