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Submission Form 

Public Consultation on the Development of the Priorities and Policy Programme for Ireland’s Presidency 
of the Council of the European Union 2026 

Mandatory questions 

Name FLAC (Free Legal Advice Centres) 

Organisation (if any) FLAC (Free Legal Advice Centres) 

Date of submission 11 December 2025 

Do you agree to all of the terms set out in 
this consultation process, including those 
set out under section 5 and 6? 

Yes☒      

No ☐ 

 

Optional questions 
The following questions are asked only to help us understand the range of perspectives received as part of this 
consultation process. 

Respondent type (i.e. 
individual, NGO, 
business, academic, local 
authority, etc.) 

NGO. 

What is your sector/area 
of work? 

Access to Justice / Legal Services. 

What is your connection 
to the issues you are 
providing feedback on? 
For example, are you an 
expert practitioner, 
person affected by a 
policy issue, member of 
the public with a general 
interest in the topics, 
etc.? 

FLAC (Free Legal Advice Centres) is an independent legal, human rights and 
equality organisation, which works in a number of different ways to promote 
equal access to justice: 

• In 2024, our Telephone Information and Referral Line responded to over 

11,000 queries. FLAC also provides Phone Legal Advice Clinics. 

• Our independent law centre provides targeted legal services for the 

Traveller and Roma communities, and also undertakes public interest 

litigation (i.e. cases which may have an impact beyond the individual). It 

mainly provides representation in areas which are not covered by the 

current scheme of civil legal aid, namely housing, social welfare and 

discrimination. 

• FLAC also operates PILA (the Public Interest Law Alliance) which 

facilitates NGOs to obtain legal assistance from private lawyers via its pro 

bono referral scheme. 

• FLAC makes policy recommendations in relation to areas of law that 

most impact on people living poverty and disadvantage, including 

equality and anti-discrimination law, social welfare law, credit and debt 

law, housing law, human rights law, and access to justice. This includes 
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Optional questions 
The following questions are asked only to help us understand the range of perspectives received as part of this 
consultation process. 

policy reports and submissions to national and international bodies, 

including Oireachtas Committees and human rights monitoring bodies. 

Describe your 
geographical focus in the 
context of your 
submission? For 
example, rural, urban, 
national or EU wide. 

FLAC provides its services on a national law. The recommendations in our 
submission are relevant to national and EU law and policy.  

 

 

Guiding Questions for Stakeholder Consultations 

Through these consultations the Government is seeking to gather observations, suggestions, and 
reflections on how Ireland can best fulfil its Presidency role; ensure the Presidency policy programme is 
informed by diverse perspectives from across Irish society; and identify EU-wide issues, themes, and 
policy areas that should be given particular attention during Ireland’s Presidency.  

It is proposed that Ireland’s overall policy approach for the 2026 Presidency will be expressed at a high 
level in the form of a single overarching phrase or slogan setting out a people-centred and future-
oriented vision for the EU, accompanied by three priority themes. 

Respondents are asked to consider the following guiding questions and to limit their responses to each 
question to a maximum of 500 words. Please note that you do not have to respond to all questions. 

Respondents are welcome to submit additional information alongside Submission Form. However, in 
such cases, respondents must provide a summary of the additional information under the ‘Any other 
comments’ question. This response should also be limited to a maximum of 500 words. 

Question 1 – What should Ireland choose as the high-level thematic priorities for its Presidency of the 
Council in 2026? 
Please limit response to a maximum of 500 words. 

Ireland should choose Equality, Human Rights, and Access to Justice and the Rule of Law as high-level 
thematic priorities for its Presidency of the Council in 2026. Our suggested slogan/overarching phrase is: 
A Union of Equals. 

Ireland is perceived as a European leader on rights and equality. For example, with the introduction of 
the Equality Acts at the turn of the millennium, Ireland’s anti-discrimination legislation exceeded the 
minimum requirements of EU law.  

The EU Presidency is also a vital opportunity to show leadership on the rule of law and access to justice. 
Ireland’s European Commissioner, Michael McGrath, holds the rule of law, fundamental rights and 
democracy portfolio. This leaves us ideally placed to promote and progress policy and law reform in 
these areas at a European level during the presidency.  
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Guiding Questions for Stakeholder Consultations 

Question 2 – Which particular policy areas and legislative proposals should be a focus of work for the 
Irish Presidency of the Council in 2026? What should the Irish Presidency aim to achieve in these 
areas? 
Please limit response to a maximum of 500 words. 

Ireland should use the opportunity of the presidency to progress the Horizontal Directive Proposal. This 
proposed new equality directive would prohibit discrimination based on age, disability, sexual 
orientation and religion or belief in in the areas of social protection, including social security and health 
care, education and access to and the supply of goods and services which are commercially available to 
the public, including housing. With our Equal Status Acts, Ireland has over two decades of experience of 
anti-discrimination legislation which prohibits discrimination in goods and services across a range of 
grounds. This demonstrates the potential and positive impact of such legislation.  

Our EU Presidency begins immediately after the new EU Equality Bodies Directives take effect. Ireland 
should seek to ensure the robust implementation of these Directives and use the presidency to highlight 
examples of best practice in Equality Bodies across the member states.  

In championing EU Equality law, Ireland should highlight and advance proposals to address the gaps in 
the EU Equality Directives. For example, there are significant gaps in the Directives (and EU law a whole) 
as regards the rights of transgender and intersex people in Europe.  

Given our country’s commitment to human rights and the rule of law, Ireland should use the presidency 
to advocate for the suspension of the EU-Isreal Trade Agreement and the adoption of other such 
measures required by the International Court of Justice’s Advisory Opinion in relation to the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory.  

Question 3 – How can the work of the Council during the term of the Irish Presidency make the most 
substantial positive impact for people, businesses and communities across the EU? 
Please limit response to a maximum of 500 words. 

As noted above, Ireland should use the opportunity of the presidency to show leadership in areas such 
as the rule of law and access to justice which are of critical concern at present.  This goes beyond slogans 
and themes, and should extend to the legislative proposals which Ireland seeks to progress during our 
presidency. In this regard, Ireland should include a specific legislative programme in our policy 
programme for the presidency.  

The right of access to justice is enshrined in Article 47 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the 
European Union and the presidency is an opportunity to highlight and champion this fundamental EU 
right and value.  

EU Equality Law has been transformative in Ireland and across the EU Member States. The presidency 
coincides with the twentieth anniversary of the ‘Recast Directive’ on ‘the implementation of the 
principle of equal opportunities and equal treatment of men and women in matters of employment and 
occupation’. A public awareness campaign on the impact of EU Equality Law should be launched as part 
of the presidency to mark this important anniversary. This should coincide with efforts to reinvigorate 
and update EU Equality Law (in the terms outlined above).  

 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/ALL/?uri=CELEX%3A52008PC0426
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Guiding Questions for Stakeholder Consultations 

Question 4 – How can we best communicate the values and benefits of EU membership to its citizens 
and create a sense of ownership, amongst citizens, over Ireland’s Presidency of the Council of the EU? 
Please limit response to a maximum of 500 words. 

During the presidency, the Government should pursue a national legislative agenda which reflects the 
values which we espouse during the presidency. Both Ireland’s equality/anti-discrimination and civil 
legal aid legislation need to be updated in light of the requirement of EU law. Failure to comply with EU 
law raises financial and reputational risks for the State, particularly during the presidency when our 
credibility on issues such as rights, equality and the rule of law is crucially important. 

Ireland’s scheme of civil legal aid is likely to be contrary to European and/or EU law in at least four 
respects: its highly restrictive means test, the strict merits test, the blanket exemptions (including on 
legal aid before quasi-judicial tribunals), and the prohibition on NGOs accessing legal aid for 
environmental cases. FLAC has called for the implementation of the minority report to emerge from the 
review of the scheme of civil legal aid which was submitted to the Minister for Justice in April this year. 
Civil legal aid reform will be required during 2026 in light of the implementation of the EU Migration 
Pact. The State should adopt a ‘levelling-up’ approach to the implementation of the Pact which requires 
the provision of ‘legal counselling’ to international protection applicants. These services should be 
provided in addition to expanded legal representation services (which should be made available in areas 
such as family reunification).  

Ireland’s equality law is likely to be contrary to the EU Equality Directives (including the Race Directive) 
in light of the €15,000 compensation cap for discrimination claims under the Equal Status Acts heard by 
the WRC, the restrictive time limits (including a two-month ‘notification requirement’ for goods and 
services cases) and the provisions of section 19 of the Intoxicating Liquor Act 2003 (which provides that 
certain claims against licensed premises are heard in the less accessible setting of the District Court). The 
Equality (Miscellaneous Provisions) Bill 2024 should be expedited and should address these issues. 

As regards the rule of law, no further changes in the law concerning judicial review should be advanced 
in the absence of an inclusive and evidence-based policy development and consultation process. 

 


