Women and the 2011 General Election in Ireland

With a turnout of just over 70% and a mood for change among the electorate, the results of the 2011 general election in the Republic of Ireland did not deliver the hoped-for breakthrough in women’s representation. The overall result, however, hides a markedly changed pattern of women’s seat-holding. In the meltdown of Fianna Fail (which had dominated Irish party politics for 85 years), none of the party’s 11 women candidates was elected. Tainted by association with a deeply unpopular coalition government partner, the Green Party failed to return even one representative, and the party’s only female TD, Mary White, lost her Carlow-Kilkenny seat.  On the other hand, Fine Gael returned a record number of women (11) and replaced Fianna Fail as the largest party, and the incoming Dail contains a more diverse range of female representatives. The results are in Table 1:

Table 1: Women and Men in the 31st Dail

	Party
	Seats Won
	Male
	Female
	Female %

	Fianna Fail
	20
	20
	0
	0

	Fine Gael
	76
	65
	11
	14

	Labour
	37
	29
	8
	19

	Sinn Fein
	14
	12
	2
	15

	Ind/Other
	19
	15
	4
	24

	Total
	166
	141
	25
	15


High profile Fianna Fail women such as Mary Coughlan (Donegal South East), Mary O’Rourke (Longford-Westmeath) and Mary Hanafin (DunLaoghaire) lost their seats, along with relative newcomers Margaret Conlon (Cavan-Monaghan), Aine Brady (Kildare North) and Maire Hoctor (Tipperary North). Women’s absence from the incoming FF parliamentary party prompted the new party leader, Micheal Martin, to declare that he intended to prioritise women’s candidacies for the forthcoming Seanad (Upper House) elections.

Fine Gael, in contrast, returned 11 women, the party’s largest female parliamentary cohort to date. Seasoned politicians Frances Fitzgerald (Dublin Mid-West) and Olivia Mitchell (Dublin South) were joined by second-term TDs Lucinda Creighton (Dublin South East) and Catherine Byrne (Dublin South Central). Their numbers were doubled by the election of 6 newcomers: Nicky McFadden (Longford-Westmeath), Mary Mitchell O’Connor (DunLaoghaire), Aine Collins (Cork North West), Heather Humphries (Cavan-Monaghan), Ciara Conway (Waterford) and Michelle Mulherin (Mayo). However, incumbent Deirdre Clune (Cork South Central) lost out to one of her male running mates.

Labour’s Joan Burton (Dublin West) topped the poll in her constituency and was the first candidate to be elected to one of the 165 contested seats (the Speaker, or Ceann Comhairle, is automatically returned). The party’s share of female representatives decreased on its 2007 record (when women made up 33% of Labour TDs), even as Labour’s overall seat gain reached an all-time high of 36. 

Table 2: Women candidates and TDs

	Party
	% Female Candidates
	% Female TDs

	Fianna Fail
	15
	0

	Fine Gael
	15
	14

	Labour
	27
	22

	Sinn Fein
	20
	14

	Ind/Other
	12
	27

	Average
	15
	15


The poor conversion of candidacies into seats by Labour women suggests that many of them were in marginal positions (Table 2). This was seen in the case of three high-profile candidates who failed to get elected, Ivana Bacik (DunLaoghaire), Susan O’Keeffe (Sligo-Letrim) and Phil Prendergast (Tipperary South). On the other hand, established politicians Roisin Shortall (Dublin North Central), Jan O’Sullivan (Limerick City), Kathleen Lynch (Cork North Central) and Joanna Tuffy (Dublin Mid-West) were comfortably returned. They were joined by 4 newly-elected representatives, Aine Collins (Cork North West), Ann Phelan (Carlow-Kilkenny), Anne Ferris (Wicklow) and Ciara Conway (Waterford).

Of the smaller parties and independents, Sinn Fein’s electoral breakthrough saw 2 women win Dail seats for the first time – former MEP Mary Lou McDonald (Dublin Central) and Sandra McLellan (Cork East). McLellan has the distinction of being the first woman to represent this constituency since 1979. Success also came to Clare Daly of the Socialist Party (Dublin North), and Joan Collins of the People Before Profit Alliance (Dublin South Central). Seasoned independent candidates Catherine Byrne (Kildare North) and Maureen O’Sullivan (Dublin Central) also won seats. With a candidate/seat ratio of better than 1:2, independent and left alliance female candidates bucked the customary trend of women faring poorly when they stand as independents. 

With only 25 women TDs returned (an increase of 3 on 2007), 20 of the 43 constituencies (47%) remain all-male preserves. In other words, about one half of the country is bereft of female representation in parliament. As voters went to the polls, 9 constituencies did not offer women party candidates: Cork South West, Limerick, Roscommon-South Letrim, Clare, Donegal North East, Dublin North, Kerry North-Limerick West, Kildare South and Wexford. Indeed, the poor record of Clare parties in recent years for fielding women prompted 3 women to fight the election under the campaign  slogan ‘Balance the Ballot’. While their efforts raised the issue, they lost their deposits. Throughout the election, the low presence of women candidates and the need for more women in politics was debated in the media and on the doorsteps. Arguments for gender equality in representation put forward by the ‘50:50 campaign’, launched in September 2010, received much attention (http://5050-group.com/blog). Women’s underrepresentation also constituted a significant theme in discussions on political reform and democracy renewal, matters that figured large during the contest. The poor result for women’s representation (15%), a marginal increase on the 2007 result (13%), suggests that this issue will remain topical for some time to come.  
Women elected to the 31st Dail

	Byrne
	Catherine
	Fine Gael

	Collins
	Aine
	Fine Gael

	Corcoran-Kennedy
	Marcella
	Fine Gael

	Creighton
	Lucinda
	Fine Gael

	Doherty
	Regina
	Fine Gael

	Fitzgerald
	Frances
	Fine Gael

	Humphreys
	Heather
	Fine Gael

	McFadden
	Nicky
	Fine Gael

	Mitchell
	Olivia
	Fine Gael

	Mitchell-O'Connor
	Mary Lou
	Fine Gael

	Mulherin
	Michelle
	Fine Gael

	Murphy
	Catherine
	Independent

	O'Sullivan
	Maureen
	Independent

	Burton
	Joan
	Labour

	Conway
	Ciara
	Labour

	Ferris
	Anne
	Labour

	Lynch
	Kathleen
	Labour

	O'Sullivan
	Jan
	Labour

	Phelan
	Ann
	Labour

	Shortall
	Roisin
	Labour

	Tuffy
	Joanne
	Labour

	McDonald
	Mary Lou
	Sinn Fein

	McClellan
	Sandra
	Sinn Fein

	Collins
	Joan
	United Left Alliance

	Daly
	Clare
	United Left Alliance
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