
The Government has 
pledged to ban so-called 

conversion therapy before 
the end of 2026.1 

But a law that bans 
conversion therapy could 
restrict the ordinary work 
of churches, including 
prayer, pastoral care 
and preaching. It could 
also criminalise Christian 
parents who are seeking 
to bring up their children 
in the faith. In fact, any 
Christian activity that 
upholds the Bible’s 
teaching on sexual ethics 
could be at risk. 

Similar laws in Australia 
have made “not affirming 
someone’s gender 

identity” illegal, as well as 
encouraging someone to 
practise celibacy.2

‘Conversion therapy’ 
is a deliberately broad 
term chosen by LGBT 
campaigners, covering an 
extraordinarily wide range 
of activities. There may be 
quack therapists and others 
who exploit people and 
use abusive practices, but 
verbal and physical abuse 
are already against the law. 

What activists really 
want is to use the criminal 
law to force churches and 
families to endorse LGBT 
ideology by limiting prayer 
and teaching on ‘Christian 
conversion’. 

Ban will trigger false accusations against Christians
A Bill to ban conversion 
therapy was first 
proposed in 2018. 
It defined conversion 
therapy as “any 
practice or treatment 
by any person that 
seeks to change, 
suppress and, or 
eliminate a person’s 
sexual orientation, 
gender identity and, or 
gender expression”.3

Activists often 
wrongly accuse 
Christians of such 
behaviour when we 
encourage people to 
live in accordance with 
Scripture on matters 

of sexual ethics and 
gender. 

Christians oppose 
the use of force or 
coercion. But we 
must be free to teach 
that coming to Christ 
always means changing 
how we live, including 

committing to biblical 
teaching.

The Government 
did not support the 
2018 Bill, saying it 
was “concerned, 
based on legal advice, 
that the Bill is not 
clear enough in its 

language”.4 Later, it said 
it remained committed 
to changing the law, 
but in 2024 it pushed 
back its plans for new 
legislation, admitting 
that the process was 
fraught with legal 
difficulties. The then 
Equalities Minister 
Roderic O’Gorman 
admitted that it was 
“proving tricky” to 
ensure people would 
remain free to ‘explore 
their gender identity 
or sexual orientation’, 
suggesting that failure 
to do so could result in 
a legal challenge.5
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‘SLEIGHT OF HAND’

Free speech groups and 
feminists fear that a new 
law could prevent important 
conversations with children 
struggling with their gender. An 
‘affirmation-only’ approach will 
increase the one-way pressure 
to transition.

Gender-critical group 
Genspect describes the 
potential of a broad ban in stark 
terms:

“It has been a highly effective 
sleight of hand, sneaking 
enforcement of a new 
ideology into law”.11

RESEARCH FAILS TO MAKE CASE FOR A NEW LAW
Government-
commissioned 
research by Trinity 
College Dublin utterly 
failed to make the 
case for a new law.6 
It produced a deeply 
flawed report, even 
suggesting that 
personal prayer 
could be counted as 
conversion therapy.7 
It did not assess the 
prevalence of abuse 
in Ireland. Instead, it 
focused on studies 
from abroad and 
interviewing only 

five people who said 
they were victims in 
Ireland. 

The study admits 
that “the sample 
sizes for both the 
survey and interviews 
are small… The 
survey used a non-
probability sample 
and is therefore 
not statistically 
representative of 

the wider LGBTI+ 
community. Similarly, 
the findings from the 
interviews are not 
generalisable.”8

Particularly 
worrying is an 
assertion that 
conversion therapy 
can include 

“heterosexism and 
cissexism which can 
occur in everyday 
interactions”.9

In other words, 
anything said in 
casual conversation 
disagreeing with LGBT 
ideology could be 
conversion therapy.

ACTIVISTS’ EXTREME DEMANDS

LGBT activists have 
called for bans on 
‘conversion therapy’ 
with no exceptions. They 
say any such laws must 
cover religious practices, 
including the ordinary 
work of churches.

But since genuine 
abuse is already illegal, 
it is clear such a law will 
restrict everyday practices 
that cause no harm.

Tiernan Mason, part 
of the Anti Conversion 
Therapy Coalition, 
described to the Irish 
Daily Mail the conversion 
therapy he thinks takes 
place in Ireland:

“A lot of it is just 
talking to a religious 
leader, such as a priest or 
a pastor. It’s people who 
come out to their parents 
who then tell them they 
need to seek spiritual 

guidance and support”.
He wants a new law 

to cover “anyone from 
a school principal trying 
to persuade a student to 
go back in the closet, to 
religious leaders telling 
people they shouldn’t be 
gay”.10

Christians might not 
describe their beliefs 
in these terms, but it is 
easy to imagine the far-
reaching consequences 
of such a broad law for 
parents, teachers and 
church leaders.

 	 Trinity College Dublin
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TOP LAWYER: PROPOSALS COULD CRIMINALISE ORDINARY 
WORK OF CHURCHES

Leading human rights lawyer 
Jason Coppel KC has written 
legal advice on plans for a 
conversion therapy law.12 

Criticising proposals in 
the UK, Mr Coppel focused 
on the European Convention 
on Human Rights (ECHR). 
As such, many of his findings 
apply directly to Ireland. 

In his expert opinion, 
he explains that prayer, 
pastoral care, preaching and 

parenting could all fall foul 
of the kind of conversion 
therapy ban being sought by 
activists.

Saying to someone they 
can’t be baptised, take 
communion, lead a service or 
run the youth group because 
of behaviour at odds with 
the Bible would also be 
caught.

He explained that the 
ban activists want would cut 
across no fewer than four 
Convention rights. 

He points out, for 
example, that Christian 
beliefs about sexual 
ethics and gender 
are covered by 
the Convention: 
“The Courts have 
consistently 
regarded 
such beliefs 

as protected by Article 9 
ECHR and worthy of respect 
as such”. Therefore, “these 
beliefs must be treated by 
the State with neutrality and 
impartiality”.13

Coppel continues: “... one 
of the fundamental facets of 
freedom of religion or belief 
is the right of a religion to 
determine its own beliefs 
and practices, the legitimacy 
of which should not be 
questioned by the state”.14 

A law of the kind activists 
want would also breach the 
Convention’s guaranteed 
right to a private and family 
life, freedom of expression, 
and freedom of association. 
Such a law could therefore 

put the Government in 
breach of its own 

human rights 
obligations. 
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LEARNING FROM OTHER COUNTRIES

Many countries have found it 
extremely difficult to balance 
activists’ demands with 
religious freedom. Our ‘Proving 
Tricky’ booklet gives some 
examples.

In Scotland, significant legal 
figures criticised plans for a 
conversion therapy ban, raising fundamental 
points as to their incoherency, the lack of 
necessity for a new law, and a potential 
breach of human rights.15 The Scottish 
Government has since handed responsibility 
for a Bill to the UK.

In 2023, a Government-commissioned 

report in Sweden concluded that ministers 
should not introduce a ‘conversion therapy’ 
law. The report explained that, in relation to 
any actual abuse, “current regulations provide 
good opportunities to intervene under 
criminal law”,16 and that any acts that are 
not already illegal “are not serious enough to 
justify criminalisation”.17



References at the.ci/ctroi-ref

‘NOT AFFIRMING GENDER IDENTITY’ OUTLAWED 
The Australian 
State of 
Victoria’s ban 

on ‘conversion therapy’ has 
been held up by activists as 
the model to be followed.18 
But this legislation, which 
came into force in 2022, 
expressly criminalises prayer if 
it is deemed not to support a 
person’s sexual orientation or 
gender identity.19 The penalty 
can be up to ten years in prison 
and a maximum fine of over 
200,000 Australian dollars 
(approx. €120,000).20 

Murray Campbell, a pastor 
based in Melbourne, attended 

an ‘information meeting’ 
run by the Government. 
It informed him that “no 
person’s sexuality or gender 
identity is broken or sinful, 
and to suggest so contravenes 
the intent of the new laws”.21

Official guidance says 
conversion therapy includes 
“not affirming someone’s 
gender identity”. It says it 
would be illegal for church 
leaders to tell someone they 
will be excommunicated if 
they continue a same-sex 
relationship. It also says 
encouraging someone to 
practise celibacy is unlawful 

conversion therapy, as 
are prayers about sin and 
repentance.22

Guidance for New 
South Wales also confirms 
that it could be illegal to 
advise a Christian who is 
attracted to members of 
the same sex to remain 
celibate, or to pray for them 
at their request.23 It adds 
that ‘conversion practices’ 
could resemble “prayer or 
pastoral conversation that 
is intended to change or 
suppress someone’s gender or 
sexuality”.24

Although the guidance 
says it is not illegal “to state 
what a religion says about a 
particular topic”, this would 
not protect anyone who 
encouraged another to adhere 
to that belief.25

Will Ireland try to ‘re-educate’ church leaders?

 	 Melbourne, capital city of  Victoria
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JOIN THE ‘LET US PRAY’ CAMPAIGN
The Institute’s Let us Pray campaign aims 
to protect parents and the ordinary work of 
churches from being caught by a conversion 
therapy ban. 

It has the latest news on Ireland’s plans and 
how Christians could be at risk.

Sign up at letusprayireland.com to be the 
first to hear about campaign developments and 
for help engaging with the legislative process. 

It’s vital that Christians make their concerns 
known to lawmakers.  
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