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STAND FOR CHILDREN 
THE CHILDREN’S MANIFESTO:  

 

Children are not the people of tomorrow, but are people of today. They have a right to be 
taken seriously, and to be treated with tenderness and respect. They should be allowed 
to grow into whoever they were meant to be – the unknown person inside each of them is 
our hope for the future. 

 
Janusz Korczak 

 

 
INTRODUCTION 
Children have been set low on the list of political priorities in Ireland for far too long. Too 
often they have been sidelined and voiceless. Those living in communities who are 
disenfranchised and marginalised are even further away from the political table. We need 
to change our approach to tackling issues of poverty, disadvantage and child protection. 
We must look to systems and services that promote prevention and early intervention 
that can offset the impact of disadvantage and turn children’s lives around. 
 
Change takes vision, courage and leadership. It won’t be easy; there are many 
competing demands on Government. But with the right leadership, significant change is 
possible. Children are the inspiration and hope for the future of Ireland. We work with 
many children whose courage and hope in the face of considerable challenges would put 
most adults to shame. They are worth fighting for; worth changing for. Our children 
deserve nothing less than a Government that stands up for them. A Government that 
gives them a world to wonder at, one full of hope, possibility and opportunity. Barnardos 
believes in the power of one adult to change a child’s life; we see that power at work 
every day in our projects across the country. Politicians are powerful adults; election 
2011 holds possibility for real and lasting change that can improve countless 
children’s. Children don’t vote but that doesn’t mean they shouldn’t be heard. We 
have one request for politicians in Election 2011: stand for children. 
 

February 2011  
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Part 1 - Election Priorities 

 
RETHINK 
One thing has been made clear in the past few years; Ireland is not a model of how to 
treat children. We have promised many changes to children but inaction has made our 
words cheap. Barnardos believes that Ireland can do better. It will require a complete 
overhaul of how we view children, their needs, rights and protection. We must re-imagine 
the way we deliver services to meet their needs across the board. We must re-imagine 
how we coordinate the various Government departments and services that have such 
relevance to young lives and shape future policy to suit children rather than bureaucracy. 
A new Programme for Government provides an opportunity to rethink how we do things 
and to make children a national priority. 
 
How?  
A national Programme of Prevention and Early Intervention must be developed to 
encourage innovation and the establishment of services that provide better outcomes for 
children and value for money for the State. This programme would underpin a rethinking 
of our approach to policy development and implementation, where we allocate and focus 
our resources and how we inform our actions through evaluated programmes and 
models of practice. This means looking at how we strategise for change, putting our 
focus, energy and resources into models that aim to prevent difficulties that arise for 
children and intervene early on when they do. All services for children across education, 
health, social welfare and social care need to be rethought with this in mind. We can 
make children’s lives better if they get the supports they need as soon as they need 
them. The dividends that prevention and early intervention models pay are well proven 
internationally. 
 
REFORM 
In recent years, the Ryan, Murphy and Roscommon reports have all outlined the 
shortcomings in the child welfare and protection system in Ireland and the consequences 
of those shortcomings. Barnardos has welcomed recent changes in the system, 
particularly the appointment of a new National Director for Children and Family Services 
in the HSE. However, the core issue of clear lines of accountability stretching from 
services on the ground to the Cabinet remains. Children need a system that is fully 
accountable to the Dail and the people of Ireland.  
 
How? 
A new government Department for Social Care must be established. This Department 
would have responsibility for child welfare and protection services, family support 
services and services for other vulnerable groups of people including those with 
disabilities and the elderly. A Department for Social Care would facilitate accountability 
for all such services at the highest level of Government and bridge the gap between 
policy development and implementation.  
 
At present the HSE has full statutory responsibility for social care services in Ireland. It 
spends around €536m on a wide variety of social and community care services and 
programmes. However, to date its management structures have not focused sufficiently 
on the effective delivery of these services. Barnardos believes that there are two possible 
options for the improved delivery of services under a Department for Social Care: 

1. The HSE structures are made sufficiently strong and robust to adequately deliver 
services to children and families in a timely way and to a high quality; or 

2. A new agency is established which would take over responsibility for child welfare 
and protection and family support services.  

 
Whatever the vehicle, Barnardos believes that the work of child welfare and protection 
services must:  

• Be underpinned by a common set of values and principles, clear objectives and 
evaluation of outcomes to assess how services are performing, where gaps in the 
system exist and ensure consistency across services throughout Ireland. 
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• Implement a Resource Allocation Model that is equitable and determined by 
children’s needs with a weighting towards prevention and early intervention. 

• Have responsibility for developing and implementing quality standards in service 
provision. 

• Be subject to independent assessment. 
 
REPRESENT 
Children must be put at the heart of Irish law. The Constitution represents the bedrock of 
the social and legal mores of our society; it is the document that should represent the 
core principles that we as a nation stand for. The conspicuous absence of distinct 
children’s rights in the Constitution represents the ongoing failure of our society to 
adequately prioritise children. It is time to change this: we must stand up for children and 
hold a referendum to make sure their rights are included at the heart of Irish law. 
 
How? 
We must ensure that a wording for the proposed Constitutional amendment on children is 
not diluted from that agreed by the Joint Oireachtas Committee in 2010. Any wording 
must at a minimum enshrine the principles of best interest of the child and the voice of 
the child in keeping with the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child. A Referendum on 
children’s rights must be held in 2011.  
 
PROTECT 
Poverty is the root cause of many challenges facing children. The recession has 
compounded the difficulties for children living in poverty. Their family incomes have been 
slashed by cuts to social welfare, increased taxes and increased family debt. At the same 
time, the public services many of them rely on for support in their education and 
development have been cut back. Some children have lost vital services that made all 
the difference to their learning and well-being while others are waiting longer for services 
stretched to breaking point. Ireland’s most vulnerable children have paid enough for the 
mistakes of grown-ups; they must not be asked to shoulder any more burdens of 
recession. We must protect them as we try to rebuild our economy in the interest of 
protecting their childhoods and futures. 
 
How?  
Despite our obligations to the IMF and EU, Ireland has a responsibility to protect its most 
vulnerable citizens and their families. Principles of proportionality and fairness must 
underpin economic recovery.  
Government must: 

• Maintain the National Action Plan for Social Inclusion 2007-2016 (NAPinclusion) 
commitment "to reduce the number of those experiencing consistent poverty to 
between 2% and 4% by 2012, with the aim of eliminating consistent poverty by 
2016" through a combination of universal and targeted payments coupled with 
improved service provision for vulnerable children and families.  

• Rethink our education system by applying the prevention and early intervention 
model to education services and frontload resources on early childhood care and 
education, primary school and transition supports for the early years of secondary 
level. Children must not be left to fend for themselves at their most crucial 
developmental stages. We must re-frame the system to suit children, looking 
particularly at supports for children from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
 

CONCLUSION 
Children in Ireland have played second fiddle to the agendas of individuals, institutions 
and politics for too long. The lasting legacy of the past decade is one of children and 
communities abandoned to the hangover of other people’s party. It is time to redress the 
balance. Children’s childhoods and futures are on the line. Children must be put at the 
centre of all policy, legislation and practice affecting their young lives. There is an 
opportunity for a new dawn in Ireland where children are heard and respected. Our 
children deserve no less and have a right to expect much more.  
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Part 2 – Policy Recommendations 
 

 
Children’s Rights Referendum 

 
Childhood is a precious time; children must be protected and their rights promoted to 
ensure that they are consistently treated with the respect and dignity they deserve. 
Irish society has continuously failed to prioritise children in any meaningful way. We 
have seen time and again the consequences of a culture that silenced children’s 
voices and ignored their best interests. Children in Ireland have played second fiddle 
to the agendas of individuals, institutions and politics for too long. It is time to redress 
the balance. Children’s rights must take their rightful place in the legal foundation of 
our State. The time for empty promises is long past, the debate for children long 
overdue; holding a referendum on children’s rights must be a priority for the incoming 
Government.   
 
Ireland ratified the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in 1992 but 
has not yet enshrined these rights in Irish law. The time to rectify this gap in 
protection for children and the promotion of their rights is long overdue. An 
amendment must be put to the people of Ireland asking them to stand up for children 
and place their rights in the Constitution.  
 
The Constitution represents the bedrock of the social and legal mores of our society; 
it is the document that should represent the core principles that we as a nation stand 
for. The conspicuous absence of distinct children’s rights in the Constitution 
represents the ongoing failure of our society to adequately prioritise children. It is 
time to change this: we must stand up for children and hold a referendum to make 
sure their rights are included at the heart of Irish law. 
 
Recommendations: 

• Ensure that the wording for the proposed Constitutional amendment on 
children enshrines the principles of best interest of the child and the voice of 
the child in keeping with the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child; 

• Hold a referendum on children’s rights as soon as possible. 
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Child Protection 

 
Introduction  
In recent years, the Ryan, Murphy and Roscommon reports have all outlined the 
shortcomings in the child welfare and protection system in Ireland and the 
consequences of those shortcomings. Barnardos has welcomed recent changes to 
improve the system, particularly the appointment of a new National Director for 
Children and Family Services in the HSE. However, the core issue of clear lines of 
accountability stretching from services on the ground to the Cabinet remains. 
Children need a system that is fully accountable to the Dail and the people of Ireland.  
 
Voice of the Child 
To complement the forthcoming Constitutional reform, Barnardos believes that all 
legislative and policy change must be underpinned by the child centred principles - 
ensuring decisions are in the best interests of the child or ensuring that the child’s 
voice is heard. This is especially pertinent in the area of family law where judicial 
decisions can have life altering consequences for children, particularly regarding 
guardianship, custody and access.  
 
Recommendations:  

• Adopt child centred principles in all legislative and policy reform; 

• Introduce statutory provision for the mandatory appointment and regulation of 
a Guardian ad Litem to ensure the voice of the child is heard in judicial 
proceedings. 

 
Children First 

The Ryan Implementation Plan commits to introducing legislation to place a duty on 
staff to comply with Children First. There has been no progress on this to date. 
Presently, adherence to Children First varies considerably. This is due to a number of 
factors: different interpretations of when to intervene when abuse is suspected, lack 
of understanding of responsibilities, lack of capacity to undertake those duties and 
lack of resources to fully implement the system.  
 
The Ombudsman for Children’s recent investigation into the implementation of 
Children First highlights that these failings even at the most basic level largely stem 
from a lack of drive to consistently implement Children First at a national level. The 
continued absence of this legislation means that children presenting with the same 
situation in different regions continue to have different experiences regarding 
professional assessment, intervention and follow up, potentially placing them at 
continued risk of abuse or neglect. 
 
Recommendation:  

• Draft and propose legislation to place Children First on a statutory basis to 
ensure a consistent response and assessment procedures to child protection 
concerns across Ireland. 

  
Social Services 
It is required – according to the National Standards for Foster Care 2003 and the 
Child Care (Standards in Children’s Residential Centres) Regulations 1996 – that a 
social worker be allocated and a care plan devised for each child in the care system. 
Currently, this does not always happen. As of January 2011 there were 5,682 
children in care, majority placed in foster families – 91% of children in care had an 
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allocated social worker1. In 2008, 34% of children in residential care and 36% of 
children in foster care did not have a care plan2.  
 
Although 200 social workers were recruited in 2010, as per the Ryan Implementation 
Plan recommendation and an additional 60 to be recruited in 2011, there is still a 
shortfall3. The consequences of not having a dedicated social worker can include 
children staying in residential care for much longer than necessary due to a lack of 
active ongoing care planning, or not searching for alternatives such as fostering or 
reunification with family or siblings4. It can also mean that children who are at risk 
within their care placement setting may not be identified or heard. The lack of 
appropriate resources for social work services means that social workers presently 
only have capacity to work with cases which have been prioritised as ‘at immediate 
risk of harm’. This means that children who are at risk but not assessed are often 
overlooked.   
 
Foster Care 
A 2010 report by the Health Information and Quality Authority (HIQA) found that 
children in three North Dublin HSE regions had been placed in foster care with carers 
who had not been vetted prior to the placement. The findings of the report showed 
that a number of those children were subjected to abuse within the foster families. It 
is clear that where any child is placed in care with a foster family, the State much 
take all steps to ensure that those placements meet high standards for the protection 
of the child.  
 
In January 2010, HIQA published Draft National Quality Standards for Residential 
and Foster Care Services for Children and Young People for consultation. HIQA’s 
role is to be expanded to cover the inspection of numerous care settings, including 
foster care, once the Health Act 2007 is commenced. This will be a very welcome 
step in the protection of children in foster care placements. However, the Authority’s 
resources must keep up with its expanded role to ensure that the agency is able to 
fulfil its statutory duties.  
 
Out-of-Hours Services 
The provision of out-of-hours social work services in Ireland is very ad hoc, relying on 
emergency foster care placement where available. The failure of the system to 
respond to calls for assistance from both families and children out-of-hours 
potentially puts children’s well-being and lives at risk. It is envisaged that the HSE 
out-of-hours social work service will be multidisciplinary linking with existing out-of-
hours services such as GPs, acute hospital services and mental health services to 
respond to children’s needs. Yet the roll out of this service is extremely slow.  
 
The lack of out-of-hours services also includes supports for children who have been 
sexually assaulted. At present there is no out-of-hours forensic examination service 
in the country. Even the voluntary service in the West is being cut by the HSE – this 
service saw 37 children aged 0-17 years between January and August 2010 , two-
thirds of them were under 10. The longer a child is seen the less evidence to be 
gathered which weakens their case should they prosecute5.  
 
Aftercare 
At present, the provision of aftercare under the Child Care Act 1991 is discretionary. 
Where it is delivered it is often inconsistent and erratic. Aftercare services must be 

                                                 
1
 Parliamentary Question 420 – 12

th
 January 2011 

2
 Health Service Executive (2009) Review of Adequacy of Services for Children and Families 2008 

3
 Irish Times 17

th
 January 2011  

4 Health Information and Quality Authority (2007) The Placement of Children aged 12 and under in Residential Care in Ireland, Department of Health and 

Children, Dublin  

5
 Irish Times 13

th
 December 2010 
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child centred and holistic and provided to children leaving the care system to assist 
and support them in their transition from care to an independent adult life. The wide 
range of supports needed include financial, accommodation, training and education 
and general advice and information. Young people leaving the care system are 
particularly vulnerable and the absence of supports leaves them exposed to risks of 
homelessness, drug / alcohol addiction, prostitution and imprisonment.  
 
Recommendations:  

• Recruit additional social workers to child protection services urgently and 
allocate more resources to frontline services; 

• Ensure all foster carers are vetted before children are placed in their care; 

• Commence provisions within the Health Act 2007 to extend the remit of HIQA;  

• Ensure HIQA is provided with adequate resources to fulfil its duty to 
adequately inspect foster care placements in the best interests of children in 
foster care; 

• Establish a comprehensive out-of-hours social work service to protect 
vulnerable children at times of crisis; 

• Introduce a statutory provision for aftercare services and develop 
comprehensive and standardised services across all HSE regions in Ireland. 

 
Vetting/ Information Sharing 

As revealed in many child protection reports including the Ryan Report (2009), 
Murphy Report (2009) and Ferns Report (2005), the lack of effective communication 
between agencies and professionals leaves vulnerable children at continuing risk of 
abuse and neglect. It is a failing of the current child care legislative and policy 
framework that cooperation among agencies and staff is dependent on local leaders 
rather than on standard practice.  
 
Effective communication involves statutory and non-statutory agencies working in 
partnership to share concerns and suspicions regarding a vulnerable child and their 
family so that they can act in the best interests of the child. The responsibility for 
sharing information applies not only to managers of children’s services but to all 
those engaged with children. At present, there is no legal framework for the sharing 
of relevant information in relation to children at risk. In addition to this there is a 
recognised need to place Garda vetting on a legislative footing to ensure that all 
individuals, paid or unpaid, involved in working with children would be vetted.  
 
This comprehensive vetting system would extend to include the collection and 
sharing of non-conviction data (‘soft’ information) meaning that checks would be 
made not only against any convictions held by the individual but also any information 
pertaining to relevant cautions, warnings and serious allegations against them. Such 
a system has been long called for in the interests of protecting children from those 
who would seek to harm them.  
 
Recommendation:  

• Prioritise the National Vetting Bureau Bill and ensure the resultant legislation 
puts the Garda Vetting Unit on a statutory basis with the responsibility of 
managing all hard and non-conviction (soft) information and is resourced 
appropriately to ensure that all individuals, paid or unpaid, involved in working 
with children are vetted.  

 

Separated Children 

Separated children are children under 18 years of age who are outside their country 
of origin and separated from both parents, or their previous / legal customary primary 
care giver. Between 2000 and 2010, over 5,952 separated children were referred to 
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the HSE; 2,865 were placed in care and 2,868 were reunited with family members, 
with the remainder deemed to be over 18 or were sent to other jurisdictions. 
 
For many years, separated children in Ireland were housed in privately run hostels 
not subject to regulation or inspection. In 2009, the HSE introduced the equity of care 
policy so that separated children receive the same accommodation and supports 
provided to Irish children in care. This culminated in the closure of all hostels by the 
end of 2010. While this progress is welcome, more action is required for this 
vulnerable group of children with diverse needs. This includes ensuring that 
appropriate supports are available to separated children as they move into foster 
care placements and integrate into their new home, school and community. Supports 
for foster parents caring for separated children are also required and provision or 
plans for such services should be rolled out in the regions where the children are 
likely to be placed in care.  
 
The removal of children to Direct Provision centres as soon as they turn 18 is also of 
ongoing concern as it is not based on an assessment of the needs of that young 
person and can leave them vulnerable to exploitation. 
 
Recommendations:  

• Ensure a complete evaluation of the equity of care policy to review that 
separated children’s needs are met in their care placements across Ireland. 

 
Missing Separated Children and Child Victims of Trafficking 
Barnardos continues to be concerned about the 440 separated children who went 
missing from the care of the HSE between 2000 and 2010 and are still unaccounted 
for, despite the existence of a Garda-HSE Joint Protocol on Missing Children. Whilst 
the numbers of separated children going missing (11 in 2010 compared to 47 in 2009 
or 65 in 2005) have drastically fallen as a result of the closure of the hostels from 
where these children would have gone missing, the whereabouts of the 440 children 
are still unknown. 
 
While there are welcome provisions in the Immigration, Residence and Protection Bill 
on the protection of suspected victims of trafficking, such as the proposed possibility 
to extend the recovery and reflection period to exceed 60 days for foreign nationals 
under the age of 18 years, Ireland has still not ratified the Council of Europe 
Convention on Action against Trafficking in Human Beings and the UN Trafficking 
Protocol. In particular, specific provisions relating to the protection of suspected 
trafficked children and the specific entitlements of those who are granted temporary 
residency should be added to Irish legislation in line with the child’s best interests.  
 
Recommendations:  

• Ensure that a revised Immigration, Residence and Protection Bill includes the 
best interests of the child principle as its guiding principle when dealing with 
separated and trafficked children; 

• Ensure appropriate supports are provided to child victims of trafficking 
including appropriate accommodation and psychological services. 

 
 
 
Direct Provision 
Barnardos has numerous ongoing concerns about the shared housing practices 
operating in Direct Provision centres around the country. Numerous child protection 
issues are inherent in the current provision of accommodation for asylum seeking 
families. Many have large numbers of single adults sharing bathrooms and living 
space with young children while others have at times incorporated a practice of 
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putting one-parent families with children into one room to save space. The risk of 
harm to children in these situations is unacceptable. In addition, the majority of Direct 
Provision centres do not provide adequate facilities for children to play or do 
homework and the environment poses a serious threat to their well-being. 
Unfortunately, many children are spending a significant amount of their childhood in 
these centres due to the lengthy waiting times to have their asylum applications 
processed.  
 
Recommendations: 

• Develop alternative accommodation options for asylum seeking families with 
children; facilities must be conducive to family life, allow for the adequate 
protection of children and provide adequate play opportunities for them.  
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Child Poverty 
 
Introduction 
Despite proposals in the National Recovery Plan, Barnardos believes it is imperative 
that children living in families reliant on social welfare or low incomes do not bear any 
more of the costs for rebuilding our economy. These families should not be made to 
pay for the bad decisions and practices of others especially when most of them 
barely benefitted from the boom time. Most families have experienced a reduction in 
their household income through cuts in wages, working hours and welfare payments 
with the result of pushing them deeper into poverty. These families cannot afford any 
further cuts to their incomes; they don’t have a safety margin from which they can 
trim luxuries or non-essentials.  
 
Families all over Ireland are struggling to survive. In 2009 almost one quarter of 
households were in arrears on one or more of the following items: utility bills, rent or 
mortgage payments, hire purchase agreements or other loans/bills. This compares 
with a rate of just over 10% in 2008. Almost 48% of households stated that they 
would be unable to meet an expense of €1,085 without borrowing.  
 
The Government strategy to increase Child Benefit payments and freeze targeted 
payments from the mid 1990’s to 2008 did yield tangible results in the reduction of 
consistent child poverty rates from 10.7% in 2005 to 6.3% in 2008. However, the 
combined reduction in household incomes saw the consistent poverty rate amongst 
children rise to 8.7% in 20096 or 91,954 children. This is likely to increase further as a 
result of further cuts to social welfare payments and Child Benefit in 2010 and 2011.  
Compensatory measures for families reliant on social welfare were given in 2010 but 
not in 2011, leaving these families in a worse position.  
 
Children remain the age-group most at risk of poverty, with a rate of 18% in 2009. 
Children in households headed by a lone parent continue to experience the highest 
risk of poverty at 35%7.  

The Government has justified the social welfare cutbacks on the grounds that prices 
have reduced. However, while this may be for some items it is too simplistic when in 
reality the basics of food, rent, insurance etc are a much bigger percentage of a 
family’s income when the earnings are €20,000 a year than a family on €100,000 a 
year8. Since 2007, health costs have increased by 13%, education costs by 24%, 
food up by 0.9%, while housing and fuel have fallen by 13% and furnishings are 
down by 8%9.  

Barnardos believes that a combination of universal and targeted payments coupled 
with improved service provision must be the strategy adopted if the National Action 
Plan for Social Inclusion 2007-2016 (NAPinclusion), which is: "to reduce the number 
of those experiencing consistent poverty to between 2% and 4% by 2012, with the 
aim of eliminating consistent poverty by 2016" is to be achieved.  

Recommendations: 
Despite our obligations to the IMF and EU, Ireland has a responsibility to protect its 
most vulnerable citizens and their families. Principles of proportionality and fairness 
must underpin economic recovery. If we are to lift children out of poverty, efforts must 
be made to improve household income for families on low income through increased 

                                                 
6
 Central Statistics Office (2010) EU-Standards of Living Costs 2009, Cork  

7
 Ibid 

8
 Irish Times 20

th
 December 2010 

9
 Central Statistics Office – Consumer price index 2007-2010 www.cso.ie  
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and more flexible social welfare payments that facilitate the take-up of atypical work 
or training.   
 

• Maintain adult payment rates at 2011 amounts and increase as soon as 
resources allow.   

• Maintain Child Benefit payments at 2011 amounts and increase as soon as 
resources allow.   

• Given its targeted nature, increase Qualified Child Allowance incrementally.  

• Increase Family Income Supplement (FIS) thresholds for smaller families to 
improve the household income for those workers on low wages.  

• Improve the take up of FIS by changing the criteria to recognise changing 
working patterns and make the system more responsive to families’ needs.  
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Educational Disadvantage 
 
Introduction 
Despite it being well proven that education is the known route out of poverty, 
educational inequality remains stark in Ireland. Children’s educational outcomes 
continue to be determined by their family’s social and economic status. The cutbacks 
to the education system in 2009, the reduction in support staff announced in Budget 
2011 and the further proposed changes under the National Recovery Plan will 
continue to impact disproportionately on those children from disadvantaged 
backgrounds who do not attend DEIS schools. This short term exchequer saving will 
have a long term negative economic impact as these pupils’ employment prospects 
are weakened and likelihood of welfare dependency heightened.  
 
Ireland’s investment in education has always lagged behind international standards. 
Ireland spends just 4.7% of GDP on education compared with an OECD average 
spend of 6.2% of GDP. Ireland exceeds only three countries in its spend on 
education - the Czech Republic, Italy and Slovakia10.  This poor track record of 
investment coupled with large class sizes fails to acknowledge that education yields 
both individual and societal gains in the long term. A forward looking vision is 
necessary to ensure all pupils are encouraged and enabled to reach their educational 
potential. This involves a series of actions starting even before the child enters the 
formal educational system.  
 
Early Childhood Care and Education  
The Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) sector in Ireland covers a wide 
variety of service types such as preschools, crèches (private and community based), 
and childminding.  Participating in quality ECCE is beneficial for all children 
especially those who are disadvantaged. Recent welcome developments have 
included the introduction of one year free pre-school for all children the year prior to 
joining primary school. A testament to its importance is reflected by the 94% take up 
of the scheme in its first full year11. However, issues of quality, accessibility and 
affordability remain outstanding concerns within the ECCE sector. This includes the 
availability of spaces in community based crèches and the cessation of the Traveller 
Pre-school Service in favour of integration into mainstream services without 
necessarily providing additional supports to those mainstream services. Provision for 
children aged 0-3 years also remains woefully under-developed. It is crucial that the 
incoming Government prioritises further development in the ECCE sector, building on 
the success of the one year free pre-school and improving quality and access to 
early years services for all children. Plans must be developed now to ensure that 
policies continue to move in the right direction over the lifetime of the next 
government.12 
 
Recommendations: 

• Establish a 10 year national plan for the strategic development of ECCE in 
Ireland; 

• Ring fence funding for the continuation of the Free Pre-School Year, ensuring 
that access to the pre-school year remains free for parents and that “top-up” 
fees are not charged by providers; 

• Guarantee a successor to the National Childcare Investment Programme 
(2006-2010) which will increase state subsidised facilities, ensure adherence 

                                                 
10

 OECD (2008) Education at a Glance 
11

 Barry Andrews TD, Minister of State with Special Responsibility for Children and Young People, 
written answer in the Dáil, 19

th
 October 2010. 

12
 Start Strong (2010) Children 2020: Planning Now for the Future, Dublin  
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to quality standards (SIOLTA and AISTEAR) and develop the 
professionalization of the sector; 

• Implement the Workforce Development Plan for the Early Childhood Care and 
Education. 

 
DEIS (Delivering Equality of Opportunities in Schools) 
The DEIS strategy which incorporates a series of interventions to address 
educational disadvantage in 667 primary schools and 203 secondary schools has 
been operating since 2005. Initiatives and funding for DEIS schools were largely 
spared from cutbacks in the education sector, although some funding for invaluable 
supports such as homework clubs and support teaching staff were axed. This has a 
negative impact on children especially in the areas of literacy and numeracy. One in 
three children from disadvantaged backgrounds continue to have serious literacy 
problems13.  
 
The effectiveness of the DEIS strategy remains to be seen as both qualitative and 
quantitative evaluations are being finalised. However, given that 68% of pupils from 
disadvantaged backgrounds do not attend DEIS schools14, investment to combat 
educational disadvantage must be across the educational sector.  
 
Recommendation 

• Ensure continuation of policy and commitment to eliminate educational 
disadvantage. This can be done through learning from findings of evaluations 
of DEIS, mainstreaming successful interventions, improving teacher training 
and ensuring that schools designated as disadvantaged who perform well are 
not penalised by the withdrawal of essential supports thereby preventing 
future students benefiting from the same opportunities.  

 
Literacy and Numeracy 
Literacy levels in Ireland fell significantly behind other OECD countries in 2009, 
falling from 5th place to rank 17th in the region’s PISA study15. The study added to 
existing research proving that despite investment to improve literacy and numeracy 
levels in schools, standards remain low. One-in-seven English and maths classes for 
primary pupils are unsatisfactory16.  Factors such as weaknesses in preparation, 
teaching approaches and assessment were all identified as important. The 'Better 
Literacy and Numeracy for Children and Young People: A Draft National Plan to 
Improve Literacy and Numeracy in Schools' proposes reforms to teacher education 
courses, increased time for literacy and numeracy in primary and post-primary 
schools, and a significant extension in the use of assessment and testing in reading 
and mathematics. A National Literacy and Numeracy Plan that is comprehensive, 
with robust targets and outcomes and fully implemented in a timely fashion is 
essential. For without it another generation of children will be seriously 
disadvantaged by literacy and numeracy difficulties.  
 
Recommendation  

• Once finalised, roll out and resource a National Literacy Strategy 
 
Additional Supports 
All children deserve to reach their own educational potential; additional supports are 
required to achieve this for some children. Such supports are now being reduced or 
phased out. These include: Resource Teachers, Special Needs Assistants, 
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16
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Language Support Teachers and Visiting Teachers for Travellers. Barnardos is 
particularly concerned by cuts to Traveller community as these children are 
particularly vulnerable and experience considerable educational disadvantage. 77% 
of Traveller children have no qualification beyond completion of Primary School, 
compared to a national rate of 18.9%.  
 
The loss of these supports can be detrimental to a child’s ability to keep up with the 
class and places huge pressure on the class teacher to provide additional tuition to 
those children in need. A child’s struggle to learn is compounded by large class 
sizes.  The allocation of these essential learning supports and the length of time with 
them should be dictated based on the needs of the child rather than crude 
accounting. 
 
Recommendation: 

• Ensure adequate funding of support teaching services to enable all children 
reach their educational potential.  

 
National Educational Psychological Service 
The National Educational Psychological Service (NEPS) remains under-resourced 
and now have had their staff numbers capped at 178. Presently not all schools have 
an assigned NEPS psychologist. This has resulted in delays and insufficient numbers 
of assessments being carried out, despite increasing demand for services. Those 
schools without a direct NEPS service avail of assessments being carried out by a 
member of the panel of private psychologists approved and paid for by NEPS. 
However, in some cases schools or local charities have paid for private assessments 
to be conducted where children’s needs were deemed too great and the delays too 
long. A NEPS assessment is required before additional supports are assigned to the 
pupil. The longer a child waits for an assessment to be undertaken, the worse the 
impact on the child’s health, development or behaviour. Significant delays can 
severely affect a child’s ability to reach their educational potential.  
 
Recommendation: 

• Adequately resource NEPS to ensure children have access to the necessary 
supports in a timely fashion.  

 
Book Rental Scheme  
The costs of school books can be prohibitive for families on low incomes especially 
when there are a number of siblings returning to school. Book rental schemes can 
significantly reduce the costs to parents. The Department of Education and Skills has 
now changed how it assists schools in helping families with the costs of school 
books. Instead of principals applying for funding, schools will receive payments on a 
capitation basis. The distribution of the funds will still be at the discretion of the 
principal, although it is strongly encouraged that a school book rental scheme be 
established. It is hoped this development will also support recycling of books and a 
reduction in the frequent use of new editions of books. 
 
Recommendation 

• Ensure book rental schemes are established nationally with the capitation 
funding received.  

 
 
Primary Pupil Database 
There is still no comprehensive database of primary school pupils based on PPS 
numbers, despite its necessity being recommended for years. The absence of such a 
database means that it is not possible to track the transition of individual children 
between the primary and secondary school cycles and more importantly those 
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children who drop out of school at this stage. Approximately 1,000 pupils per year for 
drop out of primary school. Their subsequent destination is largely undocumented 
and unknown. Anecdotal evidence suggests a large portion of these children are 
Traveller children.  
 
Recommendation 

• Progress the preliminarily work done on establishing a primary pupil database 
to ensure all children are tracked and progressed through the educational 
system.  
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Health 

Introduction 
In Ireland, a child’s health is determined by many factors including the conditions in 
which they live, household income and access to quality healthcare services. For 
children living in poverty access to these healthcare services is hindered due to the 
lengthy delays and insufficient resources and facilities associated with the public 
health system in Ireland.  
 
A year is a long time in a child’s life and yet many children wait that long and longer 
for access to crucial services such as speech and language therapy, child 
psychology and even eye tests. Children are left to cope with difficulties that can hold 
them back in their normal development and impact significantly on their educational 
attainment, their childhood and their future well-being. 
 
Primary Care/ Community Services 
Primary care service provision is central to the development of an early intervention 
approach to healthcare. An integrated system where children are assessed, 
diagnosed, referred to and seen by appropriate services in a timely way would 
contribute greatly to the early solution to a range of issues that if left untreated can 
cause significant difficulties for children. The Primary Care Strategy 2001 outlines 
primary care teams as including GPs, nurses/midwives, health care assistants, home 
helps, physiotherapists, occupational therapists, social workers and administrative 
personnel. A wider primary care network of other primary care professionals such as 
speech and language therapists, community pharmacists, dieticians, community 
welfare officers, dentists, chiropodists and psychologists are also highlighted as 
being central to the provision of primary care in the community17.   
 
Despite commitments made in Towards 2016 to establish 300 primary care teams by 
2008 and further commitments for 530 teams by 2011, progress has been extremely 
slow. The HSE now expects at least 115 primary care centres to be operational by 
2013, supporting 160 primary care teams18.  
 
Cost also continues to be a barrier in moving towards a primary care model of health 
service delivery. The 2010 Report of the Expert Group on Resource Allocation and 
Financing in the Health Sector19 found that high fees and lack of free or subsidised 
access to community health services meant that people continue to rely on hospital 
based treatments, particularly those on low incomes but not in receipt of a medical 
card. Barnardos supports the Expert Group’s recommendation to introduce controlled 
and lower user fees for those on moderate or low incomes and for those with high 
needs for community-based services. 
 
Recommendations: 

• Prioritise the implementation of the Primary Care Strategy and the HSE 
Transformation Programme by allocating resources for the establishment of 
Primary Care Teams and expansion of community services across all HSE 
regions; 

• Ensure that any child under five waiting more than three months for treatment can 
access these services automatically through the National Treatment Purchase 
Fund; 
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• Introduce controlled and lower user fees for those on moderate or low incomes 
and for those with high needs for community-based services to avoid the current 
system whereby those on low incomes but not in receipt of medical cards cannot 
access free or subsidised community based services. 

 
Medical Card 
Medical cards are a vital support to families dependent on social welfare and low 
incomes. However, many families who need support with health care costs continue 
to find themselves ineligible for the medical card due to the income thresholds which 
govern eligibility to the scheme. The fact that many children live in low income 
families without access to this vital health support puts children’s health at serious 
risk. Lack of access to affordable healthcare means that many children’s ill-health 
risks go undiagnosed and untreated resulting in potential long-term damage.  
 
In the short to medium term, the income guidelines applicable for eligibility for 
medical cards must keep pace with social welfare rates and wage incomes. In the 
long term all children aged 6 and under must be provided with a medical card as a 
matter of right in the interest of protecting and promoting their health and well-being.  
 
Barnardos also supports the recommendations outlined by the Report of the Expert 
Group on Resource Allocation and Financing in the Health Sector that, in the long-
term, subsidies must be more clearly focused on people with relatively low incomes 
who are over the threshold for the medical card and those who have a high level of 
medical need20. The introduction of such a system would eliminate poverty traps by 
supporting those looking to move back into or onto higher paid employment without 
fear of losing much needed subsidised access to essential medical care. 
 
Recommendations: 

• Extend coverage of medical card through indexing the income thresholds with 
wages and doubling the income limit eligibility for parents with children aged 6 
and under as promised in Programme for Government; 

• At the very least, ensure medical card income guidelines and disregards are in 
line with social welfare rates, and change the system to allow those previously 
unemployed who find work to keep their medical card for two years. 

 
Mental Health 
Mental health services continue to be under prioritised in Ireland particularly with 
respect to children and adolescents despite the Government’s ongoing commitment 
for improvement under A Vision for Change. In fact since 2006, mental health 
spending had been reduced by 9.2% and was down to 5.3% of the overall health 
budget in 2010. Over half of all HSE staff cuts had applied to mental health21.  
 
Despite modest improvements in the provision of inpatient facilities for young people 
under 18 which brought the number of inpatient beds to 30 in 2009 and 52 in 2010, 
services remain short of the 109 beds recommended to ensure that all children who 
need it get the right support at the right time. As a result of inadequate services, 120 
children and adolescents were admitted to adult psychiatric units between January 
and November 2010. Shockingly, this includes 13 children under the age of 16. 
Similarly, out of 200 young people admitted to adult units last year, 12 children were 
under 15-year-olds22. This is against HSE’s own policy of not admitting any child 
under 16 years to an adult unit, a policy to extend to all children under 17 years by 
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the end of 2010. Placing children in adult psychiatric facilities at a very vulnerable 
time in their young lives often places their mental health at greater risk and is wholly 
unacceptable in the provision of services for children.  
 
Progress on the establishment of Child and Adolescent Community Mental Health 
Services (CAMHS) has also been slow. A Vision for Change recommends the 
provision of two CAMHS for a population of 100,000 which represents 84 teams 
nationally23. So far, 49 such teams are in place and most are operating at 50% of the 
recommended staffing level24.  
 
The continued under resourcing of mental health services for children and young 
people mean that they are waiting unacceptable amounts of time for access to crucial 
assessment and treatment facilities. In September 2010, 2370 children and 
adolescents were waiting to be seen by a CAMHS. 610 had been waiting for six to 
twelve months, while 396 had been waiting for more than a year, with those in the 
South and West of the country enduring the longest waiting times25. 
 
Recommendations: 

• Ensure that the 78 required Child and Adolescent Community Mental Health 
Service are delivered as promised and that these teams comprise the full 
compliment of clinical and non-clinical staff recommended in A Vision for Change; 

• Expedite the implementation of the Vision for Change strategy recommendation 
to improve the primary care services for children and young people with mental 
health difficulties.  
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Housing and Homelessness 

Introduction  
All children deserve a place to call home, where they feel safe, warm and protected. 
Adequate housing and its environment plays a crucial role in a child’s life and their 
future life chances. In 2010, all housing tenures are still reeling from the aftermath of 
the property market crash with issues of mortgage arrears, substandard rented 
accommodation and lengthy waiting lists for families seeking social housing being 
common features. For some children living in areas of disadvantage the poor quality 
housing, incidences of crime and anti-social behaviour and lack of facilities impacts 
negatively on their childhood and makes the cycle of poverty harder to break.  
 
Social Housing  
The number of households with children in need of social housing increased by 
almost a quarter between 2005 and 2008 to 27,704, with the largest percentage of 
those living in Dublin (just under 30 per cent)26. Yet the yearly output is far short of 
the 73,000 social housing units agreed in Towards 2016. Families on social housing 
waiting lists have to rely on private rented accommodation or temporary 
accommodation for longer than is necessary. Given the collapse of the property 
market there is an unprecedented opportunity for properties taken over by NAMA to 
decrease the waiting lists for those who need social housing. It is appropriate that 
NAMA should pay social dividends that improve the situation for disadvantaged 
families who benefited so little from the Celtic Tiger. Linked to this is the welcome 
establishment in April 2010 of the specialist committee charged with examining the 
issue of “ghost” housing estates. Barnardos feels strongly that any review compiled 
by the committee should incorporate suitability studies for the use of properties for 
long-term housing for those on social housing waiting lists or who experience 
homelessness. In particular, estates and properties should be assessed in relation to 
access to services, transport and play areas for families with children. The 36% 
reduction in expenditure on social housing provision and support announced in 
Budget 2011 is of serious concern. Barnardos strongly believes that Government 
must prioritise the allocation of housing for those on waiting lists and ensure that 
such housing is of a high standard.  
 
Recommendation:  

• Use excess and unsold properties to house families on social housing lists 
and decrease the lists substantially over the next two years. 
 

Regeneration 
The stagnation of rejuvenation projects through the withdrawal of the Public Private 
Partnership initiatives over the past two years has resulted in worsening 
disadvantage for families living in communities such as Dolphin House, Rialto, St. 
Michael’s House, Inchicore, Moyross, Limerick and many others across Ireland. 
These families continue to live in substandard accommodation. The reduction of 15% 
in the local authority regeneration works announced in Budget 2011 will most 
certainly compound the ongoing difficulties faced by such communities. It is 
unacceptable that these communities should be left without hope of improvement in 
their living standards. Government must allocate even modest funding to ensure that 
regeneration projects are continued despite the recession. Too many children are 
already seriously disadvantaged and marginalised through the failure of Government 
to adequately support communities affected by long-term disadvantage. We cannot 
roll back on commitments made to improve these children’s lives. Regeneration 
initiatives would help to provide employment, building on existing skills within 
communities and paying huge dividends on small investments.  
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Recommendation: 

• Allocate funding for continuation of regeneration schemes for disadvantaged 
communities due for regeneration. 

 
Families living in Private Rented Accommodation 
Barnardos recognises the overall drop in rents and the benefits this can provide to 
those living in private rented accommodation. However, many families with children 
who are dependent on social welfare or in low paid employment are not in a position 
to move and therefore not always able to negotiate with landlords for appropriate 
reductions in rent.  
 
The proposal that people on Rent Supplement should be transferred onto the Rental 
Accommodation Scheme after six months instead of a year is welcomed.  But this 
change will mean that local authorities must work efficiently to ensure that there are 
enough units available and that they meet the required standards. Barnardos urges 
Government to increase take up of the Scheme through allocation of properties 
under NAMA for housing under the Scheme.    
 
Recommendation: 

• Increase uptake of the Rental Accommodation Scheme through allocation of 
empty properties by local authorities. 
 

Homelessness 
For young people there are different identified routes into homelessness. These 
include coming out of the care system, familial conflict, abusive family situation and 
problematic behaviour e.g. drug misuse, criminality27. Incidences of mental ill health 
and alcohol and/or drug abuse are common among young homeless people. Figures 
show that in 2008, 986 young people under 18 were in homeless services either in 
families or alone28. Children, generally teenagers, who are homeless on their own are 
an extremely vulnerable group. The current provision of care to children who are 
homeless is insufficient; they are frequently placed in unsuitable accommodation and 
through use of Section 5 of the Child Care Act 1991 are not received into the care of 
the HSE.  
 
Section 5 of the Act was envisaged to be an emergency measure. However, in 
practice many children remain under Section 5 and in emergency hostels and 
supported lodgings for considerably longer periods of time. Emergency hostels often 
require children to depart every morning leaving them on the street for most of the 
day and exposed to a litany of dangers. The use of supported lodgings is particularly 
alarming given its unregulated status and the fact that children in such lodgings do 
not necessarily have an assigned social worker. 
 
Children who are provided care under Section 5 should be moved to the care of the 
State under Section 4 of the 1991 Act. Under Section 4 they will have a statutory 
entitlement to an allocated social worker, an individual care plan, their care facilities 
will be inspected by HIQA and governed by national standards. None of these 
safeguards are automatically available to children residing in emergency hostels or 
supported lodgings.  Children must not be left in limbo without adequate care to meet 
their needs. The establishment of a 24 hour, nationwide social work service, as 
promised under the Youth Homelessness Strategy (2001) and the Ryan 
Implementation Plan must be implemented as a matter of urgency. 
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Recommendations:  

• Prioritise the review of current practice in relation to Section 5 of the Child 
Care Act 1991; 

• Move children experiencing homelessness into the HSE care system to 
ensure access to a social worker, care planning and facilities; 

• Ring-fence funding for the establishment of a 24hr nationwide social work 
service as a matter of urgency; 

• Improve provision of aftercare services for young people leaving the care 
system as frequently those leaving care experience homelessness.  
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Youth Justice 

Prevention and Early Intervention  
Educational disadvantage, early school leaving and family history of crime are all 
factors that can contribute towards children’s path into criminal activity. The value of 
the adopting prevention and early intervention strategies cannot be underestimated. 
Such strategies include the Garda Juvenile Diversion Programme which offers young 
people at risk of being involved in crime a second chance with the intention of 
preventing them engaging in criminal activity. However, preventative strategies can 
have a wider focus, encapsulating education and health initiatives as well. Also for 
young offenders before the courts Barnardos recommends the increased use of non-
custodial sentences such as community based sanctions and restorative justice 
practices as forms of punishment to help ensure that detention is an absolute last 
resort.  
 
Recommendation:  

• Invest in a range of preventative services and programmes targeted at 
children living with disadvantage including out of school services, mental 
health initiatives and mentoring programmes. 

 
Children’s Detention 
The Children Act 2001 recognises the principle of detention as a last resort and 
prohibits the imprisonment of children. The Criminal Justice Act 2006 amends the 
2001 Act to make provision for all children less than 18 years of age to be detained in 
Children Detention Schools. The establishment of new national children’s detention 
facility in Oberstown, Lusk with capacity for 157 boys and 10 girls is still at a 
preliminary stage. Therefore, the practice of detention of boys between 16 and 21 
years of age in St. Patrick’s institution continues, with on average 220 boys aged 16 
and 17 being imprisoned on a yearly basis29.   
 
Recommendation: 

• Ensure the new national children’s detention facility is prioritised and 
progressed as a matter of urgency; 

• In the interim, ensure that children in St. Patrick’s Institution have recourse to 
complaint mechanisms under the Ombudsman for Children’s Office to ensure 
their voices are heard.  

• Child care legislation and standards that apply to the detention of children in 
other settings must apply to children in St. Patrick’s Institution, including those 
regarding health, education, child protection and the qualifications and 
training of staff. 

 
Ombudsman for Children’s Office 
The functions of the Ombudsman office is to investigate complaints regarding actions 
by public bodies; to promote children’s rights; and to provide research and policy 
advice. However, under the Ombudsman for Children Act 2002, the office is 
precluded from investigating cases involving children who are detained in prisons 
and Garda stations and from investigating any action on decisions relating to status 
in the refugee appeals process. In the interests of safety of the children, transparency 
and accountability the Ombudsman’s remit ought to be extended.  
 
Recommendation: 

• Extend the remit of the Ombudsman for Children to allow investigations into 
children’s experiences in prison, Garda stations and in relation to the asylum 
and refugee process.  
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Youth Services 

 
Introduction 
Access to leisure activities and out-of-school services is important for the social, 
emotional and educational growth of children and young people. However, for 
children and young people living in poverty, the opportunities to experience such 
activities are minimised.  
  
Out of School Services 
Provision of quality out-of-school services is often limited and unregulated in Ireland. 
There is frequently a charge associated with participation which reduces the 
opportunities for young people living in low income households. Yet these services 
are beneficial to all children and young people for improving their self-esteem and 
widening their experiences. These services can take different forms such as sporting 
clubs, homework clubs and uniformed groups but frequently they charge entry fees.  
 
Recommendation: 

• Invest in and regulate the Out-of-School Services sector to ensure they are 
affordable and accessible to all young people.  

 
Recreation and Alcohol 
In April 2010, €1.5m was allocated to the Youth Café Funding Scheme. This is 
earmarked for small scale fit-out, refurbishment works or building enhancement 
projects to existing Cafes and for the start up of new youth cafés. The number and 
location of recipients is still being finalised. The demand for Youth Cafes has been 
frequently highlighted as a means of providing age appropriate services and 
information to young people. They can also assist in reducing the incidences of 
alcohol binge drinking among young people by virtue of providing a safe social outlet 
for teenagers.  
 
Recommendation: 

• Establish and maintain a network of youth cafes around the country ensuring 
their establishment in rural areas and urban areas experiencing 
disadvantage.  

 
Conclusion 
Barnardos has ongoing concerns about the lack of political priority given to children 
over the past fifteen years in Ireland. While some progress was made during the 
boom years in relation to the development of better education, health and social 
welfare supports for vulnerable children, too little was done to lift meaningful numbers 
of children out of poverty and disadvantage. Moreover, once economic catastrophe 
hit Ireland, children living in and on the edge of poverty were the first to pay for the 
mistakes of others. Cuts to social welfare payments, the widening of tax bands, cuts 
to education services, frontline health services and community projects have hit 
vulnerable children from all angles. Already hard lives have been made harder in the 
last two years. Children’s childhoods and futures are on the line. The lasting legacy 
of this decade is one of children and communities abandoned to the hangover of 
other people’s party. The next decade must mark a new era in Irish politics and social 
policy. Children must be brought out of the cold and to the table. They must be put at 
the centre of all policy, legislation and practice affecting their young lives. There is an 
opportunity for a new dawn in Ireland where children are heard and respected. Our 
children deserve no less and have a right to expect much more.  


