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A new opinion poll carried out by LucidTalk for the Free Speech Union indicates there’s little public 

appetite in Northern Ireland for a Hate Crime Bill and considerable anxiety that it would have a 

chilling effect on free speech. 

 

• 81% of respondents say they have not been a victim of a hate crime in the last 12 months. 

• 61% feel less free to express themselves than they were 10 years ago. Among those aged 
25-64, 64% say they feel less free. 

• 63% believe that refusing to use a trans person’s preferred pronouns should not be a hate 
crime. 

• Over half the respondents are worried they will fall foul of the new hate crime laws. 

• 81% agree that people with opposing views should be able to engage in a full and frank 
exchange of views without being prosecuted for hate speech. 

• 62% disagree with the statement “people are too free to say what they think in Northern 
Ireland” and only 12% feel the government is doing a good job of protecting free speech. 

• 79% feel some people being offended some of the time is a price worth paying for freedom 
of speech and two thirds think freedom of speech today is hindered by political 
correctness. 

• Asked whether they think people being too easily offended is a problem in NI, only 10% say 

it isn’t a problem. Forty-two per cent think it is a minor problem and 44% think it is a major 
problem. 

 

Exacerbating Sectarian Tensions 

The poll revealed a striking difference in the attitude of nationalists and unionists towards the new 

Bill, particularly on the proposal to make ‘sectarianism’ a hate crime. 

 
• More Sinn Féin than DUP voters report they have witnessed or been the victim of a hate 

crime in the past 12 months. Similarly, more Sinn Féin than DUP voters believe that hate 
crime has increased over the last 10 years. 

• According to our polling, 85% of Sinn Féin voters support more severe punishment for 
crimes motivated by hatred of a victim’s protected characteristics, compared to just 44% of 
DUP voters. Just 15% of DUP voters believe the law should be changed so people can be 
prosecuted for stirring up hatred without evidence of intent, compared to 51% of Sinn Féin 
voters. 
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• While 91% of DUP voters want robust free speech protections to be included in any new 
hate crime legislation, the figure is only 72% for Sinn Féin voters. 

• Overall, 63% of respondents believe that including sectarianism as a hate crime will result 
in the police being bombarded with vexatious complaints about things their political 
opponents had said or done, thereby aggravating sectarian tensions. 

• But Sinn Féin voters are significantly less concerned about this than DUP voters: only 35% 
of Sinn Féin voters say they are worried about getting into trouble for saying something 
which is misinterpreted as ‘hate speech’, compared to 83% of DUP voters. 

• The figure of 83% represents an acute level of anxiety on the part of DUP voters about 
exercising their right to free speech. Furthermore, 90% of DUP respondents feel they are 
less free to express their personal beliefs than they were 10 years ago, compared to just 
43% of Sinn Fein voters. 

 

Toby Young, General Secretary of the Free Speech Union, says: “Policy makers must take account of 

these findings going forward, particularly in light of Sinn Féin’s success in the Stormont Assembly 

election. These results indicate that supporters of the second largest political party in Northern 

Ireland – the DUP – are concerned that a Hate Crime and Public Order (NI) Bill will penalise them for 

expressing their political views more severely than it will penalise their opponents. Legislators must 

ask themselves whether it is advisable to further exacerbate sectarian tensions by passing legislation 

that will leave one side in the conflict between nationalists and unionists feeling particularly 

aggrieved. Far from reducing sectarian tensions, this Bill is likely to add fuel to the fire.” 

 

You can see our new briefing document on the Hate Crime and Public Order (Northern Ireland) Bill, 

with the full results of our poll, here. 

 

For all media enquiries, please contact Alistair Thompson on 07970-162225 or email him at 

alistair@teambritanniapr.com. 
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