Best Approach to Criminalising Conversion Therapy in Northern Ireland: What the New Bill Means
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Shoppers are turning to activism: Alliance deputy leader Eoin Tennyson has introduced the Conversion Practices (Criminalisation) Bill in Stormont, aiming to outlaw conversion therapy in Northern Ireland , a move that matters for LGBTQ+ safety, religious freedom debates and anyone interested in how law, health and belief collide.
Essential Takeaways
What it does: The bill would criminalise practices intended to change or suppress a person’s sexual orientation or gender identity, including coercive behaviour and taking someone abroad for such treatment. 
Penalties: Conviction could bring fines, up to two years in custody, or both. 
Safeguards claimed: Tennyson says the text protects legitimate healthcare, therapy and free speech. 
Opposition concerns: The Christian Institute warns prayer, pastoral care, and usual parental guidance could be swept up; legal advisers raise human-rights questions. 
Context: Westminster, Holyrood and Northern Irish politicians have tried and stumbled on this issue since 2018; definitions remain the sticking point.
Why this bill landed in Stormont tonight , and why it smells of deja vu
Eóin Tennyson lodged his private member’s bill to put conversion practices beyond the law, and it arrived with the sharp, human detail politicians like to cite: survivors who describe long-term mental health harm. The language is intentionally clear , targeting acts "designed to change or suppress" identity , which makes the aim visceral and neatly communicable to voters. According to coverage in local outlets, this follows years of fits and starts across the UK, where ministers have repeatedly pledged bans without landing them. That history helps explain why the debate is already polarised.
What supporters say , safety, healing and legal clarity
Proponents argue this is about preventing harm. They point to testimony from people who say "so-called conversion practices" left them anxious, depressed or suicidal, and they want the law to stop it. Backers also highlight that the bill explicitly protects recognised healthcare and ordinary speech, so therapists offering consensual support or family conversations about identity aren’t meant to be criminalised. For anyone choosing whether to back the change, that reassurance will matter , but it will be tested in drafting and court.
What opponents fear , prayer, pastoral care and parental rights
The Christian Institute has been vocal: its NI policy officer warned the proposals "appear to be targeted at Christian prayer, pastoral care, and gender-critical expression", and legal counsel has suggested the wording could capture everyday parental guidance. Those are serious concerns for many believers and for groups who fear a chilling effect on religious bodies and feminists who express dissenting views. The Institute also argues existing criminal law already covers physical or verbal abuse, raising the question of whether a new offence is necessary or merely symbolic.
Finding the line , definitions and legal risk
The tricky technical part is definition. Across the UK, attempts to define "conversion therapy" have stalled because drawing a clear line between coercive, harmful practices and voluntary, therapeutic or faith-based conversations is surprisingly hard. Legal experts cited by critics warn that overly broad language risks infringing free speech or parental responsibility, while too-narrow wording could leave victims unprotected. Practically, anyone interested in this debate should watch the bill’s exact phrasing and any amendments closely , that’s where protections or loopholes will be made or broken.
What this means for everyday communities and next steps
If passed, the bill would change how churches, therapists and families handle conversations about sexuality and gender, and it would create a criminal route for enforcing new standards. Politically, it also tightens the row between progressive policymakers and faith groups, mirroring disputes seen at Westminster and in Holyrood. The Assembly debate, potential judicial scrutiny and civil-society campaigns will shape the eventual outcome. For citizens, the sensible step is to read plain summaries from trusted sources, ask elected representatives for examples of what would and wouldn’t be criminal, and look for proposed safeguards in amendments.
It's a small change in wording that could make a big difference to people’s lives.
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